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Chapter 1
 

He’d finished taking care of the others. All but the one who’d escaped—the one who’d proven the strongest had been allowed to escape. For one was needed; one had to press her claim, to stir the chaos—the One True God demanded it!—but the others… they were mere extras. Unnecessary. Existing only to complicate the plan. To frustrate it. Not that they could frustrate it; no mere mortal could interfere with the will of the One True God. But, all the same, Blackmoth had done what he was bid, and eliminated them. Now it was time for the second…
Second of five. Second of five. Five there shall be. Five destructions. Five to rain down upon the galaxy. Five is His number. Four corners and one heart. Five. The number of the One True God.
Blackmoth carefully removed the light fixture, opening up a small hole above the most important room in the Empire; he knew the second destruction was about to be brought forth. Just as the One True God willed. And he—meager, unworthy Blackmoth—was the vessel to unleash it.
This one acts, as ever, in Your Name, a name all are unworthy to speak.
Blackmoth peered through the small hole where, a moment before, the light fixture had been. The tiny crawlway—meant for maintenance—was extremely cramped and, although Blackmoth was thin, he had difficulty maneuvering. But such challenges meant nothing to the One True God and would not frustrate His plans. All was as it should be. And soon the entire galaxy would bathe in the chaos, rancor, and destruction that He saw fit to thrust upon them. Many souls would soon be ripped back into the void. But it was just. Their time had come.
Blackmoth crawled forward, gingerly so as not to disconnect any of the cables or interfere with the electrical infrastructure. Some of the noise of the great chamber below poured through the tiny opening, from where the light fixture had been removed, but Blackmoth ignored the words. They were ignorant lies and meant nothing. Posturing, politicking, pretensions made by the Empire’s preeminent deceivers, deluders, and dissimulators. The chamber was filled with arrogant fools—infidels who, like most of humanity, had forgotten their maker and declared themselves kings and rulers over the universe.
Blackmoth gingerly fixed the suppressor to the rifle and then slowly and delicately pushed it through the orifice he’d made. Where, thirty-five meters above the Assembly Floor, he perched, hidden among the tens of thousands of lights used to brighten the vast chamber. Below him, stacks-upon-stacks of balconies seated the nearly two-hundred fools, the Representatives of the Empire. But, like the stringed puppets they were, they sat at the edges of their seats gazing below not above, as they were meant to do, paying him no mind, obsessing with intense focus on the farce playing out before them on the Assembly Floor proper. But, even if their foolish eyes hadn’t been so blinded by the self-absorbed, arrogant world in which they lived, soaking in the foolishness spread out before them, they would never have noticed Blackmoth. A tiny dark speck hidden amongst hundreds and hundreds of lights. And it was from that array of electric light that the One True God’s spiritual light would shake the galaxy with His second destruction.
“Five there shall be,” Blackmoth silently mouthed the words. “Five. Five to break the galaxy. Five to usher in the Darkness. And from that Darkness, the Truth shall restore Order.”
He peered through the scope, adjusting it as needed, until he had a clear view of the dais at the very bottom, where three Representatives sat. There was nothing about them that made them mightier or worthier than the other two-hundred fools. Yet they pretended as leaders. And near them, even more sickeningly, were another dozen or so who stood, expecting the reins of the galaxy to be placed into their soft, fat hands. The lords and ladies of the so-called “Great Houses.” As he examined their faces in the crosshair, the ones he could see, each seemed even more revolting and unworthy than the last. The One True God is wise to return the Darkness to the galaxy... and remind every mortal soul everywhere that these meager fools—these so-called leaders—cannot replace Him. Guidance, Wisdom, Safety, and Security may only be found through Him. And none other way. Else the Darkness must return.
The Representatives below, especially the members of the Great Houses, were swept up in the excitement they thought they had created. But none was prepared for the true shock of the day. They believed their Empire was strong. That it was meant to endure. That some new leader would mount it like a stallion and ride it to a glorious future. Not so. Today, that precious Empire would fall.
A few minutes later, the thrilled enthusiasm of the ants below intensified. Those who stood in positions of honor made way for an entourage to move to the front and center. A man surrounded by many aides and guards. Aides that could give him no aid. And guards that could not protect him. The man came to the center and stood before all the world and all the galaxy. Like a false god. And as a false god, he would be given to the void.
Blackmoth focused the scope in tighter and moved the crosshair onto the king’s head. As he did, the King spoke, filling the chamber with noise from his microphone. Loud enough that it seemed to echo, even in the tiny maintenance crawlway. Empty words. A cry for peace and unity that was being broadcast from here to the farthest reaches of space. But a cry that would not be answered. For it was not the words the King said that would prove to be the second great destruction…
The One True God demands chaos.
Blackmoth took a moment to mark both of his targets, noting exactly where their heads were. The first target stood almost completely in place, only his jaw seemed to be moving; the other shifted around a bit. Trying to get a better view of the first. But his movements were subtle and would not interfere with Blackmoth’s shot.
Blackmoth controlled his breathing and kept his muscles loose. Then, when the One True God told him to, he exhaled gently and squeezed the trigger. The .338 rifle snapped and expelled its shot with a hiss. Taking its target in the eye. Blackmoth quickly shifted the rifle, pulling the bolt back and forward—expending the spent shot—and then immediately fired. Taking his other target in the head as well.
He set the rifle aside and replaced the light fixture, a process that took only a few seconds. As he did, he focused on the One True God, wanting to hear His instructions—if He had any—and ignored the sounds of panic and pandemonium below. Once the light was back in place, making it that much more difficult for the security forces to identify where the shot had originated from, Blackmoth wormed his way backwards and out of the maintenance crawlway.
The second destruction had befallen the galaxy. Like a second swing from a celestial hammer. The One True God was pleased, Blackmoth knew. But there was more to do and no time to rest. The third destruction would take its course soon. Set in motion by the poor, foolish mortals themselves. Bathing the galaxy in an ocean of cleansing blood. And then, in the critical moment, Blackmoth would be there—ready to unleash the fourth destruction. And then the fifth and final destruction. Then, and only then, would the galaxy be sufficiently broken to accept the Truth of the One True God.
“The One True God is just,” Blackmoth whispered as he made his escape. “The One True God is just.”



Chapter 2
 

Tamara stood on the bridge of the Prometheus as the micro-frigate circled Titan Three. Of course Prometheus wasn’t the vessel’s true name—it was something unpronounceable and Rotham, as foreign and alien as the ship’s original crew. But now that the vessel belonged to her, and her scientific efforts, she’d renamed it to something more to her liking.
“That’s the last of it,” said Erik. She looked over at her fellow scientist and saw a hint of sadness in his eyes. And she thought she understood why.
Gazing past him, out the window, down upon the planet, she couldn’t see the Polarians destroying the facilities they’d labored so hard in for the past several months but she could see the dark greens and blacks that swirled in the clouds—the taint that had tinted the atmosphere of the planet, choking it with a heavy presence of new toxins and pollutants.
Ruining the ecosystem of a once beautiful world hadn’t been their goal, but it had proved a necessary sacrifice in the weaponizing process. And that seemed to trouble Erik more than the rest of them—probably because he’d begun his scientific career rather ironically as a conservation biologist.
“This is for the best,” Tamara reminded everyone—including herself. “This is for the good of humanity.” And Titan Three is not a human world… a fact Zane Martel had stated clearly. Better to ruin one of their worlds than one of ours, especially if it gives us the key to countless more generations of safety, insurance against the ever-looming specter of alien invasion.
Tamara recalled history as well as anyone, and she remembered—though it had happened long before she’d been born—how the early encounters with the Rotham and Polarian species had been more of a predator-prey relationship with humanity.
“Yes, yes, I know,” said Erik. He looked away, somewhat angrily. Tamara didn’t completely blame him for his sour attitude. There was a kind of denial that had been possible down on the surface, when all one could see was offices, industrial buildings, and mountains in the far distance, but here—gazing down upon the whole planet like a goddess—one could not escape the reality of what they’d done. The planet was darkened, and ruined, and would remain transformed forever.
“Eleven standard months…” she said. Those around her shared the sentiment.
“Hard to believe, isn’t it?” asked Isabella.
“Indeed it is,” replied Tamara. When they’d first been brought here by Zane Martel, to work on The Project, it had felt so completely foreign and strange. But now, despite how Polarian it still was, it felt oddly like home. And it was difficult to process that, after all the hard work and time spent here, they were actually leaving. The great network of buildings and industrial infrastructure that had been raised to serve as their homes, and laboratories, and everything else, was now little more than a pile of ash and rubble. Erased as best the Polarians knew how. Meant to hide the fact that they’d ever been here. Even though the planet would continue to bear their scars for millions of years.
“Well, I guess that means it’s time we turn this rust bucket around and go home,” said Erik.
Tamara nodded. She knew that when they got back to Capital World, they’d have to return the ship to Zane. But, considering what each of them was to be paid for their services, the loss of one old Rotham micro-frigate wasn’t much to consider.
“Set course for Capital System,” said Tamara. “Everyone, let’s go home.” In truth, she wasn’t sure what to expect when they got there. Their last instructions from Zane hadn’t been very clear—and strangely they hadn’t heard anything from him since. No new instructions. No updates. Nothing.
So Tamara figured returning to Capital System was all they could really do. “Remember to display Imperial colors and broadcast the fact that we are Imperial civilians. It’s not a question of if we’ll get stopped by an Imperial patrol—it’s a question of when.”
The Rotham ship no longer carried any armaments and its only defensive shield was navigational, even its armor plating was old and broken. Still, it was a foreign design and undoubtedly the Fleet would take an interest in them once they popped up on somebody’s scopes. It’ll be okay, she reminded herself. She’d reasoned that there was nothing to worry about. So long as they remembered their cover story and complied with all instructions—and allowed the Imperial military to board their ship when asked—all would be fine. They’d get back to Capital System, and there they’d receive the fortunes they’d been promised.
“Incoming message,” said Isabella.
“From whom?” asked Tamara.
“Polarian command ship. We are ordered to maneuver to a position in open space, oh-one-three by seven-three-three by nine-nine-one. And there we will power down our engines and… prepare to dock?” Isabella turned away from her terminal and gave Tamara a very confused look.
“Did they say why?”
“They say they have to do a security check before we can be granted clearance to leave.”
Tamara knew that there was no other option. A whole squadron of Polarian warships patrolled the system; if they wanted something, they would have it. One way or another.
It’s all right, she told herself. The warships are loyal to our employer’s interests—or, at the very least, loyal to someone Zane has made a deal with. There is nothing to fear.
Despite her effort to reassure herself, she felt her heart quicken. The sight of the Polarian soldiers—seven feet tall, thickly muscled, bluish-gray skin… not to mention all of the weapons, including savage knives, that they wore—they’d always intimidated her. Even when they were there to protect her and the other scientists, they’d still frightened her.
Once they finally jumped the system, Tamara would be glad to be rid of them. But by the look of things, they would have to put up with one more unwanted encounter.
“Comply with all instructions,” said Tamara.
“I’m already on it,” said Erik. He looked by far the most eager to return home, or, at the very least, put the vomit-green, catastrophically-polluted, forever-darkened world of Titan Three behind them once and for all. Out of sight and, if the universe was merciful, out of mind.
The ship angled and accelerated, and Tamara watched as the planet slipped out of view.
“We’ve broken orbit,” Erik announced. “Accelerating to coordinates.”
“Isabella, are they saying anything?” asked Tamara.
“Not much. Just that they will make this quick. And then we can go and claim our reward.”
“Payment. Finally, the reason I did this,” said Erik. “I wonder what the going rate is for a soul these days…”
The ship reached the designated position.
“Answering all stop,” said Erik.
“They’ve dispatched a shuttle,” said Isabella. “It will reach our position in thirty seconds and commence docking operation.”
“Then we let them search the ship, make sure we didn’t steal any of their toys, and after that we can finally be on our way,” said Erik. He ran a hand through his hair and leaned back impatiently in the pilot’s seat.
Let’s hope that’s all it is, thought Tamara. She had an ominous feeling about this, but she kept her sentiment to herself. The simplest explanation was usually the likeliest—that was the Razor Principle—and the simplest explanation, she knew, was that the Polarians were following a basic, normal, non-threatening protocol. Search any ships leaving their systems, especially after completing a top-secret joint venture. Make certain we aren’t leaving the system with valuable information that could compromise the security of the Polarian Confederacy. Yes, that must be it.
But, even as she thought it, she remembered the little idiosyncrasies she’d noticed over the months. Signs that made her suspect these Polarians were not actually part of the Confederacy, even though they seemed organized and powerful enough to have military-class starships.
After a minute, Isabella rotated her chair and made eye-contact with Tamara, her face as pale as a ghost. “They’re here.”
“Good,” said Erik, “the sooner they get this over with, the sooner we can go home.” He tried to sound reassuring, but anxiety pierced his words.
The next thirty seconds passed in eerie silence. All Tamara seemed able to hear was the thumping of her own heart. She resisted the urge to stand up and pace about nervously. She didn’t want to add to her colleagues’ anxiety, however, so she refrained.
The elevator door slid open and four towering Polarians entered with heavy footsteps. Tamara stood to receive them. She found herself face-to-face with the lead Polarian’s chest. She craned her neck to look him in the eyes.
“You are Tamara Baxter?” he asked, his dark eyes seeming to shimmer ever so slightly in the bridge’s light.
“Yes… yes, I am,” she said, as strongly as she could. “And these,” she pointed, “are my colleagues. Erik Davidson and Isabella—”
“I do not care who they are,” interrupted the Polarian leader.
“How… how may we help you, sir?” asked Tamara, her throat tight. Back on the planet’s surface, the Polarians almost never spoke to them, so she’d never gotten used to interacting with them. Back then they’d been like fearsome statues, a part of the ominous background. Oh how I wish these were mere statues…
“You are the one who developed the weapon, yes?” asked the lead Polarian, gazing at her intensely with those coal eyes.
“We all worked on—”
“But you, you were the one who divined how to do it, yes? You were the one who was gifted with this knowledge?”
It took her half a heartbeat to figure out what the Polarian was saying. “Yes,” she answered cautiously. “The science of the isotome weapons was based upon my theories of—”
“Good,” he said. She noticed then just how sharp and jagged his teeth were. She gulped at the sight of them, but tried to overpower her instinctive urge to flee. My instinct to run from him and his predator teeth is a primal one, she reminded herself, an evolved fear that is no longer relevant. I should not be afraid.
“Then you are the one who will tell me,” he said.
“Tell you what?” asked Tamara.
“The weapons,” his eyes narrowed, as if studying her carefully. “Can there ever be more of these instruments of destruction?”
She was taken aback by the question. “I suppose so, if more isotome is found.”
“You could make more?” he raised an eyebrow. Perhaps this seemed to contradict something else he’d been told. Tamara realized then what the confusion was likely about.
“No, nobody can make more of the weapons as things currently stand,” she said. “The Xenobe Nebula Region was the only place in the entire known galaxy where stable isotome has ever been found. And all of that has been mined—”
“So, no more weapons?” his eyes narrowed again.
“No more weapons,” she said. “Unless new isotome is found one day, otherwise no, there will never be another isotome weapon.”
The Polarian seemed to understand this. He looked away from her and nodded to his fellow soldiers. And, for the briefest instant, Tamara thought that was the end of it. That they were free to go.
Something crunched loudly against the terminal behind her, followed by a blood-curdling scream from Isabella. Tamara whirled around. The sight made her gasp.
Oh god! Tamara tried to scream but the words wouldn’t come out.
Erik was dead. He’d been forcefully thrown against the terminal. He lay crumpled over the bent helm control, his head cracked open like an egg. Revealing grey-matter and broken skull fragments drenched in a river of blood and other bodily fluids.
Another of the Polarian soldiers seized Isabella by the throat. She struggled to break free but was hopelessly outmatched in a contest of strength. The Polarian lifted her by the neck, as if she were a weightless ragdoll, and—if that didn’t do irreparable harm to her—the jagged knife he slipped along her throat did. Opening her carotid artery. Blood gushed and Tamara had to look away.
She felt frozen in place, unable to do anything. Hot tears drowned her eyes and, although it was biologically impossible, she felt her heart beating in her throat.
And then, tight as a vice grip, a large hand clamped down on her shoulder. She trembled and sobbed as she felt herself pulled backwards suddenly.
“Please…” she whispered meekly. “Please don’t…”
“I am sorry human female,” the deep voice said from behind. “The number of ways is but one. And this is it. There is no other path.”
“At least…” she fumbled for words. Realizing, somewhat surreally, that she was about to die—about to stop existing.
“At least what?” demanded the Polarian.
“At least tell me why,” she said, controlling her sobs. “We only did what was asked of us.”
“Indeed you did, human female. And now your work is complete.”
 

***
 

Calvin was with Kalila on the bridge of the Black Swan when word reached them. And once the bad news started pouring in, it didn’t stop. It seemed to only grow worse with each further detail. He could do nothing but stand there, feeling stupid—reeling in shock himself—and watch as the Princess’s entire world collapsed around her.
“It is certain, then?” she asked, forcing her voice to remain strong even though her body was visually trembling.
“I’m afraid so, Your Grace,” replied Captain Adiger, bowing his head respectfully. The man had personally contacted his allies on the ground to determine what was happening.
“First Genjiro, and then Kanna and Azumi…” Kalila spoke the names softly, barely above a whisper, seeming to stare far beyond everyone. As if watching events a thousand light-years away. “And now Father too…”
Not long ago they’d received word that the crown prince’s shuttle had been destroyed while attempting to leave the system. It exploded during takeoff; cause unknown. And then, hardly seconds afterward, news arrived that Kalila’s elder sisters were similarly deceased. One died as her ship’s life support failed, and the other was killed in a fatal car accident, while trying to reach an Akiran stronghold on Capital World—her bodyguards apparently had died with her, along with most of her forty-eight person motorcade. Calvin thought either this was the most spectacularly lethal accident of all time or, infinitely more likely, not an accident at all.
And now Kalila had just learned the reason her father’s speech had been abruptly interrupted was that he was dead. And Kalila looked almost too stunned to comprehend what it all meant. While all Calvin could think was, they’re butchering the crown and everyone in line to inherit it. Does that mean Kalila is next? Is this ship rigged to explode too? Or lose life support? He looked around at the many officers manning the many stations of the bridge, whole teams of people relaying commands to hundreds of crewmen all throughout the dreadnought. And he realized, if this ship were timed to destroy itself, he had no choice but to rely on these officers to keep him safe. There was nothing he could do to help them.
“None of this was an accident,” whispered Rafael to Calvin. Calvin nodded. Rafael was right about that, this was all planned. Someone wanted to create a vacuum of power… but who? Not the Assembly… not unless those in power there, such as Caerwyn Martel, had learned in advance that King Akira had intended to cling to his throne, and Caerwyn and the others had axed him before he could cry for the loyalist citizens to rally to his cause. But that felt wrong to Calvin. Nothing about the King’s speech, short as it’d been, gave him the impression that he was on the verge of challenging the Assembly.
His eyes automatically returned to Kalila. So beautiful and so pitiable. Calvin’s heart stirred. More than anything he wanted to reach out, to hold her, to try to comfort her. But he knew it would be completely inappropriate, so he suppressed the instinct. Even though he could see her heartache in her hauntingly sad eyes.
“How did he…?” asked Kalila, now looking at Captain Adiger.
“He was murdered, Your Grace,” he said. “Slain on the Assembly Floor, killed by a cowardly sniper.”
Calvin reeled at the cause of death. Shocked that he’d lived to see such a day.
They’d all been watching the King’s address before the Empire—wondering if he would submit to the Assembly’s decision to strip him of his throne, or if he’d cling to his powers and fight the forces that had usurped their government. As Calvin had listened, it’d proven difficult not think about the Eighth and Ninth Fleets bearing down on Capital System even now, fifty-two ships ready for battle. Ships that were likely to capture or destroy the Black Swan.
And yet, even though he feared for his own life, he couldn’t help but feel an intense measure of crushing guilt. This whole tragic situation was as much his fault as anyone’s. He’d been the Executor. The duty had fallen on him to capture the Phoenix Ring conspirators, to shake loose every iota of information they had and expose them and their treachery before the Assembly and the Empire, but he’d come too late. And Zane Martel, the Phoenix Ring leaders, and all of their precious information had melted away—like snowflakes in the palm of his hand—before he could raise his angry fist and expose the truth.
As they’d watched the King’s broadcast on the Black Swan’s bridge, gripped by every word, waiting to see if he would fight for his crown, they were shocked when the broadcast abruptly terminated. The King had been in the middle of a sentence, and then static. At first Calvin had assumed, along with most others—he was sure, that the broadcast had been cut off by someone wanting to silence it. Perhaps by jamming communications. But it turned out the state-run news organization had been broadcasting with a seven-second delay, rather than live, and that delay had spared Kalila the torment of seeing her father collapse on the Assembly Floor, apparently shot by a sniper.
“Did they apprehend the coward?” Kalila asked through clenched teeth. A newfound fire raged in her eyes. Burning in place of the thousands of tears she somehow held back.
“Not yet, Princess,” said Adiger. “But I’m sure it is only a matter of time.”
With the heir to the throne, Genjiro Akira, slain, along with the next two in the line of succession, Kanna and Azumi, and the King himself dead—killed before ever revealing if he intended to submit to the Assembly or maintain his claim to the throne—that meant Kalila herself was heir to the Empire. All that her father was, all that her family had, everything now belonged to her.
“The Harbinger reports it can no longer remain in Capital System and is about to jump to alteredspace,” said the communication chief, loud enough for Captain Adiger to take note.
“Thank you, Lieutenant,” said Captain Adiger.
“Captain Asari Raidan sends his condolences, and strongly advises we leave the system immediately,” added the communications chief.
“Duly noted,” replied Captain Adiger. “Ops, give me the position and heading of the Eighth and Ninth Fleets.”
“The Ninth Fleet is two minutes away; the Eight is two and a half. They are closing in on Capital System. Containment pattern likely.”
Calvin knew what that meant, and so did Captain Adiger—by the grim look that appeared on his face. If the Black Swan was still in the system when those fleets arrived… it wouldn’t matter in the slightest that the Black Swan was among the most powerful ships ever built. It might as well be an unarmed shuttle for all the good it would do them. Calvin saw Captain Adiger’s eyes flick to the 3d display where the ISS Victory sat idle, the fiercest ship in the galaxy, uselessly docked at port. By rights it belonged to Kalila now, and yet she hadn’t the slightest chance of taking it—certainly not with those fleets bearing down on them.
“Raidan’s right, you know,” said Calvin. He didn’t want to intrude upon the Princess’s grief but he saw no value in remaining here. The King was dead. The eldest heirs to the throne were dead. Zane Martel and the Phoenix Ring leaders were all dead. And the Empire was perhaps the most upside-down it’d ever been. But Kalila was still alive, and so was the hope that the Empire could be restored—provided Kalila didn’t allow the Eighth and Ninth fleets to trap the Black Swan.
They needed to leave. There was much they could still do, no matter how bleak things seemed—they had to at least try. I’d rather die trying than live to see what fresh hell awaits humanity, he thought. Knowing that, looming just beyond the edges of human space, were forces far darker and threats far deadlier than even the fleets bearing down on them. The Rahajiim, the Enclave, the Rotham Republic, and others were eager to carve out slices of human space for themselves—slaughtering and enslaving in their wake, perhaps even the Polarian Confederated States would join them. And somewhere out there, in the nethermost regions of the blackest space, isotome weapons still existed, Calvin had no doubt. He hoped desperately that Summers got to them before they could be used.
“I agree with Calvin,” said Rafael, speaking up. “If we allow ourselves to be caught by the Eighth and Ninth Fleets, it would not serve anyone…”
Captain Adiger nodded, his dark eyes seemed to reflect the reality of their situation; he understood the danger as much as Calvin and Rafael did. But he remained Kalila’s ever-loyal servant.
“Your Grace,” Adiger said, trying to get the Princess’s attention. She seemed lost to her thoughts. Her eyes were once again staring past the ship’s walls, well beyond the people surrounding her. Perhaps she was in some distant galaxy where her troubles should never find her. Yet find her they would. “Princess Kalila,” said Adiger. Calling her by name seemed to get her to wake up and notice of them.
“Yes, what?” she asked. A part of her looked defeated, yet another part of her still burned. There was danger in that fiery part. Calvin knew what it was when he saw it.
“We must depart the system, Your Grace,” said Adiger. “Our allies are fleeing the system… it would not serve for us to remain.”
Kalila stared at him, as if to say “what is the point? Why bother?” but instead she said nothing.
“The King is dead,” added Rafael. “We remained behind to assist him should he need it. But now… well, we know the answer to that. So there is no more reason for us to stay. Except to offer our throats to the enemy.”
Kalila stared at Rafael with narrow eyes that were sharper than a laser drill. Her look was so piercing, and so hostile, it made Calvin shudder. And yet Rafael’s words had agitated something in her, Calvin could tell. The lowly lieutenant with the eye-patch and not enough fingers had gotten to her with his bold words and callous tone. He’d crossed a line, to be sure. But, by the look of her—half mysterious and half-ready to explode—perhaps it was what Kalila needed to hear.
“Jump the ship,” said Kalila, at last. She shot Adiger a look and waved her hand dismissively, as if to say “do what you will” and then she turned away and walked defeatedly toward her private office. Calvin watched her go until she disappeared behind the sliding door.
Meanwhile Captain Adiger ordered his bridge crew to clear the ship to a safe distance and jump the instant they were able. At last count, the Ninth Fleet was only thirty-five seconds from alteredspace descent.



Chapter 3
 

Summers stood to the side, pretending not to be there, as she observed Green Shift. The “third watch” was filled with the bridge-duty officers with whom she was least acquainted—except one.
“Status report?” asked Midshipman Cassidy Dupont from her seat at the command position.
The man at ops—a twenty-something year old officer whose black uniform sported the same white bar Cassidy’s did—looked at her with a hint of jealousy as he replied. “Alteredspace depth of ninety-percent potential, stealth system active, ten hours and nineteen minutes from destination at present depth.”
“Thank you, Mister Petersen,” said Cassidy. She gave Summers a glance, as if asking if she was performing acceptably. Summers nodded.
With the ship’s original crew, what was left of them, mixed-in so thoroughly with new arrivals, Summers had needed to get extra creative with the duty assignments. Not only did she want to effectively distribute the crews talent across all three shifts, she wanted everything to run efficiently. Above all, she wanted someone she knew personally, and could trust, in charge of the bridge at all times. Since she didn’t know anyone on Green Shift particularly well, and trusted no one on the ship more than Cassidy Dupont, Summers had made the unconventional move of elevating Midshipman Dupont to the position of Acting Third Officer. And given her command of the Green Shift. That left Second Lieutenant Vargas as Acting Second Officer with command over the Red Shift—something Summers wasn’t particularly thrilled with. She disliked Vargas, but other than having a weak spine there wasn’t much she could truthfully hold against him, certainly he hadn’t proven disloyal, and he was still a mountain’s-worth more competent than the idiot Miles Brown who remained in the role of Acting Executive Officer…
My 3O is more capable than my 2O, and my XO is less capable still… Summers shook her head, thinking how backwards the Nighthawk was in so many ways. When Calvin finally returned, once his work on Capital World was complete, Summers would be grateful to return command of the ship to its rightful CO. He made this bed, let him sleep in it.
“Sir,” reported the man occupying the pilot’s chair. He wore the communications headset that went with the post, but it seemed to bend more than it should to fit around his unusually large head. He wasn’t overly obese, not truly, but certainly was the closest thing to it on this ship. Summers looked at him with scrutiny, thinking he was in even worse shape than Lieutenant Iwate Shen. Certainly this man, this Tully, wouldn’t have passed the physical requirements to be an active-duty service member of Intel Wing, or probably any branch of service. Tully had come aboard with other new recruits when they’d docked with the Harbinger for resupply and repair. We’re getting increasingly desperate for help, aren’t we? she thought darkly.
“What is it, Mister Tully?” asked Cassidy. In truth, the younger woman was proving to be a capable leader in addition to being a fine officer. Command-skill seemed bred into her just as surely as she was gifted with computers and technology. But Summers would have liked her to use a stricter tone of voice. No doubt that would come with practice, once she was used to the center chair.
“Sir,” replied the fat man. “Message coming in. Encrypted. Highest priority.”
Calvin. Summers felt her heart quicken but she remained still and quiet, content to watch Cassidy handle this.
“Identify the source,” said Cassidy.
“It’s the ISS Harbinger,” said Tully.
Not Calvin then… Summers felt a wave of disappointment, but also a kind of morbid curiosity. What new hell is this, Raidan? More lies for us?
Cassidy looked to Summers for direction. I won’t always be here to hold your hand, Summers thought. But considering that it was Raidan on the other end, it was probably for the best that Summers take control. No one else understood him like she did; no one else would be prepared for his treachery.
“On speakers,” said Summers. It was bad enough having to hear Raidan’s snake-like voice, she’d rather not have to look into his snake-like eyes on the main display while doing it.
“Aye, sir.”
Summers took the command position from Cassidy, who seemed almost too eager to relinquish it. One day you’ll learn to appreciate that chair.
“Commander Presley, are you there?” a familiar gravelly voice crackled over the speakers.
“I’m here,” Summers replied, trying to sound completely indifferent.
“What is your status and position?” Raidan asked.
As if I make reports to you… for the briefest instant she considered saying nothing more and terminating the connection right then and there. But Raidan already knew what Summers’ current mission was—his intel was what’d convinced her to take her present course of action, and Raidan knew it—not to mention the fact that Raidan wasn’t the type to reach out and make contact unless he had something important to say. Usually something thickly laced in ulterior motive. Summers was curious to know what that was—if for no other reason than to stay one step ahead of him.
“We remain on course for the Kynar Asteroid Field,” she said, deciding to reply truthfully. “That is where the jump signatures coalesce, according to our calculations. Hopefully, when we get there, we’ll find the isotome weapons. Or at least identify the ship carrying them.”
“Or ships.”
“Yes, or ships.”
“Good, the trail hasn’t gone cold,” said Raidan. “That, at least, is some good news. Yes, your news is much better than mine.”
Summers felt her heart stop. News about Calvin? she wondered. Even if it was, Raidan could be lying. Raidan was not to be trusted…
“What news?” she asked coldly.
“The operation on Capital World has failed,” Raidan spoke slowly and clearly, probably so there would be no mistaking what he’d said. And what the message was beneath the words. Summers knew what it meant…
“The Phoenix Ring?” she asked.
“They will not be brought to justice. Much of their leadership is dead—murdered apparently. No one knows who is responsible, but I have a theory.”
“What is your theory?” she asked. News that the Phoenix Ring was dead didn’t seem like such bad news—though if they were killed by an even deadlier, more pervasive influence, that was indeed a chilling thought. If only Summers could throttle this elusive specter to death and forever purge the Empire of the corruption, finally restoring it to order once and for all, she would. Even if it cost her own life. She’d do it in a heartbeat.
“The Phoenix Ring had an operation on Capital World, and that is the operation that suffered a violent incident, but they’ve also had connections with an element in Rotham space. You yourself have seen the evidence of these connections with your own eyes, Commander.”
Indeed she had. She remembered Abia all too well. She had waking nightmares of the images she’d witnessed, and what they meant—the Fifth Fleet destroying itself while an illegal alien squadron watched, unchallenged.
“Recently,” said Raidan, continuing, “these two elements…. came to something of a disagreement.” He seemed to tip-toe around the words. “I believe the bombing of Cepheus was the work of the Phoenix Ring element back on Capital World, the one that Calvin was hunting, and what happened to them—the murder—well, it was revenge of a sort.”
Summers had heard about the savage attack on Cepheus. A non-descript, seemingly pointless Rotham world, about as pointless of a world to the Republic as Renora was to the Empire. But sadly the commonality hadn’t stopped there; much like Renora, Cepheus had accumulated quite the body count, most of it civilians…
“Why would the Phoenix Ring attack its own connections?” asked Summers, unable to think of any reason why the Phoenix Ring would do that. Why, after receiving Rotham help, would they spontaneously attack their Rotham co-conspirators, only to be massacred by them in retaliation? Summers was no Intel Wing officer but that sounded like defective reasoning to her. No, it has to be something else, she thought. Raidan must be lying.
“Who could say why they’d take such a course?” said Raidan. “But you know the ancient expression, don’t you? About how there exists no honor amongst thieves. I suspect this was a weak, very tenuous alliance, and the two groups, the human and Rotham co-conspirators, had always planned to betray one another once their beneficial cooperation was complete.”
“And I take it this surprise murder, the slaughter of the human conspiracy leaders, wound up throwing a wrench into the plan to expose them before the Assembly?” said Summers.
“Yes. With no living witnesses and no strong evidence left behind to identify a culprit… there was no conspiracy to expose. Not in time, anyway.”
“Then the throne…?” Summers steeled herself, ready for the bad news she knew was coming.
“Fallen. The Assembly stripped it from the Akira House.”
“What about the King?” Surely Hisato Akira wouldn’t simply step down and watch the Empire shred itself to bits, would he?
“Dead.”
Gasps filled the bridge. Cassidy covered her mouth, her face flushed white. The others stared at the speaker, expecting to hear more. Waiting for the details to flow forth. But Summers just sat there, blinking. Not really sure what she’d heard. Raidan’s voice had come through clearly, she’d heard the word. She knew what it meant. But… she simply couldn’t accept it. Like the word had completely bounced off her skull, never reaching her brain.
“I’m sorry, what was that?” asked Summers, clinging to her disbelief.
“The king is dead,” said Raidan. “As are his heirs, save one. Kalila lives. At least for the moment. But Genjiro, Kanna, and Azumi are all dead. Along with Hisato himself.”
Summers shook her head. No…. No it can’t be. “How?” her voice cracked.
“The King was murdered on the Assembly Floor,” said Raidan coldly, impassively. “Shot in the head. Who was the killer?—no one knows. Probably some lackey hired by Caerwyn Martel or one of the others who stand to inherit the throne. Maybe it was the Rotham element, the same aliens who arranged for the Phoenix Ring to be dealt with. It’s anyone’s guess… As for the crown prince and his sisters, they were killed in very suspicious-looking accidents. I’m certain they were likewise murdered.”
“Then the Empire…?”
“Is finished as we know it. There’s pandemonium on Capital World, the Assembly struggles to assert control. Usurpers—all of them…” said Raidan. Summers wanted to believe he was lying, certainly these claims were far too ludicrous to be true, but she heard the anger in his words. It was subtle, but it was there. And she knew what it was when she heard it, and that it always accompanied an unpleasant truth. One that ate at him on the inside. She’d only heard it a few times when she’d served as his XO, but there was no mistaking it.
He speaks the truth…
“And the Executor?” asked Summers finally. Almost too hesitant to form the words. She wondered if she’d ever get the chance to return Calvin’s stupid ship to him. Please be alive…
“Escaped,” said Raidan, much to Summers’ relief. “He is aboard the Black Swan along with Kalila Akira herself. I am rallying all the forces I can and have asked the Princess to jump her ship to the coordinates I provided, somewhere safe.”
“Somewhere safe? You mean, they remain in danger?” asked Summers, her momentary relief instantly gone.
“Last I saw it, the Black Swan was at Capital System with the Eighth and Ninth Fleets bearing down on it, not to mention a wounded but still fierce ISS Andromeda and other hostile ships nearby. But don’t worry, I’m certain they jumped away in time. If they didn’t… then it would already be too late for anyone to help them.”
So that was it then? Summers thought. All their efforts, all their hopes… dashed and worthless. They’d failed. The Empire was doomed. The corrupt influence had won… This cannot be! Justice must win in the end! Mustn’t it? Summers found herself thinking nothing was true anymore. Everything she’d ever hoped; everything she’d ever believed… wiped away so suddenly…
To her horror—and surprise—she felt tears, hot burning tears that dampened her eyes. She fought them, barely keeping them from flowing in earnest. Tears. Actual tears! She hadn’t cried since she was a little girl… not in public. She scarcely managed to hold them back, reminding herself that she was an officer in uniform—and the command officer besides! She had to keep it together! But as she did, she found herself wondering what the point was. It was over. They’d lost. And in the end everyone dies anyway. Death. The ultimate injustice, still undefeated after billions and billions of years—in all the time that’d past since that very first strand of RNA had formed and began the cycle of life, death had always come to claim its victory. Every single time.
Justice was a fairy-tale. A dream. Nothing more. Millennia ago mankind had invented religion to explain away the injustice of death, but like the many mythologies that had risen and fallen with each passing generation, Justice itself was an empty, pleasant lie. A cheat. A con…
“You are rallying your ships?” asked Summers. “Why bother?”
“To fight, Commander. To fight,” came Raidan’s stalwart reply. “This isn’t over until I say it’s over.”
It was then that Summers realized what she wanted to do. “Give me those coordinates,” she demanded. “It’s time Calvin’s ship was returned to him. And if there is to be a fight, one last, glorious, desperate fight, then I’ll be damned if the Nighthawk isn’t there.” And me with it.
“That’s not a good idea, Commander,” said Raidan.
“And why not?” she asked, her teeth clenched.
“If this battle can be won—and I believe it can, then one more small frigate in our numbers, like the Nighthawk, will only make a small difference in our firepower. But, even if that’s what tilts the scale, we will never truly have our victory. Not if it means those isotome weapons are still out there. Even if we somehow salvaged the Empire, it could never be safe. Not if weapons that powerful are in our enemies’ hands. You know that as well as I do. Right now the Nighthawk is our fastest ship, and already hot on the trail of the isotome weapons—following our only lead. We can’t give all of that up just to have one more dog in the fight…”
Summers realized that he was right. If the Nighthawk went to the rendezvous, yes, she would see Calvin again, and sooner rather than later—provided the boy wasn’t foolish enough to let himself get cornered at Capital System by the Eighth and Ninth Fleets—but the isotome weapons would remain a menace at large. Weapons that could eradicate billions of people in a heartbeat; they could eliminate whole civilizations, destroy the stars themselves, and extinct entire species. They were the greatest instrument of evil ever designed. But if she stayed the course, maybe… just maybe, she could stop them in time.
Perhaps there is a fleeting hope yet…
“And what of Calvin?” asked Summers. The Nighthawk was his ship after all. And Summers didn’t want to usurp his command, despite what that stupid idiot Miles thought.
“Calvin wants you to hunt down those isotome weapons,” came Raidan’s reply. “Trust me.”
A part of her was skeptical. A part of her doubted that Raidan would know that, since Calvin wasn’t with him, nor was he in contact with him currently—according to Raidan’s own admission. Yes, the more she thought about it, the more certain she was that Raidan had made that up, to encourage her to hunt after the weapons. To give her an excuse, should Calvin later object. Summers knew Raidan was lying. Raidan cannot be trusted… but she decided to believe the lie, just this once, because—deep inside—she knew it was the right thing to do. Those weapons had to be destroyed. If the Empire toppled over and collapsed, and war followed, and the savage destruction threw humanity back into the bronze age, it would still be better than losing whole star systems, and perhaps being hunted to extinction by isotome-wielding aliens.
“The channel is closed,” reported Mister Tully. “The Harbinger is no longer transmitting to us.”
“Very well,” said Summers. “Midshipman Dupont, you will resume your duties as Green Shift’s officer of the watch. Should you need me I shall be in my quarters. Preparing for White Shift.” Summers knew she needed time alone to process all of this. To grieve in peace for her king and her Empire, where no one could see her weaknesses, and to get some much needed rest—if she could. For that matter the entire crew would have difficulty coping with the loss of their king. She wished she had some relief to offer them.
“And what are our orders?” asked Cassidy as Summers relinquished the command position.
“Stay the course. And increase our jump depth once Mister Cowen says the engines can handle it.”
With that she left the bridge. And managed not to collapse until she arrived at her quarters.
 

***
 

The werewolf looked at him, with those awful red eyes of his. Glowing. Cutting through the darkness. Shen looked back, as if uncertain what to do. Uncertain what the lycan wanted.
“Come to me, my brother,” said Tristan from the far cliff. Connecting them was a thin stone bridge that cut across an endless black chasm.
“Brother, you must come,” Tristan’s voice seemed almost an echo.
Shen felt his right foot start to move forward, as if to take that first step on the narrow bridge. But then he stopped it. Remaining in place. What am I doing?
“Come,” Tristan called again.
Shen felt something inside him stir. But he remained rigidly in place. Around him was mostly darkness, though a blood-red moon hung in the night sky, bright-enough to hide most of the stars. But not so bright it lit his surroundings; the landscape remained a vague outline. Sometimes the shadows seemed even to move… What were they? All Shen could be sure of was the stone bridge in front of him. The bridge and the glowing red eyes that stared at him like tiny, distant stars. Waiting.
A shrill ringing split the air. It sounded and left, then sounded again. Coming and going like a terrible, rhythmic heartbeat. Hurting his ears.
 

***
 

Shen heard the alarm going off. He tried to block it out with a pillow over his head, grunting as he did. But the shrill, obnoxious ringing persisted. Torturing him. Is it not enough that my nights torment me? Must my days also?
He turned over, throwing the pillow across the room as he did. Then slapped his left hand down hard. With a powerful crunch, the alarm went silent.
Shen opened his eyes a crack, enough to see that his alarm was now shattered splinters of broken glass, plastic, and metal.
Strange… surely I didn’t hit it that hard.
He sat up and examined the debris. To look at it, one would think Shen had dropped a fifty kilogram weight directly on top of it from several meters above. Was this really the work of his left hand?
“Damn stupid thing anyway,” he grumbled. “Always too loud.” But even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true. The alarm had served him faithfully for years and, while admittedly very annoying, it’d never been too loud, not even at its highest setting. But for some reason, lately, his hearing would sometimes become extremely sensitive. More than a person’s should… he was no biologist, but he suspected the change had something to do with the Remorii Virus, and those days he’d spent comatose, tied to a hospital bed, barely more than a corpse.
In truth he felt lucky he could hear at all—even if it meant he now heard more than he wanted to. When he’d first awakened from his coma he’d been deaf as a stone. And then, with a magnificent pop, his hearing had returned. And now it seemed to switch between normal and extra-extra sharp. The way a person’s eye becomes more sensitive to light when there is very little of it; Shen’s hearing seemed to amplify when his environment quieted. And he didn’t like that.
What is happening to me? He looked down at his body. And, from a glance, it looked the same. The same stupid belly protruded, hiding his waist, and his arms and feet looked as they always had. He nervously searched his skin over and over, like he often did now, terrified that he’d see evidence of the Remorii rot. The corrupt flesh hanging from the corpse-like body of the type-one Remorii that’d attacked him, he remembered how the monsters had looked as much dead as alive. What skin they had was bruised, purple and black, and in some places even decayed.
“I’m okay,” he whispered. Reassuring himself. “I’m okay.” As of yet, there were no signs of rot. And Dr. Rain Poynter had assured him the virus was purged from his system. But still…
He shook his head and tried not to think about it. He got out of bed and began his routine of undressing. He even grabbed a towel and some soap so he could go to the deck’s head and shower. He’d never cared much for bathing before, especially when it meant the chance to be awkwardly naked alongside other people—why didn’t every ship have private showers by now? Honestly, what century is this?—but ever since his brush with death, and the numbing fear constantly on the back of his mind that he was slowly transforming into a type-three Remorii, he’d vowed to shower every day, sometimes twice. That way, if even the tiniest hint of rot or decay appeared, he would catch it as soon as possible.
And then Rain will take care of it, he told himself. Even though he doubted medical science knew enough about Remorii physiology to fix him—should the worst happen.
He was about to leave his quarters, his towel wrapped around his waist, when he noticed smears of red on his carpet. They looked like blood.
It is blood! he realized upon closer inspection. He’d been tracking blood all through his quarters without even realizing it. He lifted his right foot to find the culprit, a jagged piece of glass stuck out of his arch. He removed it, with some revulsion at the sight of blood squirting everywhere. The shard of glass, which had originally belonged to his alarm—he recognized it as part of the display—had managed to sink almost an inch into his foot. And yet he hadn’t noticed it until now.
I definitely should have felt that… he shuddered at the realization, wondering if this meant his body was going numb. Perhaps losing feeling permanently.
I’ve always been ugly, but now I’m truly a monster… incapable even of feeling.
He dressed into shorts, a shirt, and socks—he put three socks over his right foot, to prevent it from bleeding all over the ship—and then made his way to the infirmary, deciding his shower would have to wait.
As he passed others in the corridors and on the elevator, he avoided their glances. And, rather fortunately, he didn’t run into anyone he knew. As an added bonus no one tried to engage him in unwanted conversation. Though Shen took care to avoid eye-contact and kept his eyes on the floor as much as possible, since that usually did the trick.
“How’s my miracle patient?” asked Rain cheerfully when Shen entered the infirmary. He walked to the nearest medical bed and took a seat. He didn’t like how happy Rain seemed, as if there was nothing wrong with him anymore. Nor did he like being referred to as a “miracle patient.” Such language only reminded him that medical science had no idea what was wrong with him—and therefore was unlikely to be of any help.
When Shen said nothing, Rain approached, clipboard in hand—for some reason this doctor preferred old fashioned writing to the absolute superiority of modern technology. She smiled at him. “So, what can I do for you, Shen?” she asked.
“I—” Shen looked around before making eye contact with Rain. He’d feel a lot more comfortable if there weren’t others in the infirmary. Another patient was being seen to by one of the other medical professionals, and a third medic was organizing the infirmary’s supplies.
I suppose they have to be here… he thought.
“Yes, what is it?” Rain asked gently. Her fiery tangle of hair was tied behind her head and her blue scrubs seemed to fit as baggily as ever. Shen liked that Rain dressed this way, that she didn’t see the need to wear a lot of makeup and dress as tightly and attractively as possible. It helped him, it really did. Made it possible for Shen to pretend Rain wasn’t a woman, even though he knew under Rain’s baggy blue scrubs there was an attractive body. The kind of body that belonged to women who always told him no, whether in glances or in words they always made their point—he wasn’t good enough.
“It’s…” Shen began, trying to think how best to explain his problem. She’s a medical professional, he reminded himself. This is only business. It’s okay. He felt self-conscious about his large gut, and the sloppy way that he was dressed, and the fact that he was here at all… his face flushed and felt warm but he muscled the feeling down, made himself believe he didn’t care. He didn’t need approval. He was what he was. And if that meant he was a Remorii, then so be it…
As he sat there, his mind doing somersaults, Rain simply smiled at him patiently. If it bothered her that it was taking him so long to get to the point, she hid her impatience perfectly.
“For starters I injured my foot,” he said; he lifted his leg and removed the socks.
“Oh dear,” said Rain, examining his foot. She touched it gently with her gloved hands and then called for some cleaning fluids and proper bandages to be brought over. As she gently wiped the injury, applying a paste that would prevent infection, and then wrapped it properly, she asked him how it’d happened.
“I stepped on a piece of glass,” he explained.
“That kind of thing happens to everyone,” Rain said, her voice cheerful. “It’s nothing to worry about. Although I’d avoid putting your weight on your right foot for now. And you’ll need to change this dressing once a day, and wash the injury when you do. But it’s nothing to worry about.” She gave him a pleasant, reassuring smile.
And for a moment, he almost smiled back. Almost.
“Actually I think it is something to worry about,” he said.
“If you mean the pain, that’s normal. There are a lot of nerves in the skin—even in an unlikely place such as the arch of the foot—when the skin breaks like this, you’re bound to feel a good amount of pain. It’s perfectly normal, I’ll prescribe you something light to manage—”
“That’s just it,” said Shen, looking into her big blue eyes. “There wasn’t any pain.”
“No pain at all?” she asked.
“None whatsoever.”
“I see,” she took his foot in her gloved hand and tapped the skin just below his toes.
“Do you feel that?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said.
“Good.” She moved her hand and tapped a different spot. “How about there?”
“Yes.”
“There?”
This went on for some time. Once she established that Shen did indeed have feeling in his foot, and there wasn’t any tingling, she smiled and assured him that it was nothing to worry about. That he was very lucky—probably he had a much higher tolerance for pain than most people.
Shen nodded, trying to look grateful. But he remained concerned because, from what he remembered about his cuts and scrapes over the years, he’d never had a high tolerance for pain. Not before Remus Nine…
“Doc,” he said, trying to find the words to ask about what was troubling him most. But feeling scared and foolish to even mention it.
“Yes, what is it?” she asked, again shooting him a look that seemed almost unnaturally warm and kind.
“I—” he hesitated. “Earlier today… he showed her his left hand. Expecting to see a bruise on it from breaking the alarm, or a cut, or something. But it looked perfectly fine.
“Yes?”
“Never mind,” he said abruptly and left, refusing the crutches she tried to offer him as he walked out the door. He’d made enough of an ass out of himself for one day. The good doctor had other things to worry about, clearly, and truth be told—so did he. He was finally returning to duty today, for the first time since what’d happened on Remus Nine. He was eager to feel useful again, to return to the world he understood best—the world of technology and science and starship systems—but he was less eager to face Sarah. He’d seen her briefly when he’d first awoken, but back then he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. Most likely she’d said something sympathetic and pitying…
You rejected me, he thought. Remembering his lame attempt to ask her out, and the stupid dinner he’d cooked her, and how she’d pretended to like it. But, as he left, thinking about what he was. And the strange things that were happening to him—and dreading the terrible day when he woke up and finally found himself completely transformed into a Remorii—he knew Sarah had been right to reject him.
There is no place for me.
He thought of his dreams. The dreams that kept haunting him. Always Tristan was there. Waiting to embrace him. To take him to another land. Another life…
Shen shuddered at the thought.



Chapter 4
 

Nimoux spent the days in the blistering heat, quietly observing, taking great care to maintain a low-profile. It wouldn’t serve to draw attention to himself. That would only complicate things.
He spent his time probing the fence for weaknesses, counting the guards and the other prisoners, and making mental notes of everything he could. He even tried to memorize the faces and names of his fellow prisoners to the best of his ability.
Who was behind the prison remained a mystery. Many of the prisoners were high profile, he recognized a few military and civic leaders. Others told him about the corporations and investment firms they managed before they’d ended up here. Seemingly everyone had come from a position influence. Nimoux guessed that was the reason they’d been taken. If what’d happened to Director Edwards was happening to each of them, then they’d all been replaced by an elaborate decoy. Their friends and family didn’t even know they were missing. Meanwhile whoever was behind the decoys was fast becoming the most powerful person in the Empire, provided they had a means of control.
Perhaps that’s why we’ve been kept alive, Nimoux mused. Maybe we represent some sort of leverage; so long as our replacements behave, we—the originals—remain in the dark. But should they stray from their master’s plan, perhaps we are then toted out and used to expose the fraud.
Nimoux decided it was best not to assume his usefulness to his captors would keep him alive indefinitely. For that matter, his usefulness seemed a matter of some doubt. No one had ever been dragged off for questioning. The guards didn’t even put the prisoners to work. They simply kept the inmates in the large, sandy yard during the day and corralled them into their cells at night. Twice during the day they were counted, and once at night. Periodically the prisoners were given directives over the loudspeakers installed throughout the yard but otherwise their captors kept laissez faire attitude. Fights between prisoners were often ignored.
They’re just keeping us here for now… They don’t really need us. They just need the idea of us… and even that might soon prove insufficient to keep us alive—we’re liabilities so long as we’re still breathing and can act as potential witnesses against them.
The safest assumption was that eventually the prisoners would be rounded up in the yard and eliminated, perhaps sooner than later. Which meant Nimoux had no time to waste sitting around, waiting for the conflict playing out on the higher stage to resolve itself.
He had to free himself, and sooner was better than later.
Since his arrival, Nimoux had given himself three directives. First, he must determine his location. Second, he must establish a means of contacting help. And third, he must escape the prison and avoid recapture.
To achieve his directives, he needed to gather intelligence.
He kept track of the guards’ rotation patterns, peeked into guardrooms whenever he could, he even looked through windows to figure out what function each of the portable structures had. He eavesdropped on every conversation between the prison’s staff that he could and instructed Harkov and Edwards instructions to do the same. They didn’t spend nearly as much time gathering intelligence as he did—the two were romantically involved and spent most of their time together. But one afternoon Harkov made a crucial discovery.
She’d been listening in on some of the guards when one of them complained about a message he’d received from Capital World during vehicle patrol. Harkov hadn’t stuck around to hear any more but she’d gleaned exactly what Nimoux needed: there was a portable means of contacting other worlds. From this Nimoux deduced what it had to be. An X-H kataspace all-purpose “pedestrian” transmitter, such devices were often used by deployments of shore parties that needed to remain in contact with a control ship that was unable to remain in the system. If Nimoux was right, the device was a backpack-sized apparatus that he could take with him when he escaped. Directive two complete; he had a means of communication.
In the days that followed, coming and going in such a way they felt both fleeting and eternal, Nimoux found directives one and three much more difficult than two. He grappled with the questions of where he was and how to escape. I’ll break into the guardroom and take the pedestrian transmitter, he thought, and then head into those mountains. But I’ll still need to figure out where I am so I can tell my rescuers where to find me.
As the hours and days passed, he made every effort to divine his location. He noted what he could about his surroundings such as the blue sky and the yellow sun and he took into account the climate and vegetation. It was hard to make judgments about the planet overall from just the area around the prison but he worked with what he had. All he could definitively say was that it was a planet that could support life. Unfortunately life-capable planets were not nearly so rare as humans once believed, and the Empire, which stretched over a vast swathe of space, had colonized many—and claimed far more. And that was assuming he was even inside Imperial space. Which was far from a forgone conclusion.
He had a rough idea of the region of space he had to be in, based on the position where he’d been taken aboard the ISS Wolverine and that ship’s speed and the time it had taken to get here, but that still left him with a long list of possibilities.
To his surprise, the other prisoners proved no help. Some of them have been here so long, surely they must have determined where we are, he’d thought. But they’d claimed everything from Rotharia, to the Forbidden Planet, to a secret prison on Capital World… and none of those seemed possible. Of the three, only the Forbidden Planet was mysterious enough that it could’ve conceivably fit the profile of this world. But somehow Nimoux doubted the holiest site in the Polarian religion—a place so sacred that no human or Rotham had ever found it, less yet set foot there—was an empty planet near the border with nothing on it but a prison full of abducted humans. No, this another world. But which?
The length of days and nights helped even though they were impossible to calculate exactly. He knew the day-night periods were shorter than standard and he estimated the rotational period of the planet was about eighteen hours total. This ruled out many more candidate worlds, but several dozen remained. And he didn’t feel that much closer to knowing where he was in the galaxy.
As each day passed, both Harkov and Edwards, usually together, would come and ask him about how planning their escape was going. Nimoux’s reputation as an Intelligence Wing super-sleuth had given them a tremendous, and probably undeserved, amount of confidence in his ability to create a miracle and vanish them all away to safety. Meanwhile he was stuck, doing all he could think of, to determine what planet they were on. And when that grew frustrating he spent his time planning how he would steal the transmitter and get past the electrified fence.
He tried to blend in with the other prisoners but it was difficult. Some of the guards recognized him and so did many of the other prisoners. Hero of the Empire they often referred to him, sometimes in joking tones. He ignored them. Perfectly aware of the danger his newly tanned—but still very recognizable—face put him in.
During his walks around the yard, he did note several important things about the prison’s design. Most importantly, it wasn’t a permanent establishment. All of the buildings, including the barracks and command station, were portable structures that had been dropped from orbit and were designed for easy retrievability. The towering electrified fence was too high to climb even if he could switch off the electricity, and it reached deep into the earth so tunneling wasn’t an option either. The fence had several small gates that were just large enough to let one person through at a time. The guards frequently used these gates to go in and out of the prison facility, making sure to keep the prisoners far away as they did, but Nimoux watched them whenever he could. Making note of the combinations of buttons they entered. The gates required a valid thumbprint and a six digit code. The number pad was three by three and the guards never keyed the bottom row of numbers. He got a sense of the pattern: Left. Left. Up. Right. Right. Up. But it wasn’t enough to determine exactly what the code was, at least not yet.
As he talked with the other prisoners, trying to pick up any useful information they had and also memorize their names and faces in case he ever got out of here, he considered involving some of them in his escape effort. He only entertained the thought fleetingly though and ultimately threw it out, knowing that most of the other prisoners would only be liabilities. And it was already going to be difficult enough bringing Harkov and Edwards along.
I’ll come back for you all, though, he silently promised his fellow prisoners as he looked at them. None of them deserved to be here.
That night he decided to determine his location once and for all. So when dusk settled, and the loudspeaker ordered the prisoners to form up and return to their cells, Nimoux chose not to join the others in their rows and columns. Instead he hid in the yard and waited, lying prone.
It wouldn’t be until all the prisoners were in their cells, with the count coming up one short, that his absence would be noted. And then the yard would be searched and he’d certainly be found. Punishment would follow, that was an unfortunate reality—though he didn’t know how severe it would be. Hopefully, if the guards were dim enough, they’d believe his ruse.
He waited for the sky to dim and fill with stars, all the while listening intently to the clamor of the prisoners being locked away and counted. Ever alert, in case his absence was noticed sooner than he anticipated.
When the night set on, and the planet was sufficiently dark, he got to his feet and took in the sky. It was breathtaking. He immediately took note the unique stars, a large-red one here, a bright-blue one there, and so on. Most were tiny white specks, far too small and ordinary to stand out. An ocean of pinpricks poking through a vast black tapestry. But they were still useful.
If he’d been on Capital World, or another major planet, he would have seen familiar constellations—different, of course, depending on which planet’s surface he stood—but famous and recognizable nonetheless. Here, though, he saw none. All of the patterns that jumped out at him from the stars were his own.
Another consideration was the concern that the starlight he saw belonged to stars so vastly distant that the stars had lived and died in the time it took for the starlight to arrive, and thus the stars staring down at him were no longer around, and therefore not useful points with which to orient himself. Fortunately he could rely on the fact that most of the stars he could see with his naked eye were visible precisely because they were near.
He searched the sky. Remembering his list of potential planets he could be on, keeping in mind the region of space he thought was possible, and then he tried to match those possibilities against the star pattern before him.
A red giant star… Alpha Vici perhaps. But wait, then the blue one just under it would be wrong… No blue star should be visible there, since none was near Alpha Vici, and any beyond it, as the one before him looked, would not be so dominant.
It was surprisingly dizzying for him to try to imagine what the star patterns should look like, on each of the potential planets he might have been standing on. Especially when he had to compensate for the question of which stars would be visible based on which hemisphere he stood in. But he did manage to rule out some of the candidate worlds right away.
He spun around, searching the heavens in every direction. Noting a bright yellow star. Just under it was a blue star. Vego and Columbia? he wondered. He spun back around, looking again at the largest red star. That would have to be Ares, and if that’s Ares… He turned ninety degrees, searching the sky for what was sure to be a faint blue light indicating Lambda—it should be just in the center.
An alarm sounded. His absence had been noted.
He felt his heart accelerate as he desperately scoured the sky. Come on, come on!
Searchlights sprang to life and he heard shouts in the distance. His heart thumped, loud as a cannon. But he controlled his breathing and remained calm.
There it is! A tiny blue star, its faint light barely visible. Tucked away among the thousands-upon-thousands of its white brothers and sisters. Lambda. That has to be Lambda!
Which meant… Gamma Persei Three. We are on Gamma Persei Three!
As the lights and footsteps came closer, Nimoux quickly knelt and lifted the large stone. He used its sharp edge and scraped it against his temple. Pressing hard enough to cut, but not so hard he created a meaningful injury. Once his skin broke and he felt warm blood tickle his face, trickling down his right cheek, he returned the stone to the ground and lay down, in such a way that he’d seem to have fallen and struck his head.
As the guards came near—now only meters away, he heard one of them shout “I found him! He’s on the ground!” Nimoux feigned unconsciousness. And prepared himself mentally.
“He looks hurt!” the voice said, now just above him. A bright light shined. Nimoux kept his eyes shut.
With any luck, the guards wouldn’t put it together that his injury wasn’t likely to have come from the rock, and hopefully they wouldn’t think twice about the freshness of the blood on his face—not to mention the implied trajectory of his apparent fall didn’t seem to mesh realistically with the position he’d ended up in. Fortunately it was dark, and these were untrained, unprofessional would-be soldiers, not expert detectives or intelligence operatives.
Whether or not they believed his ruse would affect how severely they punished him, he knew, but regardless of what they did to him, he’d gotten what he wanted. He now knew where in the vast galaxy he was. Gamma Persei Three. Directive Two complete.
 

***
 

Caerwyn Martel sat on the Assembly Floor, not three meters from where the King’s body had been removed. He stared at the spot, only half-listening to Representative Tate as she droned on from her position on the dais, in between the other members of the Defense Committee.
There wasn’t even the slightest trace of blood remaining there, Caerwyn observed. No scuff where the king’s head crashed against the hard floor, no chalk outline, truly no sort of evidence whatsoever remained to indicate that this was the very spot a king had been slain. But Caerwyn remembered. He’d seen the king fall to the ground, and could replay it over and over in his head.
Hisato Akira. Dead as a doornail. No loss there. The fool we meant to hang in the gallows of public opinion, with Renora as the noose and Zane the executioner… and yet, as we tightened the rope, he died quite literally. And annoyingly he kicked the bucket before accepting—or defying—our order, as Representatives of the Empire, for him to surrender his throne.
The assassin was still at large. And his identity remained a mystery to everyone, including Caerwyn. He wondered if the king had been killed in retaliation for what had happened to Renora, perhaps as a kind of revenge for the actions most of the galaxy believed to be the work of the king’s troops. Strategically necessary tragedies that Zane and his allies had arranged to make certain the populace turned against the king. But if that were so, Caerwyn would need to be extremely cautious, and make certain that Zane’s dealings were never connected to him.
Caerwyn fidgeted somewhat nervously, squinting against the bright lights of the Assembly Floor, as he thought of the news he’d received recently—and discreetly—about his brother. Zane was dead. His corpse had been discovered alongside several other members of his Phoenix Ring cult. Caerwyn had known all along that Zane was getting into bed with the wrong people, the sort of villains who would bring their sinister problems with them to any table they sat around, but Zane had never listened to Caerwyn. And that had always been his folly. And, apparently now, his downfall. Zane’s death might have been in retaliation for Renora every bit as much as the king’s, Caerwyn knew. Perhaps someone had uncovered that Zane and his dark bedfellows had been behind the plot. Caerwyn desperately hoped such was not the case. It wouldn’t be a difficult leap to connect Zane to Caerwyn, which would mean his own life could be in danger…
No, I’m fine. Zane and the King are dead. Vengeance has been exacted. The killing is over… Whatever angel of death had seen fit to slay the king, and for some reason Representative Ri Zhang too, he hadn’t wasted a bullet on Caerwyn Martel. And he’d clearly had the opportunity, Caerwyn had been mere meters away from Ri Zhang when the late Representative had fallen. Dead as the king.
But why had Ri Zhang been assassinated? Caerwyn could think of no motive whatsoever. Someone had wanted the king dead—no surprise, truly—but that same person had also taken the time to kill Ri Zhang too… strange indeed.
If Zhang had been an arbitrary target, a random killing, perhaps meant to shock the Assembly, or as a grievance against the nobility, why not eliminate a representative from a more senior House? Or fire off a few more shots and increase the body-count?
Caerwyn was terrified just thinking about it. And as he squinted up at the lights, he imagined a gunman perched there now, with the Martel heir in his crosshairs.
That’s stupid. He knew it was impossible. The Assembly Hall was swarming with more security than ever before, now that they were in session finally, for the first time since the king’s death. The government would take no chances. No one could even get within a kilometer of the Assembly Hall without all sorts of clearances and checks and double checks. And professional soldiers patrolled everywhere and kept vigilant eyes on everything.
We’re fine. We’re safe. Everything is all right...
Caerwyn looked at the faces of his fellow nobles. Paying most attention to the ones who were his rivals, idiots who entertained delusions of winning the throne for themselves.
Once the throne was his, Caerwyn had every intention of consolidating his power and making the others fall into line behind him. Only one person could guide the Empire through this, and that man was Brinton Martel’s oldest son and only surviving heir.
“That concludes emergency business,” said Representative Tate. Caerwyn perked up, realizing his opportunity was nigh. “With that I open the floor—”
Before she could finish her sentence, he stood. “Representative Tate and the honored members of the Defense Committee, I have urgent business to bring before the Assembly.”
“The Chair recognizes Representative Martel of Capital World and House Martel,” said Tate, looking at him.
Caerwyn stepped away from his seat on the Assembly Floor, separating himself from the other members of the Great Houses who sat together, front-and-center before the common Representatives of the Assembly, dressed in black as a pretentious display of unity and grief for the fallen king.
Caerwyn cleared his throat and checked to make certain his lapel mic was turned on before speaking—otherwise he’d need to shout to make himself heard throughout the vast chamber. “Brothers and sisters of the Assembly, fellow Representatives of the Empire,” he looked up at the balconies above, stuffed full with the hundreds of Assembly members who did not belong to Great Houses. “Representative Tate has just briefed us on how our world, our Empire, is bleeding, and lost without strong leadership. We cannot hope to stem the tides of chaos without strong leadership!”
Sounds of assent resonated throughout the chamber. Which caused him to raise his voice boldly. “This body met to accept King Hisato Akira’s resignation as monarch of the Empire. Tragic events notwithstanding, we must still accept that resignation and install a new leader to guide us through this crisis!”
His supporters clapped loudly, as did those who supported the other potential candidates for king, but there were negative murmurs too, and cries for him to step down or be silent—claims that it was too soon after the King’s death for talk of succession—Caerwyn spoke over them all. “I motion for a Vote of Executive Leadership!”
Tate called the chamber to order, and smacked her gavel repeatedly until silence returned.
“A motion to vote for new executive leadership has been called,” said Representative Tate. “Is there a second?”
“Aye,” said Representative Conroy, standing up. He looked suspiciously at Caerwyn and Caerwyn knew the old fool had delusions of winning the throne himself. But lacked even a third the support he needed.
“The motion has been seconded,” said Representative Tate. “It is now open for debate.”
“It’s too soon,” said Representative Florence, to no one’s surprise. She stood there, a staunch supporter of the Akira House, even now as the once-mighty Akira House lay in ruins. “The king has passed away, murdered in this very chamber! It would be disrespectful to bring such a motion forward this day. The Empire must mourn. And so must we.”
“The Empire is tearing itself to pieces,” replied Caerwyn. “It needs leadership. Our citizens, our friends, our families, they need a strong leader to guide us through these dark times.”
“And I suppose you fancy yourself to be that leader,” snapped Lady Florence.
“He would make himself king!” added Lord Conroy.
“That is for my brothers and sisters of the Assembly to judge,” said Caerwyn calmly. “But whether or not I am the one to lead us, someone must. Someone must shepherd this flock through the storm. I motion for the vote simply because, without a monarch in place… who will organize our security forces? Who will command our fleets? Who will be the voice to calm the riotous, soothe the terrified, and help the injured?”
“There is still a monarchical authority,” replied Lady Florence. “The king has passed on, as has his heir apparent, and two of his daughters, but one daughter remains.”
“Kalila Akira…” said Caerwyn through clenched teeth. He didn’t know who’d gone and slaughtered the king’s children, but he sure would have appreciated it if the murderer hadn’t let one slip through his fingers. “She lives, this is true,” he conceded gently. “But it makes no matter. She has no claim to the throne. This body had already stripped King Hisato Akira of his authority as the monarch, before he was slain.”
“His resignation was never officially given,” replied Lady Florence. “He… died before he could surrender his authority.”
“His official resignation was never required,” Caerwyn snapped. “A formality, nothing else. His authority as monarch, and his claim to the throne, ended the instant this Assembly voted it away.” Caerwyn did believe that was true, though in the silence of his own head he admitted the law was somewhat unclear on that point. The Assembly had the right to recall a monarch and choose another one, but by some interpretations the new monarch didn’t take control until his or her coronation. Up until that point, the sitting monarch held the position, and the powers, so that the Empire would never experience a moment during the succession when it had no leader. Of course, since the Akira House had held the throne since the Empire’s inception, the Sovereignty Clause of the Imperial Charter had never been invoked, and there was no existing precedent to rely upon to settle the issue.
“The king retains his power until such time a new king, or queen, takes the throne,” quipped Lady Florence, making the point Caerwyn hoped would not be made.
“The king is dead,” said Conroy, butting his way back into the debate once more. “Surely that means an exception is made. He can’t be expected to still sit the throne as a bloody corpse.”
Conroy’s tactless diction created a raucous uproar in the chamber, doing far more harm than good. Caerwyn cringed at the words, and their tone, knowing it would sabotage his effort to have a vote called today. But at least Conroy had spoken true, and most of the fallout for his lack of propriety would only injure his own claim.
“Order. Order!” said Representative Tate, slamming her gavel repeatedly. Eventually order returned.
“Mister Conroy,” said Lady Florence. “The king has been taken from us; that’s so. But, as I said before, an heir remains. Kalila Akira holds the throne—by rights—until a new king is coronated.”
This time it was Lady Florence’s turn to be met with jeers and dissonant murmurs. Caerwyn was pleased to see that the Akira name, and Kalila herself, were still besmirched in the eyes of many of the Representatives, and undoubtedly much of the Imperial public.
“It is only the law,” said Lady Florence defensively. “Don’t take it out on me.”
“It is but one interpretation of the law,” said Caerwyn. “There exists no precedent to say that such is the proper way.”
“Nor any precedent to say that it is not,” replied Lady Florence.
“Then all the more reason to bring this issue to a vote now,” said Caerwyn. “Kalila is far away—she fled Capital World on her ship hours ago. Fled the planet and abandoned her people to chaos. Not very characteristic of a good monarch, I would say.”
His quip bought him some cheers, but also a jeer or two. He ignored them and spoke on. “But let us put the matter to rest, completely and forever. We should vote forthwith—it is our sacred duty—and plant a new leader upon the throne. Then there will be no question of succession, and our beloved Empire, the sanctuary of humanity in this dark, dangerous galaxy, may once again have a shepherd. We are in a dangerous age, my brothers and sisters, make no mistake. Even now the Rotham Republic has claimed one of our planets, and the Polarian Confederacy is out there too, with similar ambitions—I have no doubt. Let us put the matter to vote. And decide the matter, while we still can.”
“Thank you, Representative Martel,” said Representative Tate. She turned to Lady Florence. “Representative Florence, your final word against.”
Lady Florence cleared her throat before speaking. “Every soul and citizen of the Empire, including each of us here, owes a debt of gratitude to the Akira House. They safely watched and guarded us and our ancestors for over a century. Were it not for them, none of us would be here now. We owe it to the king who passed away so tragically, right before our very eyes, and his children, to honor their memory and grant the proper ceremony of grief. Kalila, last of the Akira line, should reign in Hisato’s place until the proper time has come to select new leadership.” She nodded and sat down.
“The issue is now put forward to vote.”
Caerwyn watched the hundreds of people above, sitting on their balconies, talking amongst one another and entering their votes. I have them, he thought as he judged how anxious they seemed. Even those who held the Akiras in reverent regard still, few that they were, knew that an Empire without a leader was no more useful than a man with no head. And the notion that the princess could lead them, the very princess who’d abandoned the planet to the storm, was a preposterous one.
Representative Tate and the other members of the committee examined the results once they’d all been entered and tallied. Caerwyn was confident, he knew the Assembly would vote in his favor, but he still felt sweat appear on his forehead. He wiped it away subtly.
“With a vote of two-hundred and seventeen to one-hundred and nine, with fifty-two abstentions, the motion carries. The Great Houses shall now convene to vote for a new successor to the monarchy forthwith.”
Caerwyn was happy to see a look of defeat on Lady Florence’s face as she sat down. He returned gracefully to his own seat, in between Lord Chekov and Lady Drake.
“Those who would put their names forward as candidates to safeguard the Empire as the sovereign monarch, may do so now,” said Representative Tate. “Please stand, declare yourself, and remain standing.”
Caerwyn fought the impulse to be the first out of his chair. He knew it would not befit him to seem so eager. He had to present the aura of a calm, thoughtful leader. One who would rule not for the power, or the privilege, but as a sacred duty. A complete falsehood, of course, but he understood the value and importance of appearances.
“I put forward my own name,” said Lord Conroy, to no one’s surprise.
He’s out of the running, Caerwyn thought immediately. He counted the votes in his head, believing a majority of the other Great Houses would fall into line and vote for House Martel.
A second person stood up. It was Lord Doran. “I put forward my name,” said Lord Doran. Again, to no one’s surprise. Caerwyn knew that the Doran House and the Conroy House shared a similar base of support, so they would only steal votes from one another. All that was needed now was for the Savets to declare their candidacy for the throne. Should Lord Savet stand and make a claim, as Caerwyn planned, it would so dilute the votes of support in favor of Doran and Conroy, there would be no stopping Caerwyn.
“Is there no one else?” asked Representative Tate, after a short pause.
For an instant Caerwyn became nervous, worried that he’d misjudged Lord Savet, that the old man wouldn’t rise and declare. If he didn’t, that would force Caerwyn to enter sooner than planned and would result in a three-way runoff between himself, Lord Conroy, and Lord Doran; if that happened, the outcome was far less certain. Conroy had no chance. But Lord Doran was popular, especially among the Savet House and their allies—if Lord Savet doesn’t enter, his faction will surely throw its support behind Lord Doran. That might cost me the throne!
But the universe was kind. “I declare for the throne,” said Lord Savet, standing at last.
That’s my cue. If there were a god, I’d thank him!
Caerwyn slowly rose, making certain not to appear too eager. “I too put forward my name as a candidate to guide and safeguard this Empire,” he said in a gentle tone.
And that should be it. The Florences and the rest of the Akira faction will likely go for the Savets, with a few throwing in behind the Conroys. The Conroys will carry the Warrens for a certainty and… very few others, maybe the Ortiz House… The Dorans will carry the Millers, Li’s, Hernandez’s, Harris’s, and the Nguyens. And I shall carry the rest. Leaving me with exactly enough votes to win.
“Is there no one else?” asked Representative Tate, clearly ready to move the proceedings forward.
No, this is all of us, thought Caerwyn, fighting a smile.
And then the unthinkable happened. Someone else rose.
“I put forward my name,” said Representative Zhang. The newly-appointed youth, Leor Zhang, who’d inherited his place in the Assembly to fill the vacancy caused by his father’s death. The late Ri Zhang had been mysteriously slain in the same attack that had killed the king.
No, what are you doing!? Caerwyn resisted the urge to turn to the youth and shake him. He wanted to shout at the young fool, explain to him in simple, small words that he and his family belonged to the Martel faction of support! His father had been among the most ardent supporters of the Martels! For him to step forward and assert his own claim to the throne was not only a tremendous insult to the Martel House, and for nothing since the Zhangs couldn’t dream of garnering enough support to win the throne, it was also mathematically just enough to remove the inevitability of Caerwyn’s rule. Damn you and your whole shit family, Leor Zhang, you stupid insolent fool!
Caerwyn resisted every urge to do otherwise and somehow forced a smile. Maybe I’m wrong, maybe I miscounted, he thought, hoping that somehow he could still win the throne. And even if I don’t win, Zhang’s stupidity will, at worst, cause a deadlock. At which point, having received the fewest votes, he will of course bow out. He must! It would be the only proper thing to do. And then, after he bows out, he will naturally throw his support behind House Martel, where it always should have been. My throne is still inevitable, it’s just… delayed.
“Is there no one else?” asked Representative Tate. When no one stood, she closed the floor to new candidates and invited each of the would-be kings: Lords Conroy, Doran, Savet, Martel, and Zhang to address their fellow noblemen, for fifteen minutes apiece, and attempt to persuade their fellow nobles to vote in their favor.
Like Caerwyn had expected, the speeches were full of fluff and metaphor and were empty appeals, whether to logic or emotion it made no matter. They were merely a part of the ceremony of it all, a ritual, almost, more theatrics than politics. Not truly an effort to win votes. The votes were already decided and had been the instant the candidates declared themselves. Houses had their allegiances. There was no going against that. Only young Lord Zhang made a sincere effort to convince his fellow noblemen to vote for him. Of course, whether he knew it or not, his plea fell upon deaf ears. The youth has much to learn about politics…
Once the charade of speeches was complete, the voting began.
Each candidate standing was counted as a vote for himself automatically, and thus the Conroys, Dorans, Savets, Martels, and Zhangs were effectively removed from voting.
Cole House voted first. Then Florence. Then Hernandez, and so on. As the votes were tallied, and each House declared their support for their closest political allies—as Caerwyn knew they would—the votes seemed to fall exactly as he’d predicted. The only surprise came when the Garcia House—supporters of the Akiras—declared for Zhang rather than the Savets. This had no effect on the projected outcome; Lord Savet would come up short on votes with or without the Garcias, and this was the first—and certainly the only—vote Lord Zhang would get. Caerwyn only hoped this show of support by the Garcias, empty and pointless as it was, didn’t go to Zhang’s head and encourage him to stay in the race. The vote will end in a deadlock. And then you, with the fewest votes, must gracefully bow out. That’s how this works. Caerwyn knew he couldn’t say as much aloud, but that didn’t stop him from wishing he could communicate telepathically.
The Torres voted last and, to no one’s surprise, declared their support for Lord Savet. Long before they did, however, the outcome became obvious to everyone. It was a close run between Caerwyn Martel and Lord Doran, with the Savets trailing significantly behind, then the Conroys just after him, and Lord Zhang far at the bottom. But no candidate had won a sufficient majority to claim victory. Though if one more vote had gone his way, Caerwyn Martel would have.
Damn you Leor Zhang. Damn you. Damn you. Damn you! Of all the people standing on the Assembly Floor when the assassin murdered the king, his second bullet just had to find Ri Zhang… if only it’d found someone else, almost anyone else… I’d cede an Imperial planet if it meant I still had Ri Zhang alive to cast his vote in my favor!
With the vote finished and no clear victor decided, the Assembly adjourned. There would be more debate and more discussion, Caerwyn knew. Hopefully enough to remind Leor Zhang of his place and convince him to respectfully bow out. And then, in the runoff, Caerwyn would be victorious. It had to be so.



Chapter 5
 

Calvin lay in bed, wide-awake, staring at the ceiling in the darkness. He’d woken before his alarm and, unable to fall back to sleep, had decided to simply disable the alarm and seek peace the silence.
Sleep came uneasily aboard the Black Swan, despite the fact that Kalila had kindly given him quarters that far more lavish and comfortable than any on the Nighthawk. He glanced at the time display for what felt like the millionth time.
0527 S.T.
He’d have to rise soon. In just over an hour, they’d be there. Their ship would arrive… But there was no reason to get up just yet.
Calvin let his thoughts flow freely in the darkness as the minutes ticked by. He thought of his mother’s disappearance and felt a terrible, ominous feeling; it sickened him to the core. Where are you? he wondered. She’d vanished without a trace and hope of finding her seemed more fleeting than ever. She must have gone into hiding, he tried to convince himself in vain. Wishing he could believe she was safe somewhere, lying low.
He thought about the replicants, how powerful and influential people had somehow been replaced, people like Captain Nimoux and Vice Admiral Harkov. Both of whom were likely watering daffodils somewhere now…
He thought about his friends and shipmates, off somewhere in the galaxy, hunting after the deadliest weapons ever designed. Miles would be there, with that big dopey grin of his. Sarah too, and as for Shen… Shen was probably dead by now. Calvin remembered how gaunt and broken the ops officer had looked, restrained in the infirmary where Calvin had last seen him. And Calvin thought of the duty he’d charged Miles with—to make certain Shen did not suffer needlessly. Calvin doubted Miles truly had the constitution to pull the plug on Shen, but maybe he’d done so, if he’d seen that it would end needless suffering.
What had happened to Shen had been unjust and unwanted; he’d sacrificed himself, thrown himself into the line of Remorii, as a means of protecting Calvin. Others had made the same sacrifice for him, even a complete stranger named Titus Antony, who’d been shredded by CERKO bullets while trying to save Calvin’s life at Samil’s behest… too much blood, Calvin thought. Far too much blood.
Thoughts of Shen made him think about Monte and Rose, and he realized how much he missed them, especially the old doc. To think he was somewhere else now, in some sort of oblivion, perhaps not even existing at all. In the black hallways of death, likely with Shen now, and Christine…
Calvin felt a strange dampness in his eyes as he imagined them all together, all of his friends and loved ones who’d passed on. For all he knew, his own mother had joined them.
He wiped the tears from his eyes. And found himself wishing he could turn to his age-old lover and tormentor, equarius. But the instinct to take the drug wasn’t as strong as it once had been, not even as strong as it had been mere weeks earlier. That was a victory of a sort, he supposed, but small comfort.
“If only…” he whispered, thinking of a thousand different ways he could finish that sentence. He searched his soul for the will to live, the strength to keep fighting even though he felt hopelessness strangling him on the inside. Chaos had emerged with prejudice on crucial Imperial worlds, and now there was no king. And the king that had been, the great sovereign leader Calvin had expected to ultimately guide humanity through the storm, had proven just as mortal and impermanent and unsafe as anyone else. He’d been murdered on the Assembly Floor, for hell’s sake! The Fleet was no doubt in disarray, the Knights of the King, the admirals, the Representatives of the Assembly, local governors, all sorts must be scrambling right now to seize as much of the pie as they could, for all the good it would do them once the Rotham and Polarians poured over the borders… humanity’s only hope was in common strength, in presenting a unified front, but now no one could force them to cooperate. To stand together. Not anymore. And so together they would fall.
Even now the Rotham fleets are surely forming, he thought darkly. Readying to take whatever slivers of humanity they wish. Starting with Renora… a planet that had endured far more than its share of tragedy and bloodshed in recent weeks, and yet her citizens had been seduced by Rotham aid and deceived by Rotham promises. The planet would be the focal point of inevitable war. They were humans, Imperial citizens. But they’d declared for the Rotham Republic, and the Republic had embraced them. Which meant the Republic would take them, and Calvin doubted very much that Renora would be the only system the Rotham fleets would occupy along the way…
The comm panel in his room beeped loudly. Its white light flashed on and off, seeming very bright in the deep darkness his eyes had adjusted to.
He got out of bed. Has it been an hour already? A glance out the starless window told him they were still in alteredspace. But that didn’t mean they weren’t close to their destination.
“Calvin here,” he said, after tapping the panel.
“Her Grace requests your presence on the bridge immediately.” It was Black Swan’s chief of communications.
“Understood. On my way.”
The call terminated.
He splashed some water on his face but otherwise made no real effort to clean himself up. He even wore his clothes from the day before, the white-and-black uniform he’d been given when he’d taken on the role of Executor. The only difference was he’d ripped the Insignia of the Office of the Executor off his lapel, since the office was defunct now anyway, and he didn’t deserve to wear the symbol. With no other insignia to take its place, he felt like an overdressed civilian.
He went directly to the bridge. When the door slid open, revealing the Black Swan’s massive control epicenter, he took it all in before stepping out of the elevator.
The different departments were fielding the many system controls that were setup throughout the bridge. About twenty people were busily working in small groups and communicating to the crews below decks. At the center stood Kalila, who was speaking with Captain Adiger. The bridge lights made her dark hair seem to shine, and even from this distance, Calvin could see that Kalila’s strength and sense of command had returned. The sad, seemingly apathetic Kalila who hadn’t quite known how to cope with the news of her father’s death was gone. Either banished or hidden under many layers of confidence, purpose, and determination. Whether or not this in-command version of Kalila was the true Kalila, it was certainly the version of her that Calvin knew. The one with fire in her beautiful eyes. Seeing it made Calvin smile.
He stepped out onto the deck and a soldier saluted him. Calvin saluted back instinctively, thinking how different a vast dreadnought was compared to a tiny stealth frigate like the Nighthawk. On the Nighthawk there was no room, and no need, for a dedicated security chief to be positioned on the bridge at all times. Ready to coordinate a garrison of hundreds of soldiers...
“Good, you’re here,” said Kalila once Calvin approached.
Adiger and Calvin exchanged salutes.
“I take it we’re about to arrive then,” said Calvin. He glanced at the array of windows and saw that the view was still empty and black.
“We’ll be dropping out of alteredspace in a few short minutes,” said Kalila. “Hopefully surrounded by friends.” Her tone showed a hint of suspicion and Calvin understood why. They’d followed the coordinates provided by Raidan. And, while it was true that Raidan and his Organization had shared common enemies with them, and that Raidan led the Harbinger to their defense back at Capital World, his mysterious Organization was still extralegal and undefined, and Kalila did not trust him. Which was probably wise.
“I don’t believe Raidan has hostile intentions,” said Calvin, unsure if he was trying to reassure the princess or himself.
“Regardless,” said Kalila, “Captain Adiger, you will raise the shields the instant we arrive and have all defense systems standing by.”
“Yes, Princess,” he said obediently. He relayed the necessary commands to his teams.
Calvin hoped that wasn’t interpreted by Raidan, and whatever allies he brought, as a sign of aggression.
As the chief of navigation counted down their exit from alteredspace, Calvin noticed that Rafael was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps Kalila doesn’t trust him yet. Certainly he would have been summoned here otherwise…
“Four. Three. Two.”
Calvin stared out the dark windows ahead, watching with anticipation, as the alteredspace descent countdown finished.
“One.”
The view filled with stars. The local sun wasn’t visible, nor were any planets, but the appearance of thousands of tiny white dots announced their return to normal space.
“We have arrived,” said the navigation chief. Defense reported the shields had been raised, as ordered and the ops chief called attention to multiple ships in the vicinity.
“Identify those ships,” snapped Captain Adiger, pointing at the 3d display, where the other ships could be seen. Fixed at the center of the display was a projection of the Black Swan itself. Only one of the other ships matched it for size.
“The ISS Harbinger, sir,” reported the ops chief. “Along with the de-commissioned ISS Liberty Sun, a non-military vessel marked as the Aurora, and another non-military vessel marked as the Penelope.”
“Sir, my scans indicate that all identified vessels bear military-grade armaments and defensive armor,” added the ops deputy chief.
Before Captain Adiger could respond, the communication chief spoke up. “Captain, we are being hailed by the ISS Harbinger.”
Captain Adiger turned back to Kalila. “Your Grace?” he asked, obviously seeking her instructions.
Kalila gazed back at him with a face of steel. “Inform them that the raising of our shields was for defensive purposes only, please communicate our non-hostile intent.”
“And shall I answer the hail?”
A thoughtful look came over her face as she seemed to consider this for a split second. “They can wait.”
“Very good, Your Grace.”
As Adiger relayed his orders, Kalila took Calvin aside.
“Your thoughts, Lieutenant Commander?” she asked in a quiet tone.
“I don’t think Raidan wishes us any direct harm,” said Calvin, speaking quietly because Kalila had. “I would absolutely listen to what he has to say, but I would proceed with caution.”
“Do you suspect him of something?” Kalila asked, her eyes probing him shrewdly.
Calvin thought of the suffering that was happening on Cepheus, Rotham civilians dying by the thousands. He’d all but convicted Raidan in his mind as the guilty perpetrator of that slaughter; after all he had the weapon ingredients and the means to deliver them, but Calvin had to keep in mind that he couldn’t be completely certain—there wasn’t quite enough proof.
“Out with it,” said Kalila when Calvin seemed hesitant.
“Princess,” said Calvin, noting, with a trace of sadness, that Kalila’s eyes seemed to stare back at him with the gaze of a monarch addressing one of her subjects, and not as a woman looking pleasantly upon a man, or even the gaze of a close friend... No trace of the intimate connection he’d thought they’d shared. “I believe Raidan, or at the very least the Organization he represents, is responsible for the brutal attack on Cepheus.”
Kalila seemed to consider this for a moment. “And how solid is your evidence?”
“I have good intelligence that Raidan acquired the kind of materials used in the attack not long before it took place,” said Calvin. As shady as the Roscos were, Calvin believed the intelligence they gave him.
“Thank you,” said Kalila. She turned away from him.
“Wait,” said Calvin, stopping her before she had the chance to walk away. She turned back and looked at him curiously. “I do have one recommendation,” he said.
“Yes?”
He hesitated for a moment, a little worried that the idea might affect him badly but also knowing it needed to be done. There were replicants out there, replicants who needed to be stopped, such as the ones posing as Nimoux and Harkov, who’d fooled the Assembly and testified against him on the Assembly Floor. If any were working for Kalila, they would sabotage every effort to restore the Empire. And Calvin knew he couldn’t let that happen. “Princess,” he cleared his throat. “This is going to sound strange, but, you need to have everyone in your operation, everyone you trust, all of your commanders, your royal knights, your advisors, everyone in every position of importance… they must all be given a standard dose of Xinocodone right away. And they need to have witnesses watch them take it, and verify that the doses were administered correctly.” He looked into her beautiful dark eyes and wondered if she was a replicant herself. Raidan had said that none of the royal family had been replaced with replicants yet, but his information could be wrong. It was best to take no chances. “And Princess,” Calvin added. “You’ll have to take it too.”
Kalila looked understandably baffled. Calvin continued before she could interrupt. “Do you recall how Captain Lafayette Nimoux and Vice Admiral Harkov spoke up on the Assembly Floor, against us, trying to discredit me?”
“Yes,” she said.
“They were not the true Vice Admiral and Captain, they were duplicates. Like how the enemy managed to produce a duplicate Black Swan. They can also, apparently, produce duplicate people. These duplicates are called replicants. Zane and the Phoenix Ring managed to replace people in key positions with these very convincing look-alikes. But we now know what the replicants are, they’re Polarians!—Sort of.” He thought of what Rain had told him and knew he didn’t completely understand the science of it, but he did understand what mattered most. “Xinocodone, a standard pain medication for human beings, will kill them. Exposing any replicants. And anyone who takes Xinocodone and lives, you can be confident he hasn’t been replaced.” Calvin realized how insane he must sound, but everything he said was factual. And it was of critical importance that any remaining replicants be purged at once. Had he been more aggressive about such a policy back when he’d still been the Executor—despite how insane it would have made him appear—and if he’d somehow managed to pull it off, he might still be the Executor today, and the king might still be among the living...
Kalila looked at him shrewdly, with some obvious skepticism. But Calvin was sure he’d proven himself enough to her since their first meeting at Tau Station—and the reality they’d both witnessed had proven dangerous and deeply strange, surely Kalila would believe this new information. She couldn’t possibly dismiss such a threat.
“And how long have you had this intelligence?” she asked him. Despite her gentle tone, Calvin knew what she was actually asking—how long have you kept this secret from me, and why?
“Raidan showed me a replicant back when I was on the Harbinger, after his forces—many of the same ships that are here in this system—saved my crew and myself from captivity to the Rotham. Knowledge that the replicants themselves are a Polarian-like species is new; my own physician determined that just before you came aboard the Nighthawk. Even Raidan doesn’t know that. And the knowledge that Xinocodone kills replicants was found out about the same time, though I did share that detail with Raidan.”
Calvin tried to make his tone sound apologetic. He had kept this information from her, he realized, but not deliberately. When she’d come aboard the Nighthawk all thoughts had been about Renora and exonerating the princess. The replicant matter simply hadn’t come up.
Whether Kalila would hold this omission against him, Calvin couldn’t be sure. Whatever her true thoughts, she revealed no hint on her face or in the tone of her reply. “Thank you, Lieutenant Commander,” she said. “I will see to it that such a policy is executed at once.”
Calvin nodded. Understanding that meant he too would be expected to participate and take his dose of Xinocodone—a fact he so dreaded he’d nearly considered not bringing up the replicants and the need for a replicant purge at all. He was a recovering equarius addict and he feared what effect another dose of the dark medicine would have on him. Sadly, his personal weakness was no excuse to avoid the Xinocodone test and he knew it. He had to demonstrate he was who he said he was just as surely as everyone else would have to, even Kalila, otherwise suspicion and distrust would pervade everything. So he’d have to grit his teeth and take the drug one last time. But after that, I swear, never again! On Capital World he’d broken the habit of his drug dependency forever; he wouldn’t let a one-time exception, required of him for the security of the Empire, to cause him to relapse. I won’t. I just won’t!
“Princess, what would you have us do now?” asked Calvin as Kalila started to walk away. She stopped and turned and as she did Calvin caught a glimmer of uncertainty in her eyes, but to her credit she masked it extremely well—so effectively that he almost doubted he’d even seen it.
“I must seek the counsel of my loyal Knights and advisors. I shall be in the privacy of my office.”
“And what about Raidan?”
“You may entertain him for now,” she said. Then she turned and addressed Captain Adiger. “Captain,” she said, raising her voice so he could hear. “Allow Mister Cross to answer the hail from the ISS Harbinger, on speakers.”
Calvin understood. The caveat on speakers meant she didn’t trust him enough to let him communicate with Raidan privately, perhaps worried he’d strike some kind of bargain with the deadly renegade. I didn’t tell her about the replicants earlier, like I should have, so she trusts me a little less, he thought. He knew he would be kept on a somewhat shorter leash until he was back in her good graces. So be it.
“Answer the hail,” he said, once Kalila disappeared into her office.
“Answering hail,” reported the communication chief. “Connection active.”
“Calvin Cross here,” he said aloud. A familiar voice crackled over the speakers in reply.
“I’m happy to see the ship still in one piece,” said Raidan. “You cut it a little close back there in Capital System.”
Indeed, they’d only escaped the system with seconds to spare, narrowly avoiding entrapment by the Ninth Fleet.
“We’re happy to be in one piece,” replied Calvin. “Now that we’ve established that we’re all here and still alive, what do you propose we do?” Of course it wouldn’t be up to Raidan, Calvin knew, at least not directly—who knew what sort of unseen strings he could yet pull to steer events in whatever direction he wanted—but Calvin respected Raidan as an intelligent person, and if the older captain had some sort of a plan that could save the Empire, Calvin was all ears.
“Is the Princess safe and healthy?” asked Raidan, perhaps evading the question.
“Yes,” Calvin confirmed. His eyes darted automatically to the office door, it was shut tight.
“Is she there now? May I address her?”
“She’s otherwise occupied,” said Calvin. “But you may address me. And I will relay any message you wish.”
“But she is all right, yes?”
“Yes,” insisted Calvin. “She’s perfectly fine.”
“Excellent. I’m relieved to hear that,” said Raidan. “For a moment there it seemed no Akira was safe anywhere, and then when she didn’t answer my hail… you can see how I feared the worst.”
It had been terrifying for a moment there, Calvin admitted. When the king and his heirs seemed to be dropping like flies. Calvin and probably everyone else on the Black Swan had wondered then, are we next? Is the Black Swan rigged to destroy itself, killing Kalila—the last of the Akira line—in the same kind of accident that took her siblings so swiftly?
“You may rest assured,” said Calvin, remaining cool. “She survived, she is perfectly healthy, the Black Swan escaped, and now we are all here, at these coordinates you provided.” He then decided to turn things back around and press his own questions, rather than answer Raidan’s. “Which begs the question. Why here, Raidan? Why did you bring us here?”
“These coordinates, near the White Dwarf Star TH 347, is a natural place to gather. The Organization has resources here.”
Calvin glanced at the scan reports. “There is no planet here. No base. Nothing. Just a lone star.”
“True, no planet, and no settlement. And no base. However there are small asteroids upon which, if you scan carefully enough, you will find titanium capsules containing weapons, fuel, food, and other supplies. The Organization has several such caches throughout the Empire, TH 347 just happened to be the closest one to Capital System.”
“We will be tracked here,” said Calvin, certain the Eighth and Ninth Fleets, once given directives by the Assembly to do so—provided the Assembly managed to assert their control—would commence pursuit of the Black Swan.
“Yes, I agree that’s likely. Which is why I am gathering all my strength here. All my ships, all my allies, everything. I strongly advise the Princess do the same. If she does not, we will not be able to withstand attack. And retreat will again be necessary. I hope you convey that message to her. And soon.”
“I will,” promised Calvin, we would inform Kalila as soon as she re-emerged from her office. No doubt she’d already come to the same conclusion and was already issuing orders to every ship commander she still trusted. “I have a suggestion for you as well,” said Calvin.
“Yes?” Raidan sounded curious, even amused.
“It’s vital that you purge your Organization and all of your associates, allies, and everyone you deal with of any replicants. I don’t know if you got the message, but Xinocodone kills replicants. Administer it to everyone.” As Calvin spoke, he was perfectly aware that Captain Adiger and the rest of the bridge crew, and anyone else who might be listening in, wouldn’t have the slightest idea what he was talking about. And he probably sounded crazy. But to hell with what they thought.
“I did get the message from your Mister Vargas, although it wasn’t him I wanted to meet with, and I have already begun such a purge. I trust you are ensuring the Princess does the same?”
“I’ve discussed it with her and will personally make certain it is done.”
“Very good. Please let me know once she is no longer in-disposed and decides she’s willing to speak with me.”
“Wait,” said Calvin, before Raidan could disconnect. A thousand thoughts flicked through his mind, accusations he wanted to make—how dare you attack Cepheus the way you did!—and questions he wanted to ask; what was it you wanted to tell me? Back when I failed to meet with you as you directed, something you would only trust telling me in person? But Calvin held his tongue on those matters. Now isn’t the time.
He didn’t want to put Raidan on the spot, especially over public broadcast between the ships where dozens of people were listening. And even more importantly, the way everything was crumbling to pieces, if there was any hope of restoring the Empire—or even salvaging it—Kalila needed Raidan and his Organization’s help. For better or worse. And demanding an immediate explanation for Cepheus would serve nothing. Maybe he wasn’t even behind it, Calvin tried to reassure himself, unsuccessfully.
Realizing the battles to come were more pressing than the deeds of yesterday, no matter how vile, Calvin asked about something else. “You never answered my question. What do you propose we do now?” asked Calvin. If Raidan made no answer, Calvin would take that as a sign that Raidan was just as short on ideas as he was. “Especially considering the Rotham threat,” added Calvin. He remembered that Republic had just declared Renora one of their planets. It was no longer a question of whether Rotham fleets and soldiers would invade Imperial space, it was a matter of when.
“Interesting you should bring that up,” said Raidan after a short pause. “The deadliest threat the Rotham pose would be if they somehow got their hands on one or more of the isotome weapons. I have people in place trying very hard to make certain they don’t, as do you.”
Calvin thought of Summers and the Nighthawk, and wished he was with them. I belong there, he thought. If I belong anywhere, I belong on my ship. Someone else should have been Executor.
“However, there is no doubt in my mind,” continued Raidan, “even if they don’t have the isotome weapons, that the Rotham Republic is marshaling its forces. And the Rotham Senate is slicing up Imperial space, debating on what and how much they dare to claim. War with the Rotham is now, sadly, inevitable. And such war might easily lead to war with the Polarians.”
“Those are my thoughts as well,” said Calvin, noting that Raidan had yet to propose a solution. Not that he could think of any himself. The Empire was obsessively focused on its own internal struggle, fleets and planets were caught between the Assembly and the Princess, and no one was talking about the true danger. Enemies lurked abroad and the Republic would come calling for Renora, that much wasn’t even a secret. The question Calvin was afraid to ask was: when that day came, would the Empire be ready to resist them? And, despite how much he wanted to, he couldn’t imagine how the answer to that question could possibly be yes.
“But I wouldn’t overly worry about the Rotham yet,” said Raidan. “There is no imminent threat, for the moment. As things stand, the Republic can’t get its fleets into position to attack Imperial space. I’m quite sure they can’t send them through Polarian space. Polarians no doubt remember the brutal things large Rotham fleets did the last time they were in Polarian space—the Great War wasn’t so long ago. And the Republic can’t send its fleets unchallenged through the DMZ. To do so would provoke war with the Alliance, and while the Alliance could never withstand the Rotham in a protracted engagement, they could seriously bleed and wound any fleets that tried to pass through Alliance space before they ever got into an engagement with Imperial forces.”
That was true. Calvin remembered his various assignments in and around Alliance space. They only had colonies in three systems but they claimed an immense swathe of territory. Their society was extremely xenophobic and excessively militarized, and their patrol ships and scouts could be found all over the DMZ—allowing only civilian trade ships to pass unmolested. They didn’t trust the Empire in the slightest degree, and trusted the Republic even less. The President—a dictator who ruled the Alliance along with his military council—famously refused to engage in any diplomacy himself. Certainly he’d never make any deals with the Republic. Which meant, so long as the Alliance stood, the Rotham would pay dearly in blood for every ship they sent through the DMZ.
“For now,” continued Raidan, “the Rotham Senate has this logistical challenge in front of it. But ultimately, I believe, they will find some way through the DMZ and deal with the Alliance. Even if it’s through battle. War with the Alliance, while costly, is far better for them than war with the Polarian Confederated States.”
Calvin was less sure. It seemed to him that the Rotham had already successfully sent warships into the Empire through Polarian space, he’d personally fought them in Abia. Sure it had a small squadron and maneuvering a massive starfleet was an entirely separate matter, but it remained possible.
“I suppose you’re right,” said Calvin. “But whether or not the Rotham invade today or ten years from now, they will invade. And we have to be ready.”
“I agree,” said Raidan. “Which is why our first priority must be to unify the Empire, as quickly as possible. Ideally with minimal loss of ships. And then, together, as a unified force, we will repel any alien invaders when they finally come. Even the Dread Fleet couldn’t stand against us, if all Imperial forces united.”
Calvin hoped desperately that was not only true, but possible. Though the mention of the Dread Fleet sent chills down his spine. Such a force, which represented all the might of the Polarians everywhere, had only been seen a few times in history. And every time they assembled, they were unstoppable and left a trail of death and destruction in their wake. It was a purely offensive force, not a fleet to defend the Polarian States but rather a sword meant to purge and destroy, burning and pillaging with religious zeal and unflinching violence. All for the Essences. Ordered by the Prelains. Controlled by the High Prelain. Calvin had only read about it in military history texts—hopefully that was where it would stay. After all, the Dread Fleet had never assembled during the Great War, even as Polarian worlds experienced brutal attack by the Rotham Teldari. The Dread Fleet had watched silently, letting the Polarians’ cries fall upon deaf ears. And in the end the Polarians pushed the Rotham out of their space with help from the Empire. There’s no reason to fear the Dread Fleet now, Calvin thought. It hasn’t been seen in decades and the Polarians aren’t even in this war—not yet—it’s just the Empire and the Republic.
“Then we must unite the Empire as soon as we can,” said Calvin.
“That is our only hope,” said Raidan. With that he terminated the call.
“Transmission disconnected,” reported the operations chief.
Calvin nodded his head. Raidan is right, he thought. Unity is our last best hope. Civil War is coming, we must end it swiftly. Only a united humanity can hope to withstand the dangers lurking in the vast dark galaxy.
He imagined an endless horde of silent black ships carving their way across the stars. Fleets, planets, and whole civilizations toppled in their wake. He shuddered at the thought.



Chapter 6
 

The rains of Lakeside City beat down, soaking the street and everyone outside. It rained often here, possibly more than any other city on Capital World, but somehow this rain seemed colder. Worse. More chilling…
Guillermo waited, standing on the street corner with his hands in his jacket pockets, feeling his heart in his throat. Pounding. He swallowed hard and tried to remain calm. At the very least he had to appear calm. I am a regular citizen, he tried to reassure himself. A nobody. They won’t find me. How could they?
And yet… they’d found so many of the others. Even Zane Martel and Rita Donovan, and all of the other Firsts. They’d died in their bunker, slaughtered brutally by all accounts, slain while awaiting Ascension. That glowing, glorious promise that never came. And now it certainly never would. Even if Caerwyn does take the throne, there’s no way of controlling him without Zane…
Guillermo had no idea who’d been behind the massacre of the Phoenix Ring’s leadership. No one did. But whoever had managed it, they’d effectively chopped the head off the snake. And now the organization was completely in tatters, reeling with no leadership. And no more money pouring in. Everyone was trying to save his own skin, desperate to survive, and Guillermo was no exception.
I was Zane’s Second… I held a high post, a position of great honor in the group that was meant to become to most powerful organization in the entire galaxy. And yet, despite all the meticulous planning, it hadn’t happened. The Ascension hadn’t come. Not soon enough anyway… And before they could inherit their Empire, their leadership had been butchered and everyone else fled in in all directions. Chased and hunted like animals. If even half the rumors were true, the remaining Phoenix Ring members were being pursued and killed across the galaxy. Even though Guillermo didn’t know who’d executed the massacre at the bunker, he did know the Khans were one of the groups currently slaughtering Phoenix Ring members across the Empire. Things had been sour with the Khans ever since Zane refused to protect Khan soldiers he’d hired after they botched a hit. The Rahajiim were also involved, happy to eliminate their only group that could truly threaten them. And the Organization had a hand in these shadowy dealings too, Guillermo was sure. Three of the deadliest groups in the galaxy, and the Phoenix Ring’s list of enemies likely didn’t stop there.
Nowhere was safe. Least of all here. For all Guillermo knew, he was the last surviving Phoenix Ring operator on Capital World. Certainly he was the last living Second.
When a cab finally came, he hailed it and climbed into the back almost too hastily.
“Drive,” he said. Expecting the car to demand he scan his money card before pulling away from the curb.
“Where?” asked the driver. Just his luck, he got one of the only cabs in the city that wasn’t automated.
“Anywhere, just go,” snapped Guillermo.
Obediently the driver hit the gas and they were off. Heading north. The driver held course, keeping them in a straight line, and Guillermo said nothing and kept his head down, occasionally peeking out the rear window to see if anyone seemed to be following.
The driver attempted to engage him in idle conversation, but Guillermo only answered him with hard eyes and a stony face that effectively silenced the driver.
After the better part of an hour, Guillermo told the driver to take him to the nearest public launchport. In truth, Guillermo didn’t know where to go. He hadn’t been back to his home since receiving the news that Zane Martel and the others were dead—a decision he was certain had helped prolong his life—but that left him with nowhere to go and he knew, beyond a doubt, that it wasn’t safe for him on Capital World. If he stayed he would certainly be hunted down, just like the others. That meant he had to jump system. Yes, the launchports were probably being watched, but Capital World is a massive planet with more launchport traffic than any other place in the Empire, or the galaxy for that matter, he tried to reassure himself.
I have to take my chances at the launchport. If I don’t get off the planet then I’m dead already.
The car pulled over and stopped. Out the window Guillermo could see hordes of people coming and going, and security personnel corralling would-be passengers like cattle as they moved to and fro, laden with luggage. Crowds were good. Crowds meant he could disappear.
“Here,” he said, paying the man with a fistful of cash from his wallet. It was more q than the cab driver would have charged him, many times over. “I was never here and you never saw me,” he said, giving the cab driver a serious look.
The driver looked at the cash with a grin and then nodded. “Yes, yes, of course. I never saw you. Never took you here.”
“Good.” Guillermo left the cab and disappeared into the crowds, and then into the main building of the launchport complex. He resisted the urge to walk briskly. He didn’t want to standout, if he was in too much of a hurry he would only draw attention to himself. But he also didn’t dare linger. Every second spent on Capital World kept him in danger.
He went to a ticket kiosk and paid for five different flights departing the system. He would have purchased more but that was all he could afford with the cash he’d brought. Hopefully, in case anyone was tracking him, this maneuver would confuse them. Make it harder for them to determine which flight he was taking. And, to make things even harder for the Khans, or whoever was killing off the Phoenix Ring, Guillermo made certain the tickets he purchased were for the flights soonest to depart.
No turning back now…
He went through security and boarded a shuttle to the orbital station associated with this launchport. He sat by the window and watched everyone else carefully as they took their seats. Wondering, as each new person strapped in, if that passenger had orders to kill him.
On this shuttle, at least, he seemed to be safe. It left the hangar on schedule and roared skyward, lurching toward the stars. The ascent was filled with the usual bumps and turbulence any passenger would expect, but they docked with the orbital station without incident. Guillermo made certain he was the last to exit the shuttle so no one would be right behind him. He could imagine some innocent looking person shoving a shiv into his back and collecting a handsome reward from whichever maniac wanted him dead the most.
Once he was on the station, he found a quiet corner in the main concourse and chose which of the five boarding passes he would use. Not wanting to be predictable, he chose at random.
Keptus One.
It was as good as any of the others, he supposed. He gazed out the window at the blanket of space, it was dark and the stars were invisible thanks to the light of the station and nearby ships. There was something appealing about that blackness. A darkness so vast it could hide anything…
Yes, that is where I must go. There I will be invisible. I can survive. I can wait for this hellish nightmare to end.
He felt his mobile vibrate. Instantly his heart resumed its anxious pounding. He fumbled with shaky fingers and pulled the mobile out of his pocket and pressed it to his ear. As he did, he seriously considered not accepting the call. Recently the mobile seemed only able to bring him bad news…
“Yes,” he said, accepting the call.
“I have news,” a familiar woman’s voice sounded in his ear. Celeste Ortega-Gasset, she was one of the Phoenix Ring’s best informers and among the very few still breathing.
“Go ahead,” he said, keeping his voice hushed so none of the passers-by would take notice of him.
“It’s about Tamara Whittaker,” said Celeste, her voice grave. Guillermo knew what it meant before Celeste said any more, Tamara was dead now too… “One of Miss Whittaker’s colleagues sent an emergency message not long ago. Unfortunately, the message was suddenly cut off before it finished and we’ve heard nothing from them since, but before that happened we did get something… the Polarians boarded their ship and attacked them. I doubt any of our people survived.”
“I’m sure they didn’t,” said Guillermo soberly. He shuddered at the thought of Polarian soldiers butchering unarmed humans. He imagined the muscular aliens towering over their frail victims as they ended their lives with brutal efficiently. Tamara and the other scientists wouldn’t have stood the slightest chance even if they’d had weapons.
“I don’t know why the Polarians would attack them,” said Celeste. “They were supposed to protect them. But that is the information that we have and I can vouch that it’s credible.”
“It could have been for many reasons,” said Guillermo. “The money wasn’t good enough, or someone else paid them more. For all we know the Polarians at Titan Three planned to betray our people the whole time.”
“Speaking of money… it’s fast disappearing,” said Celeste.
Guillermo knew that was true. Zane had been the primary source of income for the Phoenix Ring. He’d greased all the wheels and made certain the right money, barely imaginable sums, was always in the right hands at the right time, gluing everything together. But now he was dead. His incomes belonged to Caerwyn Martel now, and to some extent Brinton, his father, and neither of them were members of the Phoenix Ring, nor was either likely to keep funding them. Zane had money in place, a lot of money, he’d set aside certain funds, but those were swiftly depleting. It was probably only a matter of days, if not hours, before the last remaining q that held their associates together dried up. And then the Phoenix Ring truly would have no more friends left in the galaxy…
“I take it by your silence that Zane didn’t leave you in charge of another even more secret emergency fund or something? Something that could keep certain interests happy?” asked Celeste.
“I’m sad to say no. When the funds you know of are gone, then everything is gone. There won’t ever be any more.”
“That’s too bad,” said Celeste. “I was hoping you’d say something else.”
“I wish I could.”
“You know what this means, don’t you?”
“That we’ll have to start cutting people off,” said Guillermo. “Although someone has been doing a good job helping us with that.”
“The biggest expense left is the Compound,” said Celeste.
Yes that is true, thought Guillermo. Something will have to be done about that. And before the money dries up. Because, once it does, the guards will no longer obey us. And who knows what they will do with the prisoners, possibly they’ll ransom them to the Empire or let them go or something else unfortunate.
“Celeste,” said Guillermo. “I’m starting to think it’s past time we eliminate the evidence. We’d better do it now, while there’s still time.”
“You mean while the guards are still under our control?”
“Precisely.”
“Do you think that’s wise? Surely Zane kept the prisoners alive for a reason.”
“I know exactly why he did,” said Guillermo. “He wanted to keep the replicants in line, so he kept the originals as leverage. But there’s no point anymore. The replicants are probably already working for the Rahajiim, or the Enclave, or god knows who, or else have gone rogue. If we continue keeping the prisoners alive, that will only serve to incriminate us. We must eliminate the evidence. All of it. And soon.”
“All right, I’ll send the word. But it’ll take time. There are loyal people who will need to be removed before things get ugly down there, people and information too,” she said. “Only then can we do a full sweep.”
“Do what you have to do. Just see that it gets done.”
“I’ll see to it personally,” said Celeste. “In the meantime, I don’t think it’s safe for you to remain in Capital System.”
“I quite agree,” said Guillermo.
“I take it that means you’re jumping system?”
He considered not telling her, the fewer the people who knew his plans, the safer he was. But Celeste was one of the only people still alive who he trusted completely. So he didn’t mind letting her know that he planned to escape Capital System, but he decided not to tell her to where exactly, in case someone was listening.
“Yes, I am jumping system,” he said. “But I can’t tell you where I’m going, not yet. But I’ll let you know once I get there.”
“I understand.”
 

***
 

It was lonely in his quarters. Like most Polarians, Rez’nac was unused to privacy as he slept. It wasn’t his first night back on the Nighthawk; this black, metal, soulless human object hurtling through space, but sleep came no easier than it had the previous night, and the night before that, and so on.
By human standards it had been a kindness, Rez’nac knew, that Captain Pellew had granted him his own living space apart from the barracks that housed the human soldiers. But with no fellow Polarians to share it with, no brothers of the Essences, no son, no one but himself, it felt cold and empty and lifeless.
We are not meant to be alone. We draw strength from one another, that is our way, alone we cannot flourish. Alone we must certainly perish.
He disliked the loneliness that came with being the sole Polarian aboard the ship, now that Grimka and the others of the X’jinn Detachment had moved on, but he knew it was his duty to remain and offer whatever aid he could. Even though his dark thoughts shifted in the night, haunting him with the memory of the Arahn-Fi he’d fought against his son. How by sparing his son’s life, a decision he’d make again in a heartbeat, he’d stripped himself of honor and deprived himself of his sacred place among the Essences forever.
I was of Khalahar, he reflected. One of the noblest and mightiest of the Essences. But now, Rez’nac knew, he was devoid of Essence. He was a wandering soul. A Lost One. A Fallen One. Forever. No matter how honorably or dishonorably he lived the rest of his life, it would not matter. His soul would never join the honored dead once he passed away. His place had been given up in that moment, that instant when he’d withheld the knife from Grimka. And now it could never be restored.
And yet it was worth it, he thought. If it meant he’d given Grimka more time to live, to mature, to see the error of his ways and become an honorable person. If it means my son can join the Essences when he dies; I gladly offer him my place.
It was a strange thing being a Fallen One. Before, when he’d still been in the good graces of Khalahar, he’d looked upon the Fallen Ones with pity and confusion. Wondering why they had allowed themselves to fall. He’d always imagined that they must not care, that they were empty inside. That they lacked the Rhiq’ir—the thirst for duty. And yet, now that he himself was Fallen, he did not feel empty inside. Not truly. He still thirsted to do good and have honor, even if such honor was not attainable, he thirsted for it all the same. He still had the Rhiq’ir burning inside him. An appetite he could never satisfy, now that he had no honor. A curious thing indeed.
Eventually sleep came. His dreams were empty and fleeting and when he woke six hours later he remembered nothing of them. Nor did he care to try. Once the Essences—the collective souls of the many ancestors stretching back to the beginning of time—might have divined wisdom upon him through his dreams, but no longer. Now his dreams belonged to the domain of darkness, whose fabric was emptiness and threads despair. He would be wise to ignore them.
He checked the time and saw it was still an hour before he needed to report to Captain Pellew and ask for his duties for the day. The human captain had been averse about letting Rez’nac serve guard duty alongside any of the other human soldiers, in fact Pellew had even gone so far as to arrange quarters for Rez’nac on deck three, with the human crew, almost as far away from the special forces barracks as possible.
He fears me, Rez’nac thought. Fears that I will do violence to his people as my son did—slaying one of their own called Patterson. Pellew is wise to think so, if one has murderous blood he surely was given it by his father, and his father’s father. But Pellew’s fears are nothing. I shall harm no human aboard this ship. It would serve nothing to do so. And I am less than nothing.
Rez’nac changed into fresh clothes and then headed to the mess hall. It was a small, usually quiet room that rarely had more than one or two people using it at a time, since the master of this ship had allowed those who belonged to him to take their meals at their leisure rather than scheduled times.
He picked up a plate and arranged it with dried fruit from Gemini and reheated K’qurion steak. When the Nighthawk had been at Gemini, it had taken aboard a lot of Polarian food, enough to feed the small army of Polarians that’d come aboard. Now all of those Polarians were gone, either slain at Remus Nine or else belonging to Grimka and now far away, and all that remained was Rez’nac. One sole Polarian and nearly half the Polarian food that had come aboard.
He ate in silence. Listening to the sounds of the ship, trying to hear their voices. The air vent purred and the food storage units hummed. Even one of the lights above seemed to buzz ever so slightly. But there was nothing but chaos in these voices. No song, no soul, no harmony.
The humans sail the stars upon lifeless stones…
And then a new sound. A click and a slide as the door opened.
Rez’nac looked up to see three humans enter. They wore the camouflage fatigues of human soldiers and the patches on their shoulders bore the symbol of Imperial Special Forces. As Rez’nac studied their faces carefully, he saw familiarity in them. These were not some of the new soldiers who’d come aboard with him, when he’d returned to the ship, these were seasoned killers that had belonged to the Nighthawk longer than he had. These were men who’d known Patterson, and probably bore fury over his unrighteous killing. Let them, thought Rez’nac, it is their right.
He returned his attention to his meal and was peacefully chewing away at his second piece of K’qurion steak when he noticed the sound of boots approaching. He tried to ignore them, even though his heart quickened and his hunter’s instinct told him he was in danger.
“You,” said one of the humans once they were near.
Rez’nac looked up to see; the one who addressed him had curly dark hair and brown eyes and looked even more familiar than the other two, though truthfully all humans seemed to look rather alike—making them hard to tell apart one from another.
“Do you know who I am?” asked the curly-headed man. His eyes seemed to stare into Rez’nac like daggers while the other two humans moved behind, surrounding Rez’nac.
Then something clicked, and Rez’nac remembered who the curly-headed man was. This human, he’d been one of two that’d invaded the observation deck during the Essential Rite of Xi’Yorn-Ra and interrupted the ritual. He and the one called Patterson. And since then, Patterson had been slain for such sacrilege. This one, with the curly hair, had somehow escaped Grimka’s wrath—Grimka’s poor understanding of justice—and now here the curly-haired man stood, perhaps seeking a kind of justice of his own.
“Yes, human. I remember you,” said Rez’nac.
“Do you hear that?” asked the curly-haired human, now looking at his compatriots. “He remembers me. Maybe the blue-skinned asshole remembers my friend. Gary Patterson, that name mean anything to you?” Rez’nac felt a hand suddenly grip his right shoulder from behind. He ignored it.
“Yes, I remember,” said Rez’nac. “What happened to Patterson was unjust and cruel—”
“Unjust and cruel,” the curly-haired human interrupted him. “Can you believe this guy?”
“I deeply regret what happened to Patterson,” said Rez’nac. “I wish I—”
Again he was interrupted. The curly-haired man’s face turned bright red and his eyes narrowed into slits. “As if you give a damn!”
Rez’nac felt a new hand grip his left shoulder and before he realized what was happening he was thrown onto his back. His head struck the hard ground but he ignored the pain. Above him loomed the three humans. One of them sent a swift kick into his side, the soldier’s hard boot connected with his ribs. He gritted his teeth and ignored the pain. Managing to suppress the warrior’s instinct that raged inside him, wanting to fight back.
I am nothing, he reminded himself. These men suffered an injustice. Their friend was murdered by my own blood. If they can find a way to take their justice at the cost of my blood, that is their right.
They kicked him again. And again. Rez’nac closed his eyes and forced himself to endure the pain. There was something warm with each new bruise, something comforting in each creak and crack of bones.
“Look at him,” said the curly-haired man. “Look how he cowers on the floor, like the slime he is.”
Rez’nac ignored him.
“Get up, slime,” said the curly-haired man.
“Yeah get up, asshole!” one of the others chimed in.
Slowly and methodically, Rez’nac rose to his feet. Great pain shot through his body as he stood. At least two of his ribs were cracked, he knew, but he did not wince. Nor did he submit to the pain. I may be master of none else now, but I remain master of my own body.
When he stood to his full height, he towered over the humans. The tallest one didn’t even reach his chin. He was mightier than any of them, stronger, and far more deadly. The warrior within him burned, begging to be released. And, as Rez’nac looked them over, he was sorely tempted. The men standing before him, it was hard not to think of their throats and how easily he could wrap his hands around them, one by one, and crush them, with no effort whatsoever. He could kill these men, it would take him mere seconds. He could slice them to ribbons with his ceremonial dagger, or he could rip them apart, limb from limb with his bare hands. These humans, although deadly with their guns and bombs and instruments of killing, were absolutely nothing to him barehanded. Frailer than children. I could kill them easily.
They began pushing him. And one human connected a right hook with Rez’nac’s throat. His tough skin protected him far better than a human’s would have, but the blow made him recoil backward all the same, gasping momentarily for air.
They punched him some more, and kicked him. Two of the humans held him by the arms, no doubt believing they had the strength to contain him, while the curly-haired man struck him in the face. Repeatedly.
I could kill them, he thought again. And indeed his instinct to fight tempted him, to defend his own life, to slaughter his enemies, it was so very deeply engrained! Burning. It was, perhaps more than anything, who he was. At his deepest, truest core. A warrior. No longer of Khalahar perhaps, but a warrior all the same.
“This is for Gary!” They struck him again.
He embraced the pain. I am nothing, he reminded himself. I am a Fallen One. A Lost One. A Forgotten One.
The curly-haired human punched him hard in the gut. Most of the force of the blow deflected off Rez’nac’s hard, muscular abdomen. But the pain still stung, as did the injury to his pride. Even mere weeks ago he would never have allowed this. A leader of the Essence of Khalahar should never stand for such abuse. He would have killed these men with barely a thought, snapped their necks the moment they first struck him. And yet now he was Fallen. Now he had to bear this insult. For a Fallen One, truly, could receive no insult. One must have pride first before that pride could be hurt. And whatever pride he still clung to he knew he needed to let go.
This is good for me, he thought. It was past time he learned to accept the consequences of his actions, of his decision to spare Grimka despite everything he knew. And everything that was right.
The curly-haired man had hit Rez’nac so many times now that his pale human knuckles had turned purple and begun to bleed. Yet the man’s eyes burned with fire, glowing with hate and malice. And he seemed not to care about his own pain. So long as he could inflict worse upon his enemy. There was a kind of strength in that, a strength Rez’nac had to respect, but at the same time a kind of recklessness that could easily lead this human to put his own comrades in danger to satisfy his foolish pride. He is not yet broken, this one. He is rebellious. Pellew would do well to break him and put him in line.
Another blow connected with Rez’nac’s face. He felt a tooth loosen and blood filled his mouth. He spat it out. Readying himself for the next blow. He was starting to feel light-headed, and the many injuries were starting to take their toll on him. His knees threatened to buckle under him, but he asked for no quarter and begged for no mercy.
I deserve this. This is just. Grimka was one of mine when he slaughtered Patterson. And so the sin is upon my head. And when I went to make him atone for his action, his foul deed, I chose not to take his life. And by so doing I took my own life. And, far worse than that, I gave up my eternal honor. And now, rather cruelly, I yet walk among the living. Unable to find some kind of peace in the great darkness that awaits the souls of the soulless and the dishonored.
As another blow struck him, everything seemed to darken a little. He was vaguely aware of the sound of the door sliding open.
“Stop this at once!” yelled a man’s voice. It sounded like Captain Pellew but Rez’nac couldn’t be sure. He blinked but his eyes were too blurry to see.
The hands let go of him immediately and, without them holding him up, he stumbled and nearly collapsed. Yet somehow he managed to keep his feet a little longer. I am nothing, he reminded himself.
“Alldroit! Smith! Baudin! What the hell is going on here?”
Rez’nac saw the blur of a man approach and the soldiers around him stood at attention, saluting.
And then he lost his bearings and collapsed.



Chapter 7
 

He’d never taken it by needle before. He’d always taken it in pill form. But they said this was faster, it should take effect immediately. And they wouldn’t need as high of a dose, this form of delivery was more bioavailable. He understood the reasoning, but it still felt odd and a little… wrong.
Calvin held still as one of the medics prepped the site on his upper arm while the other readied the needle. He stared at its glistening metal tip, thinking about the dose of equarius that was about to be injected directly into a large vein, which would take it to his heart.
All my effort to rid myself of the damned drug, and here I am letting it flow deep into my core.
“All right, this will sting for just a second,” said the medic holding the needle as he took Calvin’s arm in his free hand and readied the needle against the injection site.
“I understand,” said Calvin, but the prick of the needle was the last thing he was worried about. What he feared most, strangely, was also what he wanted most. A part of him missed the cool, pleasant, almost-apathetic release that equarius gave him. But that modest pleasure had nearly cost him his ship and, if he kept turning to it, would eventually cost him much more than that—including his life.
I have no choice. I have to do this. Everyone has to. Even now, as Calvin took his turn receiving the drug, there was quite a queue of officers lined up behind him to take their minimum doses of Xinocodone and be certified—most of the Black Swan’s massive infirmary had been put to the task of certifying people. Although, out of necessity, only two-thirds of those aboard could be certified immediately, since the third that was currently on-duty needed to wait for relief before they could be administered Xinocodone.
“There,” said the medic as he carefully removed the needle from Calvin’s arm. If there had been a prick, the sensation was gone instantly as the equarius entered his bloodstream. He felt a familiar lighthearted tingle and couldn’t stop a slight grin from spreading across his face.
“Thank you, doctor,” said Calvin as the assistant medic cleaned and bandaged the site on his arm.
“Don’t mention it.”
A recorder made a note on his tablet device that Calvin was certified and the medic who’d delivered the injection pressed his thumb on the tablet screen to verify the recorder’s note.
“Next,” called the assistant medic.
Calvin stepped out of the line and headed for the exit. Before he left he stopped and stared up at the many lights affixed to the ceiling. This is a big room, he realized, feeling light as a feather. He left.
He wound his way through the many corridors and elevators of the Black Swan, mostly lucid but occasionally feeling waves of mild, euphoric disorientation, and returned to his quarters.
It is done, he thought. He was familiar enough with the drug to recognize its soothing, mind-numbing effects. I should get some sleep. He knew that would be best, he’d wake in a few hours and the effects would be gone. And it would be as if he’d never broken his word to himself and had never taken more equarius. The last time he’d been tempted, when he’d thrown the drug down the toilet, he’d vowed never to take the drug again. And yet, here he was, feeling just a little bit airborne.
He stared at the clock, wondering what time it was. The numbers seemed a little blurry. He squinted to read the digits and then he realized that he didn’t care what time it was.
He paced around his room for a bit, in part enjoying the effects of the drug, and partly because he felt he ought to do something but no particular thing seemed important enough to do. Eventually he settled down onto his bed and stared up at the ceiling. Opening and closing his eyes, slowly and repeatedly, thinking about how strange it was that such thin layers of flesh were the only natural protections the soft, vulnerable organs had.
Not quite sure when it happened, he did fall asleep. And when he woke, only a few hours later, he didn’t remember his dreams. No night terrors haunted him, and he awoke with none of the terrifying vertigo that lately seemed to torment him whenever he ingested equarius and slept. The only thing he felt was a dull, throbbing headache, and a dry, parched throat.
He scooped up the water bottle he’d deliberately set on the nightstand and drank. Not stopping until the bottle was half empty. Then he wiped his face, took a deep breath, and set the bottle aside.
For a few minutes Calvin entertained notions of trying to return to sleep. But after tossing and turning for some while, he found that his racing thoughts returned and kept him from slipping back into the dark dreamscape.
War is coming, he thought ominously. Thinking of all of the admirals, captains, and knights of the crown who remained loyal to Kalila that were racing across the Empire to meet them here, along with whatever strength the Organization still had. Already the warships had begun to arrive and more were coming. It promised to be quite a force, and yet… Calvin had serious doubts that it would be enough. Many of the admirals and starship commanders Kalila had contacted refused to take a side in the conflict, or else had declared for the Assembly. And even though the princess had been very judicious about transmitting their coordinates, Calvin was one-hundred percent certain their location had been leaked to the Assembly by now. Not to mention their jump signature would have been traced when they fled Capital System. It was best to assume the Assembly and the rest of the Imperial military knew Kalila was here. Which meant an attempt on her life was probable.
Only one question remained, how would the enemy go about it? Would it be through guile and subterfuge? Perhaps an assassin was already in place aboard this very ship, which—for all its steel, might, and thunder could easily prove useless at protecting her. Or perhaps the enemy would corner them with an even larger force, and Kalila, Calvin, and all the rest were destined to be destroyed in one final epic, inglorious battle of human fleets tearing each other apart. Leaving the sad victor defenseless against the deadly Rotham menace, and possibly the Polarians too.
Maybe I’m being too pessimistic, he thought. Maybe we’ll have one great decisive battle, and after our stunning victory Kalila will unite humanity before the Rotham can figure out some way to get their fleets into Imperial space without upsetting the Alliance.
It seemed too much to hope for. But he found himself hoping for it all the same. Wishing also that he wasn’t trapped here, on the Black Swan, feeling completely useless while Summers and the crew of the Nighthawk, his closest friends, risked their lives to thwart an even more sinister evil. The threat of isotome weapons. I never should have left the Nighthawk, he thought for the umpteenth time.
As he thought of his experience on Capital World, his boyhood home where he’d so recently proven himself unable to save the Empire—despite the vast powers granted him, he thought of the spectacularly miserable result of his efforts and recalled how narrowly he and Kalila had escaped. And he wondered if he’d even deserved to escape—he felt a bit like a boat captain swimming to shore while his vessel and all her passengers went under—and how lucky Kalila had been to escape the horrifying fate that had seized her father—the king—and all of her older siblings. They’d each been killed in swift succession, and none of them by accident, Calvin was certain.
Now that he thought about it, Kalila had been almost stupefying lucky not to have shared her siblings’ fate. Sure she’d been safely aboard the Black Swan by then, but each of her slain family members had been surrounded by layers of protection that each had proven ineffective. Not to mention that Kalila stood to gain the most from her father’s and siblings’ deaths…
It couldn’t be! No, now I’m just being paranoid, he thought. But, even as he dismissed the suspicions that swirled inside him, he couldn’t help but consider the ominous possibility that Kalila herself was behind what had happened on Capital World. Her father’s death, her siblings’ deaths, maybe even the deaths of Zane Martel and the rest of the Phoenix Ring’s leaders.
No, that’s simply crazy. He blinked repeatedly, as if to chase away the rush of paranoia that had overtaken him. He recalled rather vividly how determined Kalila had been for Calvin’s efforts as Executor to succeed, how she’d pressured him to achieve results, and how she’d given him the best resources she possibly could. Obviously she wanted me to succeed.
He was ninety-nine percent sure that things were as they appeared, that Kalila had taken no part in the brutal slaughter of the rest of her family, despite the fact that it made her next in line for the throne. And she’d almost certainly had no hand in what’d happened to the Phoenix Ring. Someone else was out there, someone powerful. A grimmer, deadlier threat that remained in the shadows. Lurking. And yet, as Calvin tossed and turned thinking about it, he couldn’t stop dwelling on the one-percent chance that he’d been deceived, that Kalila was more devious and cunning and self-motivated than he ever would have guessed.
Surely not, he reminded himself. Surely it isn’t so. Another very real, very deadly player was in the game. Someone more powerful and more threatening than even the Phoenix Ring had been, and that was the danger Calvin knew he must focus on. He thought of conversations he’d had with Alex, back on the Nighthawk, and remembered hearing about the elusive and deadly Rahajiim organization within the Republic. Perhaps it was the Rahajiim who was behind the slaughter of the Phoenix Ring’s leadership and the massacre of the royal family.
Calvin believed that to be a much more likely case than the frightening suspicion that the princess was behind those evil deeds. Especially since, if he couldn’t trust Kalila, that didn’t leave him with much. He believed in humanity, he believed in preserving his species, and their proud, rich traditions, but if he couldn’t trust Kalila… who was left to trust? Who could he support? Not Raidan’s Organization, surely. He knew what they Organization were capable of… which left him with only the corrupt Assembly, which had proven itself easily deceived and manipulated by corrupt interests such as the Phoenix Ring—for all he knew the murderer of the king was an Assembly member himself. Perhaps Caerwyn Martel. His brother Zane had been a Phoenix Ring leader after all, maybe Caerwyn was one of them too. If nothing else, the fat politician was reaching for the throne, serving only his own best interests, not those of the Empire. Calvin could never support the Assembly, not in its current state.
Which meant, if he couldn’t trust Kalila, there was no one left to trust.
I wish I was on my ship, he thought again. Or somewhere else, at the very least. Somewhere far away. But that forlorn wish was unattainable. For now he had to weather the storm, trust his instincts, throw his lot behind Kalila, and hope against hope that somehow the Empire would survive, that Kalila would prove the kind of leader her ancestor was—the man who’d originally united humanity into a single Empire. Because, if she failed…
Calvin imagined Rotham ships burning and pillaging human worlds everywhere. Followed by the death-black ships of the Dread Fleet, leaving nothing behind. Human planet after human planet falling. Until they’d been wiped from the galaxy. And that was assuming the isotome weapons didn’t reappear. If they did…
He shivered as a sudden chill overcame him.
I need to get it together, he realized, wanting relief from his depressing thoughts. Knowing the crushing feeling of despair, while perhaps founded on very tangible fears, was mostly just the after effect of equarius. Or so he hoped…
His comm beeped. Calvin climbed out of bed to answer it. It was the bridge requesting his presence immediately. The comms chief didn’t say why, just that it was urgent. Obviously something important was about to happen. He wondered what it was.
Could it be the enemy fleets bearing down on them? He doubted they could muster their forces so quickly. But if the Assembly did ultimately decide to throw their starships against them, despite the strength that Kalila and Raidan had amassed, it wouldn’t be good. He couldn’t guess who would emerge the victor of such a bloody slaughter, but he could imagine it would leave humanity all but defenseless against alien invasion.
As Calvin left his quarters he did not walk to the bridge, he ran.
 

***
 

Caerwyn watched the large display screen. So did everyone else. And anyone whose eyes weren’t glued to the large display at the front of the chamber was certainly watching his own personal display—the message was on all channels and frequencies. As far as Caerwyn could tell, it was being broadcasted to every outpost, starship, colony, and planet in the Empire.
“…the usurpation of power by members of the Assembly and many of the elites within our military is not only against our great political tradition—throwing our sovereign Empire into peril, it is also a declaration of war against the citizens of this great nation,” Princess Kalila Akira was saying. Her face was the main object in focus but two men could be seen in the frame, standing a ways behind her. One was the former Executor of the Empire, the young and impetuous Calvin Cross. The other was a man whose face Caerwyn didn’t recognize, but he wore a navy uniform with a captain’s insignia which he meant he was probably the commander of the Black Swan.
Caerwyn frowned, paying close attention to the Princess’s rhetoric for anything he could use against her in his own address to the Assembly, which he was already planning.
“My father, King Hisato Akira, the rightful monarch of our Empire, was slain on the Assembly Floor. Murdered, I have no doubt, by the same conspirators who have taken root in the Assembly, and at the highest levels of our military, to steal the Empire away from the people who formed it. To enrich and empower a few corrupt individuals at the expense of the safety and well-being of humanity as a whole. And now they have committed regicide and murdered the king, a king who was a good man, a king who deeply loved the Empire and her citizens. He bled to keep us all safe during the Great War, he led and guided us, but now he can protect us no more. And we must look to new leadership, if we are to endure.”
Here it comes, thought Caerwyn. He knew the princess was going to challenge the power of the Assembly, to steal away whatever meager portion of humanity she could to rally to her banner. But in the end, her efforts would prove fruitless and insufficient, Caerwyn knew. Once he finally united the Assembly behind him, naming him the new monarch, Kalila’s claim to the throne would evaporate, as would her support. Only the most ardent and fanatical Akiraphiles would remain loyal to her, and Caerwyn would sweep them away with a wave of his hand.
“The Assembly called the king to the Assembly Floor to address them, and as he did, he was murdered! And strangely the murderer has yet to be found,” said Kalila. “I say to you all that the king was lured there! Lured for the purpose of arranging his death! There can be no mistake! And on top of his death, my own brother and sisters were similarly slaughtered by the terrible plans of a corrupt and selfish few. An evil group who arranged for four royal deaths to happen in less than an hour, and no doubt wanted five—I only escaped them because I was on my ship, surrounded by my loyal crew, outside their reach. But I’m sure they are working hard, even now, to remedy that and destroy me too. But I shall not let them! No more than I shall let them destroy the future of this Empire. Our future. With your help, we will stop them. We must! And we shall restore this great nation to her true glory!”
This will be useful, Caerwyn thought as he listened. The princess was making a heartfelt appeal that would no doubt win her some support, at least in the short term, but she also made herself out to be desperate, and Caerwyn was sure he could use this broadcast to demonstrate how weak the Princess was, grasping almost blindly for straws.
“When the King stood before the Assembly, in those last few minutes of his life, he never once said anything that could be interpreted as surrendering the throne to the Assembly. He did not abdicate. He did not accept the Assembly’s judgment that the throne should be taken from him. He held it until the end, and planned to protect and defend the citizens of the Empire with every breath. That was his one mandate. He remained protector and defender of the realm until his eyes closed that final time. And when he died, the throne passed to his heir. I am his lone surviving child, I am the last of his name, I am his only heir. It is not a mantle I ever wished placed upon myself, and indeed the burden of defending the Empire, and caring for the welfare of humanity, is a heavy one. But I shall carry it.
“I address you now as Queen Kalila Akira, Heiress to the Andrevine, and Sixth Monarch of the Empire. I call upon all loyal citizens to support me. To all members of our military who still love the Empire to rally behind my banner. And to all Representatives of the Assembly, any who still remember their duty to care above all for the well-being of the citizens they represent, to cast your voices behind me. Support me. Help me save this Empire. Now is our only chance and we must act swiftly. Even now the crows and vultures are circling, just outside human space, waiting for the ideal moment to attack. Let us stand together united, right now, and not give them that chance. My father never yielded, and neither shall we! Support the Queen. Save the Empire.”
With that, the broadcast ended and the display winked off. Immediately the chamber filled with commotion as the nearly four-hundred representatives, all present, discussed this new development among themselves. Representative Tate struck her gavel three times.
“Order on the Assembly Floor,” she said forcefully. She repeated herself twice before silence returned to the chamber. “We have before us a declaration from Kalila Akira that she is the rightful monarch of the Empire.”
Caerwyn stood up and switched on the microphone in his hand. It was a breach of the Assembly’s rules, but he had to get the matter resolved as soon as possible, and not let the Princess’s claims—the self-declared Queen—fester in the minds of his fellow Representatives. “Kalila Akira has no claim to the throne,” said Caerwyn, interrupting Representative Tate very briefly. Before he could continue, he himself was interrupted.
“Point of order,” said Lady Florence, rising from her seat on the dais near his. All of the Lords and Ladies of the major Houses had taken their seats on the dais and would continue to do so until they’d successfully elected a new king. That king will be me, thought Caerwyn. Florence continued, “Representative Martel is out of order. He did not have the floor.”
“I’ll allow it,” said Representative Tate. “The matter of Kalila Akira’s claim to the throne is now open for debate.”
“We cannot recognize her claim,” said Caerwyn. “To do so would not only be illegal, it would further fracture the Empire by encouraging more starships, planets, and citizens to take part in Kalila Akira’s insurrection.”
“We have voted eleven times to elect a king and eleven times we have failed to choose one. This Empire is already fractured, it’s fractured because it lacks leadership. Kalila is offering us that much needed leadership, on what basis would such a well-timed, well-needed offer be illegal?” replied Lady Florence.
“This body voted successfully to enact the Sovereignty Clause of the Imperial Charter, Article One. That clause gives us the power the remove the throne from the monarch and establish a new leader. We voted to remove. Therefore it must follow that the claim to the throne and all of its relevant powers belongs to the Assembly now and not the spawn of Hisato Akira.”
“By my clear reading of the text,” said Lady Florence, “the power of the throne remains in the hands of the monarch until a new monarch is chosen, so the Empire may never experience a moment when it is without a leader. We need a leader.”
“That is one interpretation, yes,” said Caerwyn. “But to abide strictly by such an interpretation would be to place the reigns of the Empire in the hands of a corpse. The monarch we voted to replace is dead, so we must expediently and swiftly elect a new one.”
“Not so,” said Lady Florence. “The interpretation I speak of, which is the interpretation any thinking person would reach after reading the Imperial Charter, would not put the crown atop the late King Hisato Akira’s head. It would follow the normal rules of succession and pass to his oldest child during the interim period where we have yet to elect a new leader. And Kalila has just told us she accepts the burdens of that leadership.”
“Nowhere in the language of the text can you make the claim that succession enters into it at all,” said Caerwyn. He looked over the vast audience as they seemed to be scrambling with their displays to call up copies of the Imperial Charter and re-read them for the thousandth time. He smiled, knowing that there were no rules within the document for what to do when a king’s throne has been recalled yet he dies before a new king is chosen. “There are no rules governing this situation.”
Lady Florence seemed momentarily tongue-tied, much to Caerwyn’s pleasure. “Which means,” Caerwyn continued, “we must look to ourselves, our authority as the people’s representatives, and our own wisdom to determine what course is best. I say that we proceed with elections and finally decide upon a leader. Let this be the day that we vote to unite.”
“You’re right, Mister Martel,” said Lady Florence. “There are no rules governing this exact situation. Just as there is no rule and no precedent, and therefore no reason, to think that the invocation of the Sovereignty Clause against King Hisato Akira still applies now that he is tragically deceased. I say that the vote we made is now nullified, on the basis that no law can be binding upon a deceased person.”
It was a clever argument, Caerwyn had to admit. But not a strong one. “If this were a trial and we were arraigning charges against Hisato Akira’s person, his status as deceased would be a perfectly acceptable defense, and it would be proper, just as Lady Florence suggests, for us to dismiss the legal matter as no longer pertinent. But, as it happens, the execution of the Sovereignty Clause is not a charge against a person, it is a vote to reform the government. It is a vote of structure and restructure, not an issue affecting a man, but rather a motion affecting an Empire.”
Representative Tate smacked her gavel once and spoke. “The debate considering the invocation of the Sovereignty Clause charter is already resolved, it came to vote and this Assembly voted in the affirmative. Representative Martel is correct, the clause is active. What remains is for the Great Houses to select a new king, and for this body to determine who safeguards the powers of the monarchy until a new monarch is chosen.”
“I say that it must be Kalila Akira,” said Lady Florence. There were a few shouts of “aye” and “hear, hear” from the lower balconies. Though most of the nearly-four hundred assembled remained silent, which Caerwyn took as a good sign. “Kalila is the last living Akira, the throne must pass to her. At least during the interim period. Who else could it pass to?”
Caerwyn knew he had to get Lady Florence derailed at all costs from convincing the Assembly to vote to support Kalila’s claim. If they allowed Kalila even temporary powers, Caerwyn doubted the cunning would-be Queen would surrender those powers to Caerwyn later, even if he did have the support of the Assembly and was elected King by the Great Houses.
“I call a motion,” said Caerwyn, cutting in abruptly while Lady Florence paused for breath between sentences.
Representative Tate smacked her gavel. “The Floor recognizes Representative Martel from Capital World. What motion do you call?”
Caerwyn took a moment to consider his words carefully. “I call a motion to declare Kalila Akira an enemy of the state.”
The Assembly Floor erupted into a chaos of voices. Caerwyn couldn’t quite tell from the noise whether most of it was positive or negative. He looked at Lady Florence who stared at him stupidly, evidently shocked by what he’d just said. Caerwyn knew if he could get Kalila declared an enemy of the state, it would undo whatever credit she’d earned herself with the common people through the broadcast she’d made, and it would also make her ineligible to serve as the interim monarch until a proper one was elected. Such a motion was rare, but required only a simple majority of the common Assembly members to pass.
“Order. Order,” Representative Tate smacked her gavel several times. “Order!”
The chamber fell silent.
“That is a bold motion, Mister Martel. On what basis to you propose to support the motion?”
“Against the former princess I lay the following charges,” said Caerwyn, clearing his throat. “By broadcasting to the people of the Empire and calling on them to disregard the legal mechanics of this Assembly, and the law itself, in favor of supporting her and her rule, she has circumvented the rule of law and is guilty of sedition.” There were murmurs but he spoke over them, raising his voice slightly. “Further, she is engaged in an enterprise clearly designed to split the Empire in two and bring about civil war, this is treason. And it may cost the Empire immeasurable loss of life. And finally, I have evidence that she, and those in her charge, under her banner, acting with her authority, have brutally murdered several innocent civilians, including my own brother Zane Martel. I therefore charge her with murder and abuse of power.”
This final charge was met with gasps. The first two charges, of sedition and treason, were far more serious. But only the third charge, of abuse of power and murder, was truly a surprise.
“And I suppose you have evidence of these claims?” asked Representative Tate.
“I do,” said Caerwyn. When he’d heard about the grim and gruesome scene police had found where Zane and several other “wealthy citizens” had been discovered, it had sickened Caerwyn and he’d had no stomach for it. But even as he’d been told the gruesome details of that grim business, and was shown the photos at his own request, he knew Zane had overreached himself, as he often did, and made more dangerous enemies than he had powerful friends. It was his Phoenix Ring nonsense, that cult of his, that had been his downfall. And Caerwyn was quite certain that it was the enemies of the Phoenix Ring, and not the Princess’s bulldog Executor who had murdered Zane and his colleagues. But that hadn’t kept Caerwyn from paying the right people to plant the right evidence to implicate Kalila’s people. After all, Calvin and his men had been on Zane’s trail and had both means and opportunity to have created the slaughter. It wouldn’t take much to invent a motive.
Caerwyn had also paid to suppress the news story so he could bring it to light at the ideal moment. Now the time had come.
“Is there a second to this motion?” asked Representative Tate. “So that Mister Martel may bring forth his evidence supporting the charges he raises against Kalila Akira?”
Caerwyn knew there would be. They were all too curious now. And, sure enough, not five seconds later, Representative Conroy stood and seconded the motion.
“The motion has a second,” Representative Tate observed. “We will recess for thirty minutes to allow Representative Martel to arrange for his evidence to be brought before us.”
Caerwyn resisted a smile. He had them. They were in the palm of his hand. And once they saw the evidence he’d arranged, they would surely declare Kalila and her henchman Executor, Mister Cross, enemies of the state, along with anyone who supported her ridiculous notion of winning the throne. That throne had sat five Akiras including Hisato, but Caerwyn would sit in it next, he promised himself. And that chair would never see another Akira as long as he lived.
The Empire I will make will be glorious, Caerwyn thought. He only needed to coax it a little more and it would inevitably accept his leadership.
And who knows… perhaps the true killers who’d butchered Zane and his associates would see his placing the blame for their evil deed on Kalila’s shoulders as a favor, and decide to think of Caerwyn Martel as a useful ally. I could be a very useful ally indeed.
 

***
 

To Shen’s amazement his foot had healed almost completely. Some redness persisted, as did a small break in his skin, but the injury itself was much farther along in the healing process than it had any right to be. At least there’s some small benefit to being a monster, he thought. Cuts and bruises don’t bother me the way they used to.
Shen felt nervous standing in the otherwise empty elevator as it zoomed to the top of the ship. He shouldn’t have been nervous. This was something he’d done countless times. But somehow, this time was different. He felt oddly sick as he stared at the sealed door, dreading the moment it would slide open.
I don’t belong here, he thought. Wondering for the thousandth time where his place was in the galaxy—if he even had one.
Eventually the elevator came to a halt and the door slid open, revealing the lights of the bridge. He took a deep breath and stepped onto the deck, walking as calmly as he could to the ops controls. He’d barely gone three feet before Sarah noticed him.
“Hey Shen,” she said, giving him a pleasant smile.
“Hello,” he replied softly. Unsmiling. Trying hard not to notice Sarah’s supple lips, rich dark eyes, and chocolate-brown hair… he felt something within him stir, so he averted his eyes and took his seat without another word. Relieving the current ops officer. It was his first official shift since the
incident on Remus Nine, and the beginning of what was sure to be a long, cruel experiment determining whether or not he could return to human society as a functioning member of the crew, despite the changes he’d endured. As he grappled with his deepest worries, he found himself guardedly pessimistic. I’m a monster, he thought again. A monster in human skin.
“It’s great to see you buddy boy,” said a familiar loud voice. Shen turned his chair to see Miles beaming from the XO position. He looked rather proud of himself and a toothy smile reached from ear to ear on his big round face. He sat next to Summers Presley, who looked a bit too comfortable in Calvin’s chair, and to Shen’s surprise Summers wasn’t ripping Miles a new one for being in the XO’s chair. Shen took that to mean that Miles had been raised to the position of Acting XO in Calvin’s absence. The universe is indeed a strange place…
“Yes, Mister Iwate, it is good to have you back in your proper place at the ops station,” added Summers.
“Thanks,” said Shen quietly. He turned his chair back to center and began looking over his controls. He silently set about re-adjusting the layout which annoyingly had been changed by the previous ops officer. Honestly, why do they do this? The computer was smart enough to keep three discrete layouts in its memory, one for each shift, but whenever someone else covered for him on White Shift they always seemed to mess everything up. Can’t they see how inferior and inefficient their methods are?
“Shen,” he heard Sarah’s voice call to him from behind. He ignored the impulse to swivel his chair and give her his undivided attention and instead kept his focus on the ops control adjustments. “It’s… it’s good to see you,” she continued. Her voice was warm and seemingly a little bit cautious. “I tried to visit you, honestly I did, but I never seemed to come at the right time. You were always away.”
He knew that she’d tried to visit. And to her credit, she’d tried several times. But whenever his chime rang and he saw that it was her, he’d been perfectly silent and pretended not to be there. Waiting until she inevitably went away. He’d felt conflicted doing that, a part of him wanted nothing more than to slide the door open and invite her in—the same part of him that wanted to scoop her off her feet and bury a kiss on her lusciously beautiful lips—but the smarter, more realistic part of him had won out. He remembered all too vividly how Sarah had rejected him. She’d made her feelings crystal clear when he’d tried to ask her out after cooking a romantic meal for the both of them. It can never be, she’d told him in no uncertain terms. Though not in those words, the message had been clear. And that was before the incident. At least then she’d felt genuine feelings of friendship toward him, even if friendship was the limit of what she could give him. But now… now that he was a monster… surely all she could feel for him was pity. Pity and sympathy and sorrow and a host of feelings Shen didn’t want from her. So he’d ignored her. Ignored her visits, ignored her calls, and was half-tempted to ignore her now. Wanting desperately to pretend she wasn’t there, sitting behind him, not too far away, radiating warmth and beauty…
But he couldn’t ignore her. Not here. Not on the bridge. Whatever else he was, and whatever else he’d become, he was still a professional officer. And that small struggling part of him that remained human, the Shen he’d used to be, was desperate to cling to his identity as the ops chief on the Nighthawk, the genius who knew the ships systems better than the original designers. He couldn’t let that go. Which meant he had to act the part of a professional bridge officer.
“That was very kind of you,” said Shen. “And very bad luck that our timing wasn’t better.” The words didn’t sound as forced as they felt when he spoke them.
“Yeah that really is too bad,” said Sarah. “But I’m glad I get to see you now. White Shift just hasn’t been the same without you. And you look so well!”
Much to Shen’s relief, Summers interrupted. “All right, cut the chatter,” she said. “Status report, all stations.”
“Alteredspace jump remains stable, holding course, depth of eighty-five percent potential,” said Sarah. “As for comms, all is silent, no kataspace traffic whatsoever.”
“Defense systems are prepped and ready,” reported a stranger who sat in Miles’ usual seat. “The stealth system is engaged and is working within normal parameters.” Shen assumed this man was the replacement defense officer but he wasn’t someone that looked familiar. Then again that wasn’t too surprising. Shen didn’t exactly go out of his way to acquaint himself with the red shift or green shift duty officers. Especially now that there were so many new faces.
“Good,” said Summers. “And what about ops?”
Shen looked at his controls, everything seemed to check out. “All systems are on primary power. Auxiliary and tertiary power show good. Sensors, life-support, and all systems are online and functioning within ideal parameters.”
“Excellent,” said Summers. “ETA?”
“Time to destination… just over twenty-three hours,” reported Sarah. “We’ll drop into the Kynar System two point three million mc’s from the sun, after that we can reach the asteroid field in mere minutes but I’ll have to slow us down to basic thrusters once we’re inside the field.”
“Very good, Lieutenant,” said Summers.
Shen was surprised to hear that they were going to the Kynar System. He’d hoped they were heading somewhere closer to Capital System, so they could pick up Calvin wherever he and the princess were hiding, but Kynar was completely the other way. In fact, if Shen remembered correctly, it wasn’t even inside Imperial space. Which made it unlikely he’d get to see his friend again anytime soon.
He only vaguely knew what Calvin was up to, but what he had been able to glean had truly surprised him. Shen used the news services, the network, and everything at his disposal to fill in the gaps. He now understood why Calvin hadn’t been there when Shen had awoken from his Remorii sleep, supposedly recovered from the toxin. He’d been on Capital World, entangled in the Empire’s politics at the highest level. No doubt he’d tried to expose and eliminate the conspiracy within the government. But that hadn’t gone well by any measure. And now that the Office of the Executor had been disbanded—almost as swiftly as it’d been created—it seemed reasonable to think Calvin would rejoin them. But apparently Summers had other plans…
“Can anyone please tell me,” said Shen, after a few minutes of silence on the bridge. “Why are we going to the Kynar System?”
“Lieutenant Winters, please brief Mister Iwate regarding our current mission,” said Summers.
Great. She picked Sarah.
Shen did want to know the details of their mission, he disliked being out of the loop, but he didn’t feel like talking to Sarah right now. And was half-tempted not to listen.
“We’re on our way to the Kynar Asteroid Belt because that is where the last remaining isotome weapons are supposed to be,” said Sarah.
More isotome weapons? One of the few silver-linings of Shen’s disastrous mission to Remus Nine, where he’d been bitten by a type-one Remorii and many Polarians had paid the ultimate price—was the belief that he and the others had sacrificed in order to protect the galaxy from weapons so lethal that entire star systems could be obliterated. Murder by the billions. But if the weapons survived… then what exactly had the sacrifice been for?
“I thought we destroyed the isotome missiles on Remus Nine,” said Shen. He remembered the deafening boom as the structure holding the missiles was destroyed by the explosives Calvin’s team had planted.
“We didn’t destroy them all,” said Sarah. “It turns out there are more.”
“But not for long,” added Summers.
Shen recalled how the person they’d met with on the surface of Remus Nine, a man who looked human but had proven to be a replicant, had told them that half the isotome weapons were safely away and only half were in the silo on Remus Nine. Shen had assumed it was merely a bluff. But apparently that was too much to hope for…
Just my luck, he thought. The mission I go on, the mission that almost kills me, the mission that steals my humanity from me—transforming me into a monster, turns out to be less than completely successful. At least it wasn’t a complete failure...
“Shouldn’t we be on our way to pick up Calvin?” asked Shen. He hadn’t seen Calvin since the Remus Nine mission and the last moments of that were blurry in his mind. He tried to close his eyes and remember the details, but whenever he did he couldn’t see Calvin. All he could see was Tristan. The self-serving, secretive, slippery lycanthrope standing there, still as silence, waiting just beyond. Watching. Red eyes glowing, almost seeming to call to Shen. Beckoning. Urging him to approach. It made Shen sick.
“Calvin gave us our orders and we shall carry them out,” said Summers. “We are to follow any lead regarding the isotome weapons and ensure their destruction. That is our mandate.”
“And what about Calvin?” asked Shen.
“Calvin is with Princess Kalila aboard the ISS Black Swan. As I’m sure you’re aware, the princess has declared herself Queen of the Empire. No doubt she has put Calvin to use in her effort to assert her claim,” said Summers. “I, for one, am grateful not to have been pulled into the politics. We have bigger fish to fry than worrying about who will sit the empty throne. Whole planets are in our hands, depending on us to protect them. I suggest you focus completely on that, Mister Iwate, and not worry so much about Calvin.”
“Yes, sir,” he said, somewhat begrudgingly. He missed Calvin. Even though he was afraid to see him, afraid to show his face to his friend and be seen in this state, as the monster he now was, he still wished Calvin were here. Summers had proved herself to be a skilled-enough commander, and loyal on all accounts. From what he’d heard, Summers had apparently saved the Nighthawk while Shen had been on the surface of Remus Nine with Calvin. And it was true that, so long as isotome weapons remained at large, they were the most urgent threat. But none of that reasoning, no matter how sound, would satisfy Shen. The plain and simple fact was that Summers was no Calvin. And so long as anyone else was sitting in the command chair, the universe felt wrong.
Be safe, thought Shen as he did his duty and kept watch over the ops controls and all of the Nighthawk’s systems. Don’t die out there, Calvin, whatever you do. Don’t die.



Chapter 8
 

“The ISS Radiant confirms jump,” reported the Black Swan’s comms chief. “That’s all of them, Your Majesty.”
“Very good,” replied Kalila. She stood resolute, her face unreadable, her expression iron.
Calvin watched her from across the bridge. She was no longer the warm, enchanting, semi-seductive princess that had charmed him back on Tau Station. Now she was something else, something stronger. And something colder too. He’d noticed the change when Kalila had declared herself Queen of the Empire, but perhaps it hadn’t truly been a change. Perhaps the act had revealed who she really was, and Calvin had simply failed to realize it until now.
Even though Captain Adiger sat in the CO’s chair, there was no mistaking who held the true command here. Not just over the ship but also over the entire fleet now sailing through alteredspace to their new destination, to rendezvous with the rest of the ships rallying to Kalila’s banner by the dozens. Taken together, they promised to be a terrific force. But will it be enough? Calvin was skeptical.
Not long after Kalila had proclaimed herself Queen of the Empire, the Assembly had proceeded to declare her an Enemy of the State. The motion passed only narrowly, but pass it did. And now all Imperial citizens were being urged by their elected representatives to render Kalila no assistance, no support, and abandon her. Calvin remembered seeing Caerwyn Martel’s fat face as he was broadcast from the Assembly Floor to all the worlds and ships of the Empire.
“Kalila Akira and anyone and everyone who is rendering her assistance in any way, including Albert Adiger and Calvin Cross, are hereby declared Enemies of the State! And all citizens of this great nation, all followers of our rich Imperial tradition, all humans everywhere, are charged with the duty to do them harm whenever possible, and to kill them if they are able!”
Calvin hadn’t been too surprised when his name was read. He’d become a public figure the moment Kalila had chosen to raise him to the position of Executor, and both he and Captain Adiger had been in the frame with Kalila, at her insistence, during the broadcast when Kalila declared herself queen. Calvin understood then, even though Kalila gave different reasons, that the purpose of including both of them in the broadcast was to permanently tie them to her cause. Neither of them could safely revoke her, or defect, since they were now irrevocably anchored to her in the minds and memories of the entire Empire.
But there was no harm done, Calvin supposed. Captain Adiger seemed completely loyal to Kalila, perhaps to a fault. And as for Calvin himself, he threw in for Kalila as well. Despite the meager whisper of a suspicion—a mere inkling, really—that Kalila might have been complicit in the brutal execution of the king and the other heirs, Calvin stood behind her. At least he knew for a fact that Kalila was not part of the Phoenix Ring conspiracy. And he couldn’t support the Assembly, they were fast proving to be as inept as they were corrupt. Among other things, they’d still failed to elect a “proper” successor to the monarchy, while simultaneously denying Kalila’s claim. Helping them only helped establish a vacuum of power at the summit of the Imperial political structure. With inevitable war against the Rotham Republic looming overhead, an empty throne seemed like an even more terrible idea than usual. And to top it all off, Caerwyn Martel and many others who Calvin was sure were connected to the Phoenix Ring—whatever was left of it—seemed to have the most influence and power in the Assembly. Which meant giving the Assembly more power, especially the powers of the monarchy, meant little else than a guarantee that the reins of humanity’s destiny would be held by fat, corrupt fingers that cared little for the wellbeing of humankind and much for the benefit of a small few.
And so the die is cast, Calvin thought as he stared at the many officers manning the vast bridge of the mighty Black Swan. Comrades who shared his destiny, and his fate. More and more it seemed that the forces of the once-mighty Imperial war-machine were splitting into two factions, and those factions would soon rip each other apart. And then the one still standing when the dust settled, with whatever forces were left, would need to face down the awesome power of the Republic Fleet, and maybe even the hordes of starships comprising the Polarian Armada, and if the universe was truly, terribly, overwhelmingly cruel… they might have to face the insatiable maw of the Dread Fleet itself.
We’re dead, thought Calvin. We’re all dead. It no longer seemed like a matter of whether the wars to come would kill him and everyone else, but rather when. Forces everywhere were mobilizing. Starships, fighters, missiles, trained killers, everyone and everything that could be called out and organized and made ready for battle were sharpening their swords. Numberless warships and warriors were gathering, shrouded in the recesses of this deep, black galaxy. He could feel it in his bones. And all the while, humanity, ignorant and stupid, was readying for war against itself... Perhaps it will be lucky if we fall in the first battle…
Calvin stared out the main windows and all he could see was blackness, which he found oddly appropriate. The officers of the bridge were busy with their various tasks and at the center Kalila and Captain Adiger were discussing some of the finer points of strategy. When and where to engage the Assembly’s fleet, and how to minimize the loss of life while still achieving a clear victory. It would normally have been a very intriguing discussion for Calvin, and if circumstances were different he certainly would’ve wanted to weigh in, but right now, the more he thought about everything, the sicker he felt. Eventually he asked to be dismissed so he could leave the bridge. Perhaps if I got some sleep…
“You may be dismissed,” agreed Kalila. “But before you go, there is something I would discuss with you.”
“Of course,” said Calvin, eager to escape the bridge and find somewhere he could be alone with his thoughts.
“Not here,” said Kalila, looking around at the many bridge officers scrambling about, managing every station. “In my office.”
When they were both safely away from snooping ears, Kalila opened up to him. “I will get right to the point, Calvin,” she said. “We both know that I’m massing whatever forces I can, any and all ships that remain loyal to the crown, and we both understand that the size and strength of this fleet we are making is what will decide this conflict. Now consider this: right now Raidan and his ships and his Organization are an important part of our fleet. The Harbinger and other ships are currently part of the backbone of the force that, I hope, will restore peace and order to our Empire. But… in light of everything else, do you think…” She seemed uncharacteristically at a loss for words for a moment.
Calvin tried to help. “You want to know if you can trust Raidan,” he said. “You want me to reassure you that he is loyal to your cause.”
“What I want to know, Calvin, is if it’s wise to trust Raidan and his allies so implicitly. And if it isn’t, whether or not I have any other choice.”
It probably wasn’t wise to trust Raidan implicitly. Summers had sternly warned him as much and Calvin knew that Raidan seldom let his grander motives and designs into the light of day. But the second question, as to whether or not Kalila had any choice in trusting Raidan, was much harder to answer. So Calvin gave it a moment’s thought before replying.
“Raidan is a dangerous man,” said Calvin at last. “And his allies are dangerous too. I already told you about Cepheus, about the slaughter there; you know what he’s capable of. Raidan is clever, and he’s no stranger to guile and misdirection. But I also know that when the chips are down, Raidan is willing to fight, and kill, and do what it takes to get what he wants. He and his forces saved my life, and those of my crew, when we were taken captive by a Rotham squadron. Raidan rescued us and fought off our enemies, tooth and nail, so we could live. But I don’t think he did that out of the kindness of his heart, or for sympathy, or for compassion. I think we were useful to him and his plan, and so he was actually acting for his benefit, not ours. The two just happened to coincide.”
Kalila’s eyes looked at him intently as she hung on every word, listening carefully. He knew they were the same beautiful brown irises he’d stared into before, the same ones that had melted him before her very presence, but somehow they seemed different now. More distant. More commanding. More intimidating… The very thought that he had once longed to take her in his arms and hold her and maybe one day call her wife, as impossible as he’d known that to be, made him feel a thousand-times-over a fool.
“Raidan is a powerful ally and would surely make a dangerous enemy,” Calvin went on. “And the way things stand, at least right now, he wants you on the throne and not anyone from the Assembly. His Organization has a history of opposing the very conspiracy that you and I fought together down on Capital World. I think Raidan, and the others too, will prove their worth in the battles to come. But I would be careful with him. Don’t take his loyalty for granted, and never take anything he says or does at face value. But so long as he has a reason to want the same thing you want, he’ll serve. And when the fighting heats up, you can bet he won’t run.”
“And this White Rook who runs Raidan’s Organization, do you know anything of her?”
“Probably not more than you,” Calvin admitted. “Raidan told me that White Rook was in charge, and that White Rook was a woman, but other than that I know nothing. For all I know White Rook is an alias and Raidan himself runs everything; I doubt it’s the case, but I can’t base that on anything other than my gut intuition and Raidan’s word.”
“And do you have any idea what the relative strength is of the Organization’s fleets?”
“Raidan told me that it was divided into Groups which are led by Group Leaders, all of whom are then subordinate to White Rook. Raidan claims to be a Group Leader and the ships that met with us at the rendezvous coordinates Raidan provided are probably all of the ships in Raidan’s Group—assuming he told me the truth. He wouldn’t tell me how many Groups there were but it seemed more like a handful than a swarm. Other than the Harbinger, I wouldn’t expect the Organization to offer much by way of military strength. That said, it has tremendous value as a network of connections and information. Raidan made it sound like they have people everywhere, and eyes watching a lot of secret, hidden places.”
“I have eyes too,” said Kalila. “What about funds? Do you have any idea what kind of financial power the Organization wields?”
“Sadly, no,” said Calvin. “It seems large enough to be influential and they are probably paying a lot of people for information but I’d guess they have a mere fraction of what you have at your fingertips. Though I’m just speculating at this point.”
Kalila nodded. “Thank you, Calvin. Truly. Your information is most helpful. And I am grateful to count you among my most loyal friends.” Her eyes probed him, as if testing.
He gave her nothing, keeping his face unreadable and his tone neutral. “As ever, it is an honor to serve, Your Majesty.”
She nodded and dismissed him. Just as he was about to leave, he turned back. “Queen Kalila,” he said. “There is something else.”
“Yes? What is it?”
He was hesitant to bring it up; he knew there was probably nothing she could do. And that she had much bigger worries to contend with right now: her claim to the throne, the civil war that was brewing, alien threats just beyond…
But this wasn’t a matter that Calvin could set aside lightly, rather it was one that had been weighing on him heavily. And, even if it mattered to no one else in the galaxy, it meant almost everything to him. “It’s about my missing mother,” he said. “Has there been any word? Any new leads?”
Kalila gave him a pitying look. “I’m sorry to say that I have heard nothing more,” she said. Her voice dripped with sympathy. Calvin nodded. He’d expected this. And felt half a fool for asking, she was the princess—no, the queen—of course she hadn’t had time or resources to spend on trying to find his missing mother.
“Is there anything that can be done?” he asked. Half-wishing that she would dismiss him from the Black Swan and send him away with his own ship, or even a shuttle, to spearhead his own investigation. It was true that the political crisis within the Empire, and the inevitable civil war, and the threats of alien invasion, were all of more importance to the galaxy than one missing person, but to Calvin he was not so sure he could get himself to keep caring more about the greater good. Especially now that things seemed so hopelessly grim. He felt a great deal like how he imagined a terminally-ill patient would during the final months of his life; a part of him wanted nothing more than to live out what few days remained with family and loved ones. Now that he’d come face-to-face with his lowlife father again, Calvin felt even more strongly that his mother was his only family.
“There is nothing I can do,” said Kalila honestly, though she seemed sorry to say it. “But I promise you that once this is over, and I am no longer ruling the Empire from exile, I will see to it that anything and everything that can be done to find her is done. You have my word.”
Calvin nodded. Not quite sure what he’d expected but feeling somehow disappointed. “Thank you,” he said, knowing that this was the best he should have hoped for. Kalila had no time to help him find his mother, nor did she have the resources to spare to pursue the mystery.
It’s all right, he told himself on the way out. The war will end, Kalila will take the throne—somehow—and then we’ll scour the Empire looking for Olivia Cross. I’ll find you, Mother. I swear it.
Calvin departed the Black Swan’s command deck and headed to his quarters. He wasn’t tired but he wasn’t sure where else to go and he felt like being alone. He exited the elevator and quickened his pace. As he rounded the corner, however, and caught sight of his quarters, he noticed a man leaning against the door with his arms folded, waiting. He wore a black eye-patch over his left eye.
“Well look who it is,” said Calvin as he approached. “At least now I know you’re still on the ship, and not on the wrong side of an airlock.”
“Yes, I’m still here,” said Rafael. “For all the good it’s doing…”
“What are they having you do?” asked Calvin, remembering that Rafael didn’t seem to get summoned to the bridge the way Calvin did—which he suspected meant Kalila didn’t fully trust the man, not yet at least.
“I’m doing kataspace analysis with six junior officers, I assume they’re the Black Swan’s nearest equivalent to Green Shift lab analysts.”
“Any interesting comm traffic?” asked Calvin as he opened the door to his quarters and invited Rafael inside.
“Yes and no,” said Rafael. He followed Calvin in and the door whisked shut. “Imperial frequencies are all lit up, of course. Lots of chatter. There are thousands of panicked and confused starships, especially in and around the major systems. Most of what we’re picking up is of really limited use—civilians, traders, that sort of thing, but there’s some military chatter in there too. Of the Imperial navy that hasn’t declared for a side, we’re trying to get a sense of which ships and fleets are likely to remain neutral, and which might be open to persuasion after one or two decisive victories.”
“Sounds useful,” said Calvin, trying to be optimistic, even though he and Rafael both knew this assignment was a brush off, a way of keeping him on a short leash. He gave his left eye and two fingers out of loyal service to me, thought Calvin as he tried not to stare at the stubs on Rafael’s left hand. And yet it’s not enough for Kalila to trust him? Perhaps that means she doesn’t completely trust me either…
“It’s useful enough,” Rafael admitted. “But if you ask me, we’re listening to the wrong chatter.”
“What do you mean?” asked Calvin.
“What Imperial ships are doing and thinking is important,” said Rafael. “But only to a point. Mostly we have a pretty good idea about what is going to happen in Imperial space, it’s just a matter of placing which ships where. But out in Rotham space… that’s where the real mystery is. What’s being spoken over the Republic’s kataspace channels right now is what’s going to determine our fate, not what’s being said in the Empire, I’d stake my remaining eye on it.”
Rafael thought like a proper Intel Wing analyst. That was something Calvin really liked about him. He tried to look at the facts as they were, not how he wanted them to be—or how others tried to skew them to appear, and he remained rational, collected, and calm while doing it. No matter how grisly the implications.
“I’m sure you’re right,” said Calvin. “But even Intel Wing doesn’t have the necessary ciphers to break the encryptions you’re talking about.”
“Not all of them,” admitted Rafael. “Not even most of them. But we should be trying. We should be doing everything we possibly can to learn anything and everything going on in Rotham space right now. For all we know their fleets are already assembled. Perhaps the order to invade Imperial space is being given as we speak.”
For what it was worth, Calvin agreed with Rafael’s main point. They needed to be more aware of what the Rotham were doing, and that they represented a far greater threat than anyone was giving them credit for. But he decided to play devil’s advocate, as he often did. “They say the Rotham fleets can’t be on the move against us, not yet,” said Calvin. “Because they have no way to mobilize such a force without risking conflict with the Alliance or the Confederated States.”
“Yes, I have considered that,” said Rafael. “And it is true that, at least superficially, that does present a problem for them. But can you honestly tell me that a single, logistical hiccup like that will stop them?” He shot Calvin a skeptical look.
Calvin wanted to say yes, because he wanted to believe yes was the answer, but he just couldn’t find the cockeyed optimism within himself to do so. “No,” he admitted. “The peach is far too juicy.” The Rotham had envied the Empire’s rich swathe of systems for decades. Now that they had the opportunity, and the means, to make claim to it… they wouldn’t let the fear of bumping noses with the Confederated States—which they’d ravaged rather effectively during the Great War—stop them, and even less so the tiny, albeit the paranoid and highly-militarized Alliance.
Rafael nodded. “Exactly. And when have you ever known a Rotham to give up?”
“Never,” said Calvin. It was a stereotype, but one that illustrated an important point. The Rotham were generally known to be tenacious, persistent, stubborn, patient—when they needed to be, and above all cunning.
“My guess is, they’ve already figured out their way past this little obstacle of how to maneuver their ships here,” said Rafael. “Whether they’ve cut a deal with the Polarians or are willing to suffer all-out-war with the Alliance for the chance to seize The Corridor, they know exactly how they’re getting here. And they’re coming. Whether it’s today or a year from now, they’re coming. You can take that to the bank.”
Calvin hoped Rafael was wrong, but he knew in his gut that he was right. Once the human fleets had sufficiently decimated each other through civil war, the Rotham would pour over the borders. Striking without mercy…
 

***
 

Humanity may have given up on me, thought Samil, but I haven’t given up on them.
He watched the two Rotham strangers cautiously, as best he could. Even though his eyes had become rather accustomed to the darkness these past years, it was still hard for human eyes to make things out in the black catacombs of the Enclave lair, especially nearsighted human eyes. Which was one reason why he preferred the isolation and soft white lights of the small apartment they gave him. The tiny oasis in this long-stretching lair of blood, darkness, and death. Perhaps it is only fitting that I ended up here, trapped in this place…
Most of the strigoi who lived here, which Samil was given to understand was most of the strigoi in existence, seemed to be away. It wasn’t unusual for the Enclave to send its members in groups to perform certain missions. To subtly retrieve captives, or steal supplies, or send and receive messages from outside the Waeju Canton—the floating city where the Enclave’s sanctuary was buried and hidden. But as a rule, the Enclave leaders never sent more than a few strigoi topside or off planet at any given time. Larger groups attracted more attention, and were harder to control. But recently things seemed to have changed. And now nearly all of the strigoi seemed constantly busy or away.
Once the great many of them had spent most of their hours asleep or in meditation. Content. Perhaps even patiently waiting. Now though they are scrambling. Putting wheels into motion. Something is happening… if only I knew what.
The presence of two Rotham inside the Enclave’s secret sanctuary only added to Samil’s suspicions. The Enclave had had dealings with the Rotham Republic and various smaller Rotham groups for years, but their dealings had always been done elsewhere, or over kataspace, never had the Rotham been allowed to know the location of the Enclave sanctuary, less yet been invited to visit. Samil could only imagine what it had taken for two Rotham to be smuggled into Alliance space and brought onto the floating cantons of Tybur itself. If the Alliance government knew that Rotham agents had infiltrated its most important world… ships would be readying for war.
The Alliance was led by a vastly paranoid regime which had successfully educated its populace to hate and fear all other nations, especially the Empire and the Rotham Republic, the two major powers which sat on either side of Alliance space.
But for all their paranoia, and xenophobia, and caution, and control, and military obsession, the Alliance’s many layers of defenses had failed to stop at least two Rotham agents from reaching the delicate insides of the Waeju Canton. Which begged the question, how deeply and how far has the Republic penetrated the Alliance?
“What are you doing, Savetnik?” hissed a voice from just behind. Samil felt a jolt of adrenaline shoot through him, not expecting that someone had snuck up behind him. Even though it wasn’t the first time, and he was well aware that the strigoi could move more fluidly and stealthily than any human, he still never got used to it.
“I am resting,” said Samil calmly. His voice betrayed none of the sudden rush of fear that had washed over him.
“Well rest elsewhere,” ordered the strigoi. “The First would not want you listening.” By the pitch of his voice, Samil guessed it was Reshka. Reshka was only the Tenth, still a relatively high rank among the members of the Enclave, but there once had been a time—not too long ago—when only the First would have dared give an order directly to the Savetnik. Now even a Tenth seemed to have no qualms doing so. Sure, Samil had never been a part of the Enclave’s hierarchy, he held no authority here and wasn’t foolish enough to believe that they weren’t in command of his life, but they’d once shown him respect. They’d even valued him beyond simply the information he could offer them, or at least made a pretense of it. Now though things had changed… it had all happened rather suddenly, when the Second had murdered the First and declared himself the First. Ever since then, nothing had been the same.
“Very well,” said Samil, knowing it would be unwise to provoke the strigoi by disobeying him. Not just because the strigoi could rip him to pieces more easily than scissors through paper, but also because he still depended on the Enclave chemically. Without the dose they gave him each day, his heart would stop. If I should anger them, they might stop giving it to me, he thought. Especially now that they seem to value me less and less by the hour…
He wandered back to his apartment. Deciding to be alone with his thoughts and try to make sense of everything that was happening. As he sat down on the small sofa, he took in the simple fixtures of his apartment and immediately thought of that one brief, glorious day when his son Calvin had paid him an unexpected visit. The boy hadn’t seemed grateful to see him, and Samil didn’t blame him. He’d never been the kind of father Calvin had wanted, or deserved. That was a fact Samil had come to accept long ago. But still… to see him, a man grown, and looking so much like his father—yet with his mother’s soft eyes… Oh Olivia, if only I could see you again too.
It had meant everything to see that his son was still alive. And, if the universe was kind, Calvin had escaped the hellish surface of Remus Nine—where he’d been bent on going—and still breathed.
I don’t know how you’re wrapped up in all of this, thought Samil as he considered what was going on across the galaxy. But dark things are in motion. And that meant bad fortune for the Empire, and for anyone involved in trying to protect it. That meant Calvin was in imminent danger himself. And if he was, then so was Olivia. No doubt Calvin’s enemies had linked her to him by now…
Before he processed what he was doing, Samil found himself leaving his apartment and stalking through the halls of the strigoi lair toward the surface exit, as fast as he dared move. Past the eerie tapestries of blood. Past the cruel sculptures made of human bones. What am I doing? he thought, feeling a jolt of fear shoot through him. I should go back. I should turn around…
But he didn’t. He kept walking. Most of the strigoi, the few who remained at the sanctuary, took note of him as he passed, but it wasn’t until he reached the exit that anyone interfered with him.
“Where are you going?” asked Myorna.
“To the surface,” he said, not missing a beat. His heart was pounding but he knew how to appear calm and collected when he needed to.
“What for?”
“Fresh air,” he replied. It wasn’t too uncommon for him to leave the sanctuary and go to the surface; that was how he sent and received messages from his many informants—old friends and deep connections—and the Enclave always knew he’d return, there was nowhere for him to go and if he didn’t come back for his chemical dose he would die. But lately, despite those considerations, the Enclave had seemed more hesitant to allow him to the surface. And he almost didn’t dare try to go there anymore.
The strigoi looked at him with deep, haunting, suspicious eyes. And then replied, “go,” and nodded him through. “But be swift and be silent.”
“I will, I promise,” said Samil.
Before long he was crawling through the long, narrow crawlspace, realizing once more that he wasn’t the young man he used to be. His joints ached as he made his way forward, and his heart drummed anxiously inside him. But he ignored it all, knowing what he had to do.
Things were happening on Tybur. And happening swiftly. Monumental things. The Alliance was in peril, and when it was gone there would be nothing standing between the Empire and the bloodthirsty ambitions of the Rahajiim. The Rahajiim had just taken control of the Rotham Senate, the Senate controlled the military. And the military, by every account, was prepping its fleets…
If the Empire only knew that the Alliance was in trouble; if Calvin just knew, perhaps there would be time, perhaps they could mobilize a defense if they had sufficient warning. But by the time they find out on their own, it will be too late… Samil wasn’t surely exactly what was going to go down, or when, but he knew it would be soon. And if the Alliance was about to fall, Samil knew they would go out with a whimper not with a bang. And that whimper might be too small for the Empire to hear…
I have to get a message out, Samil told himself. I have to! He thought of his contacts—those that remained to him; it seemed that fewer and fewer of his once many connections were still willing to even talk to him. Especially now that word seemed to have gotten out that he’d lost favor with the Enclave…
Only the Najamnik may be trusted with this, Samil realized. It was unfortunate. The Najamnik was crafty and self-serving, but at least he could be depended upon to heed Samil’s warning. No one else would do. Not anyone with whom Samil still had contact. He wished he had some way to reach Calvin directly.
I have to get the message out. The Najamnik will warn Calvin and the Empire. Humanity still has a chance. I just have to get the message out!
Samil pressed on, trying very hard not to think of the consequences that would await him should anyone in the Enclave discover what he was about to do.
 

***
 

Raidan was in his office thoughtfully circling the rim of his shot-glass with his index finger when word reached him. Message from the Arcane Storm. Maximum priority signal. He took it at once.
“Report,” Raidan demanded. He hoped the message was good news. Specifically that the last remaining isotome weapons had been found. When Tristan’s face appeared on the display, he had no such good news.
“I received a most unusual message,” the lycan said, his face revealed a balanced mixture of intrigue and concern.
“Do tell,” said Raidan patiently, knowing his loyal subordinate would get to the point quickly.
“It was from the Savetnik of the Enclave, no less.”
Raidan raised an eyebrow. “The Savetnik?” Samil Cross wasn’t one to reach out. At least not to Tristan. There had been some correspondence, and Tristan had used Samil as a means of keeping tabs on the Enclave by trading information with him, but there was rarely ever anything major to report. Most updates regarding the Enclave were about their continued status as a group desperately hiding in the nether recesses of the Tybur Cantons. Shocking surprise... Until recently Raidan hadn’t cared a whit about the Enclave, but that had been before he’d learned of their involvement the missing Arcane Storm and the isotome weapons.
“Yes, the Savetnik,” said Tristan. “He had a warning for us.”
“What did he say?” Raidan maintained his cool.
“The Savetnik believes the Alliance is in imminent danger. Something is happening on Tybur, something big. Something involving the Rotham.”
Raidan’s mind immediately jumped to the obvious conclusion, but he remained silent and allowed Tristan to get there.
“Apparently the Enclave has had a change of leadership, and they are cooperating with the Rahajiim even more than before. They’ve also recruited the help of the Khans; at minimum the Khan circles on Tybur and Io are involved. The Savetnik believes that in the very near future the Alliance will no longer be a deterrent to Rotham war fleets trying to cross the DMZ.”
Raidan felt the weight of this new information; it was just as he feared. “That means we must end this Imperial Civil War sooner than we all thought.”
“And even that may not prove soon enough,” said Tristan darkly.
“What do you mean?” asked Raidan; it was obvious the lycan wasn’t finished.
“There’s more,” said Tristan, pausing only slightly. “The Savetnik had other news. He says the Rotham are making their move against Renora.”
“We knew they would.”
“But the Savetnik says it’s already begun. They’re already on their way.”
Raidan tried to imagine the fleets of ships that were sailing through alteredspace, determined to conquer an Imperial world. It would be tragic, to be sure, but it might also be useful. If the Rotham Republic attacked Renora too soon, before the Imperial fleets had a chance to fire on one another, it would tip their hand. And nothing united foes faster than a common threat. Should Rotham fleets invade human space, there was a strong chance that the loyalist forces supporting Kalila and the insurgent forces supporting the Assembly could unite—however briefly—and throw the Rotham back into their corner of the galaxy.
“Did he describe how and when the Rotham plan to attack Renora?” asked Raidan, guardedly hopeful.
“He did not know,” replied Tristan, in smooth, almost-chilling words.
Raidan nodded.
“But I would expect the Rahajiim to be too clever to attack Renora directly. I would expect their move to be something subtle.”
“So would I,” admitted Raidan. Knowing the thought of an obvious attack, one transparent enough to unite humanity, was likely too much to hope for. “Something subtle yet not less deadly. Probably something invisible to the galaxy, something the Imperial public will not notice—at least at first. And yet, somehow, bloodier and crueler than we can imagine.”
“That sounds like the bastards,” said Tristan. “Which means any Rotham ship headed anywhere near Renora must be stopped at all costs.”
And so the bloodbath continues, Raidan thought darkly. Reflecting on the ever-likelier possibility that he would indeed live to see the day his mighty nation was destroyed. He imagined uncontested fleets bombing planets from high orbit, while isotome weapons blackened stars across the Empire.
“The Savetnik said his warning was specifically meant for Calvin,” added Tristan.
“I’ll see that he gets it,” said Raidan. “And the queen too.”



Chapter 9
 

“And any ships heading to Renora from the DMZ, or from any position within ten clicks of the DMZ, or bearing Rotham markings, must be prevented from reaching its destination at all costs,” continued Raidan.
Kalila listened patiently, watching the mysterious man’s face carefully as it appeared on her private display in the CO’s office of the Black Swan. Captain Adiger stood by her side, otherwise she was alone.
“And you say your information is good, that it can be trusted?” pressed Kalila, once Raidan had finished speaking.
“Samil Cross is reliable,” confirmed Raidan.
Kalila searched the man’s eyes, as best she could see them over the display, and wondered how sincere he was. She thought of Calvin’s warning, that Raidan was to be trusted only cautiously, and that Raidan and the people he worked for were prime suspects in the attack on Cepheus, a Rotham world where the civilian body count was still rising from an unidentified terrorist attack.
“And what would you have me do with this information?” asked Kalila.
“My Queen,” said Raidan, his tone respectful. “End this war quickly and decisively. The Rotham are coming. They’re on their way. As I’ve said, the Alliance can no longer deter them from crossing the DMZ. If we cripple our own defenses through civil war, and destroy our own fleets, we will have no means of protecting ourselves against the greater threat.”
Kalila considered this thoughtfully. It was true that any violence during this civil war, any loss of life, was a dear price for humanity to pay, and would make them a weaker target for alien predators lurking abroad. Certainly she hoped to avoid war, or to keep casualties and destruction to a minimum, but so long as the Assembly defied her, and remained in the hands of corrupt conspirators, and her father’s blood remained unanswered, she could not avoid Imperial conflict. It was inevitable. The best she could hope for now was to defeat the insurgents swiftly and win the support of most of the Empire. With that kind of backing, the Assembly would have no choice but to support her claim, for their own survival, and then she could return to Capital World and take her rightful place upon the throne. There she’d see to it that the villainous scum that’d undermined the Empire, corroding and corrupting it at the highest levels, was purged and extinguished forever.
“Thank you for your information and for your advice, Captain,” said Kalila with a polite smile.
“As ever, I am grateful to serve,” said Raidan. He bowed his head respectfully.
“There is one other thing you may do to serve,” said Kalila. Raidan looked up, clearly surprised.
“Name it and if it is in my power, it shall be done.”
Kalila waited a moment before speaking, using the time to take Raidan’s measure, as best she could, so she could read into the man’s reaction when he refused her. If he refused her. “I ask you to immediately release to us detailed information regarding the Organization, including its membership, its resources, its hierarchy; I want to know all of it.”
Raidan looked momentarily flummoxed, but his voice remained both pleasant and polite. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty,” he said. “That is not within my power.”
“Why not?” asked Kalila, adding a sharp edge to her tone.
“The Organization is led by White Rook. I do not have the information you request. But I shall send you what I do have, as much as I can,” he spoke quickly, as if to prevent interruption. “I hope it will suffice. Until we speak again, I wish you good health, Queen of the Empire.”
The display winked off. Kalila stared at it for a moment in pensive silence. He is far too secretive, Kalila thought. Calvin was right to warn me. Normally she wouldn’t have accepted the service of one she could not completely trust, but as times grew deadlier every ally seemed more valuable. Especially valuable allies such as Raidan. So long as he put the crown first…
“What do you think?” she turned to Captain Adiger. He’d stood vigilantly by her side the entire time where he’d kept a respectful silence and allowed his queen to control the discussion.
“I think he’s hiding something,” said Adiger. “I’m also suspicious of his information.”
“I am as well,” admitted Kalila. “Although, if it is true…”
“Then our situation is indeed dire,” said Adiger.
Kalila pressed her fingers together and considered all that Raidan had told her. Such a tangled web this all is, she reflected. Thinking how odd that Raidan’s source for all this new information was, allegedly, none other than Calvin Cross’s own father.
“If I may, Your Majesty?” asked Adiger.
“Please,” said Kalila. “Speak your mind.”
“I would follow you into any battle, to my own grave if it comes to that, without so much as batting an eye. You know that.”
“Indeed I do,” said Kalila. She’d known Adiger since she was a child, and even before she’d been born, Adiger had faithfully served House Akira.
“And so I hope what I am about to suggest is not out of place,” Adiger said, his words seeming to tip-toe.
“Say it,” said Kalila.
“You are the rightful heir to the throne, and by every law of the Empire, you should rule. Your claim is the best, your right to succeed your father is absolute, now that your elder siblings are passed on, but…” he hesitated.
Kalila held her tongue. Knowing what Adiger was about to say. And not liking it one ounce.
“Have you considered… for the safety of your subjects and all the realm… surrendering your claim and allowing the Assembly to select a new monarch?”
“That’s no longer an option and you know it,” said Kalila. “The Assembly has declared us all Enemies of the State.”
“True,” Adiger admitted. “But in exchange for certain promises, for the chance to prevent civil war, I’m sure certain arrangements can be made. Deals brokered, guaranteeing your safety, in exchange for cooperation.”
“It isn’t my safety I’m worried about,” said Kalila. “The very fact that the Assembly could so easily and so readily declare us Enemies of the State illustrates how severely hijacked they are. They are a corrupt body of bribed, bought, and beguiled fools who have sold the Empire out from under its citizens in exchange for their own personal profit. Even if I turned the reins over to them, and let them choose a new king from amongst themselves, would you really trust that person to lead our fleets in a proper defense against an alien invasion? Assuming they could even manage to pause their dysfunction long enough to agree on a successor monarch?”
This seemed to give Captain Adiger pause.
“And even if we did survive the Rotham invasion, what then?” asked Kalila. “Would such a new leader, one completely in the pocket of a consortium of foreign interests and corporations be able to restore our Empire to its true glory? Would such a person be capable, and willing, to cleanse our government from the corrupt influences that have taken root?”
“No, I suppose not,” said Adiger. “I just thought… if we could avoid civil war…”
“Don’t think I haven’t considered it,” snapped Kalila, letting more frustration color her tone than she wanted to. “I don’t want to hold the monarchy. I never asked for it. I never desired it. I was always relieved that the throne was meant to pass to Genjiro and not to me. But reality is what it is. My brother is dead. My sisters are dead. Worst of all, my father is dead. Murdered. Slain on the Assembly Floor! And you would have their deaths go unanswered? You would give control of the Empire to those maniacs? What hope then would be left for humanity? Is that what you honestly think is best? Tell me true!”
“No, Your Majesty,” Adiger said quickly. He bowed his head. “Forgive me. I spoke out of insolence. I was not thoughtful.”
As she looked at him—a man who’d always seemed made of steel, bowing before her now, looking disgraced, she felt pity. I should not have been so harsh with him. He is thinking only of saving lives. An admirable goal. And one we both share.
“You have not spoken out of insolence,” she said, her voice calm and commanding. “And I thank you for your thoughts and advice. As things stand, however, we must stay the course. And if there is any hope of saving the Empire, it must remain in the hope that good triumphs over evil. And that those responsible for corrupting our Empire, those who have sold us out, those who would destroy us, shall be exposed and punished.”
“Of course, Your Majesty.”
“And as for the Rotham threat… let us hope that it is not so urgent as Raidan thinks. And that by the time they come to challenge us, we will again stand as an Empire united.”
“That is my tenderest hope as well.”
Kalila looked away from her servant and back at the display. It was empty, no broadcast was being sent. But in the emptiness she saw Raidan’s face and the words of his warning haunted her. If there was an imminent Rotham threat, if indeed they were already on their way to Renora, and if the Alliance truly was no hindrance to them anymore… she had to know it. And be ready to deal with it.
“Summon Calvin Cross here immediately,” she said.
“At once,” Adiger snapped to attention and headed for the door.
“And send a general order to all fleets,” said Kalila, thinking about Raidan’s haunting words. “Tell them to intercept any ship heading to Renora. If the ships are Rotham, order them to divert course. If they refuse… destroy them.”
“General order to all loyal ships?” asked Adiger, he’d stopped his march to the exit and was again facing her.
“General order to all Imperial ships,” said Kalila. “Loyal or otherwise. This is a threat that affects us all. Everyone needs to know what’s at stake. And everyone needs to do their part to keep our people safe.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” Adiger saluted and left.
 

***
“So?” Kalila asked, looking at Calvin intently. “Can he be trusted?”
Calvin scratched his chin thoughtfully as he considered all of this new information. When he didn’t reply immediately, he could see in the queen’s eyes that she was impatient and deeply concerned. Though her body language remained composed, regal and collected.
“Who do you mean?” asked Calvin. “Raidan or Samil?” This new information, for it to have any credibility, depended on the assumption that both Raidan and Samil were telling the truth. Which seemed like an almost ludicrous assumption under normal circumstances. Raidan was cunning and often relied on half-truths, and as for Samil, everything he had ever done—indeed everything he was, everything he said, everything he ate, everything he slept in, every breath he breathed, everything he surrounded himself with… everything about him was an enterprise of deceit, emptiness, lies, and self-interested betrayal.
“Your father,” clarified the queen. “I understand that you haven’t seen him in quite a long time, and that he left you and your mother. Which doesn’t speak well for his character. But I also understand that he was the source who tipped you off regarding the isotome weapons on the surface of Remus Nine. Deadly weapons that you proceeded to destroy. I am therefore aware that he can, at least sometimes, be a trustworthy source of intelligence.”
Calvin listened, holding his tongue. He felt a mixture of emotions welling up inside him, part of it was anger, part of it was something else entirely. As he stood attentively before Kalila, the mighty Queen of the Empire, he tried very hard to ignore the flicker of memories of his childhood that danced through his mind as they discussed the man who’d abandoned him and broken his mother’s heart. Memories of the man Calvin had once idolized. And, even more shamefully and stupidly, had once loved and sought the approval of. And then, as sudden as starlight, the man had vanished. Mother had been in denial for days after that, and when the truth finally sank in… she wept for a long time. Deeply and frequently. He hurt my mother, that bastard, for that I’ll never forgive him…
“So tell me, Mister Cross,” the queen continued. “In this instance, do you counsel me to believe the threat he warns us of is credible, or is there an ulterior motive at play? Perhaps he is working for the Rotham? Maybe they hope they can use him to trick us into making a preemptive attack, one that will justify their war to their own people?”
Calvin bit his lip and continued to hold his silence awhile longer before speaking. When he did, he kept his tone as neutral as he could. “There’s always an ulterior motive where Samil is concerned. He never does anything out of heartfelt generosity. Whatever motivated him to warn us that the Rotham are moving against Renora and that the Alliance cannot deter them much longer, you can bet he’s getting something out of it. Somehow he benefits from this. But in this case, I don’t believe he is working for the Rotham.”
“If not that, then what?” asked Kalila. “If not out of loyalty to humanity, or as part of some scheme hatched by our enemies, why then would he send us such a warning?”
Calvin had no answer for that. “I don’t know,” he admitted.
Kalila nodded slowly. Seeming to accept this answer. Though clearly she was disappointed. “Putting his intentions aside then,” she said, “in your opinion, is the warning credible? Or should I dismiss it?”
“Don’t dismiss it,” Calvin said, almost hastily. When he answered, Kalila’s eyes betrayed her curiosity. No doubt the speediness of his reply made her think there was more Calvin knew about Samil, something he wasn’t telling her. Calvin cleared his throat and explained. “We know the Rotham threat is real. They have declared Renora as one of their own planets. Therefore war is inevitable. Whether they are making plans for Renora, or are actively making their move right now—as Samil claims—it is a question of timing, but either way the threat is real. And something must be done. And as for the part about the Rotham war fleets being able to cross the DMZ and enter Imperial space with impunity, no longer concerned about the Alliance… that is harder to imagine. But it is possible.” He thought of how tightly-controlled Tybur had been when he’d snuck onto the planet to get information. And how many warships had been on constant patrol. Warships that would shoot first and ask questions later, should the Rotham—or any Imperials—try to cross the DMZ. Could those fleets really be made irrelevant in one swift stroke?
“But if there is even an inkling of a chance that the claim is true,” continued Calvin. “Then it is a major threat. Possibly even the greatest threat we currently face. And that has to be looked into. It could be that Raidan lied. Or my father lied. Or that their intelligence is bad—I certainly hope that’s the case! But, for the sake of the Empire, I think it would be foolish not to take the warning seriously.”
Kalila nodded. “You and I are of one mind on the matter.”
Calvin was glad to hear this. He’d already believed the Rotham threat to be even more important, and more threatening, to human survival than the brewing civil war. It was time for Imperial forces, both loyalist and insurgent, to bury the hatchet and unite against their common threat. As much as Calvin didn’t want to see the monarchy in the hands of humanity’s most corrupt leaders, such as Caerwyn Martel, he was even more worried that infighting would only manage to serve up their precious worlds on a silver platter to ruthless alien invaders.
“So I take it we are sending our forces into the Corridor?” asked Calvin. “Probably to Praxis and Thetican and other systems?”
“Unfortunately, we are not at liberty to do so,” the queen replied.
Calvin felt momentarily confused. “What do you mean? We must deploy along the DMZ. To intimidate the Rotham, to make them think twice about attacking the Empire.” While not a perfect solution, it seemed like the obvious first step to him. If the Rotham are coming, as Samil and Raidan warned, and if no one else can stop them, then certainly it must fall to Kalila to lead her forces in defense of the Empire.
“I wish it were as simple as that,” said Kalila. “But if we withdraw to the outer fringes of the Empire, we leave the core worlds defenseless against the tyranny of the Assembly and those who would usurp my father’s throne. Many of our most valuable allies, systems that have declared for us, would be abandoned to their own inadequate defenses against the insurgent fleets. You wouldn’t want that to happen, would you?”
“No,” he said. “I suppose not.” Though, at this point, he felt almost willing to support either side in the Imperial conflict, so long as it meant humanity could stand united, without bloodshed, and jointly oppose threats from Rotham space—and possibly even Polarian space. No doubt when the Rotham managed to successfully seize valuable Imperial systems, and the Empire proved unable to stop them—too busy destroying itself with its own conflict—the Polarian States would smell the blood and various warlords would emerge to stake their own claims, and lead their own conquests. And all for what? “I just don’t want to see the Empire torn apart,” said Calvin. “Especially when we know there are enemies abroad, true enemies, who are eager to invade and conquer us if we leave ourselves defenseless.”
“And those threats will be dealt with as they emerge,” said Kalila, her words absolute.
Calvin was not so optimistic.
“In the meantime,” Kalila continued, “we must swiftly unite our people, restore order to the Empire. And then deeply cleanse it from top to bottom, root out all of the corruption and take the withered and diseased branches and cast them into the fire. If we do as you say, if we relent and allow those elements to rule the Empire, corrupt leadership from men of the lowest moral caliber, men like Caerwyn Martel who would sell us all to alien slavers for three q, then it is true we might stand a better chance against the short-term threat of alien invasion. We might be able to create a unified front and intimidate them. Or repel them, if it came right down to it. Though that is far from a foregone conclusion. But, even assuming we did, what would it buy us?”
“Peace,” said Calvin.
“Yes, peace,” said Kalila. “For a season. But then what? The corruption spreads and grows, the government evolves, takes upon itself new powers, everything is restructured. Greater foreign and corporate influence take root, more of our leaders are purchased by foreign elements with corrosive agendas. As you recall, it was you who warned me about the Phoenix Conspiracy. About the Phoenix Ring plotting to destroy and re-forge our Empire. The leaders of the Phoenix Ring may be gone, but their legacy remains. As does the corruption. Corruption at the highest levels. And it grows by the day. In a time when ships vanish, and admirals can be replaced by replicants, and Members of the Assembly can sell their loyalties to the highest bidder… is that the future you wish for humanity? Is that what you’re fighting for? What you’re willing to die for?”
She looked at him candidly. And Calvin found he had no answer for her. The threats she spoke of, the corruption, he knew it was real. He’d seen evidence of it firsthand, he’d been fighting it hand-and-fist since that first moment on Praxis One, when he’d been sent in pursuit of the stolen Harbinger. Ever since then his picture of how vast, dark, and deep the conspiracy was had shocked and terrified him. And he’d done literally everything he could think of to oppose it. Surely he couldn’t ask Kalila to surrender the reigns of the Empire to such corruption, and give up any hope of justice for her slain father and siblings, to purchase a little temporary safety against the Rotham and Polarians… but on the other hand, if she didn’t surrender, if she kept fighting, and the Empire tore itself apart in civil war… what then would stop the Rotham and the Polarians from conquering and destroying humanity? And could Calvin even be certain that Kalila herself wasn’t behind the murders of the king and his eldest children? That all of this, including the imminent civil war, wasn’t a power play orchestrated by Kalila to grant herself control of the Empire—even at the dear cost of its possible destruction? He searched her eyes, wondering if she could really be such a person. As he probed her, staring at her rich brown irises, seeing the passion burning within them, he was almost certain she could not be the monster he feared she was. She seemed in every way sincere. But then again, he’d been fooled before…
“Now that we know the Alliance cannot deter the Republic from crossing the DMZ,” said Calvin, “we have to act on that information.”
“We don’t know that,” said Kalila. “We suspect it. We even fear it. But as you yourself told me earlier, we don’t know the information is true. We just know it might be.”
“I still think we have to do something,” insisted Calvin. “You told me we are of a similar mind. That this threat must be dealt with.”
“And indeed it must,” said Kalila. “Which is why I am charging you to investigate it. I am asking you to go into the DMZ, collect intelligence regarding the Alliance’s military capacity, and assess the likelihood that they remain a deterrence against Rotham military ambitions in the DMZ. You will also study Rotham military activity and report back to me. If their fleets are mobilizing, we need to know. And we need to know now.”
Calvin felt a rush of excitement at the prospect of this new mission. Finally something he could do, a way to channel his concerns into action and allow him to contribute to the defense of the Empire. If the Rotham military was indeed the threat he feared it to be, this was his chance to expose that and, if he was lucky, use the intelligence he would gather to awaken the Empire to dangers facing them.
“Will you do this?” asked Kalila. “Not only for your queen, but for your people?”
Calvin couldn’t accept fast enough. “I will leave at once,” he said. “And Rafael is coming with me.” His brain began churning over the logistical details of this new assignment, what he would need to do to prepare, and how exactly he would execute an investigation deep into the DMZ, and beyond—into Rotham space.
“I am glad to hear it,” said Kalila. Her lips betrayed the hint of a smile. “Unfortunately I have no ships to spare, though you and I both know that a large ship would attract too much attention anyway. Therefore I grant you full access to the Black Swan’s shuttles and fighters.”
Shuttles and fighters? He’d assumed he’d be taking the Nighthawk. After all, it had the stealth capability he needed, as well as the expert personnel and resources for just such an op. But then he remembered the Nighthawk’s current mission, one of paramount urgency—to hunt down and destroy the remaining isotome weapons—and he realized the ship would be unavailable to him for this mission into the DMZ. At least for now. Which meant he’d have to make other arrangements. Although, he might be able to reassign a handful of the crew, his dear friends, to join him…
“Also you may assemble a list of any resources you will need, including personnel,” continued Kalila. “And send that list to Captain Adiger as soon as you are able. He will see to it you have what you require.”
“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Calvin bowed.
She dismissed him, charging him to go and make his arrangements quickly. Since his mission was so time-sensitive. “One last thing before I go,” said Calvin, thinking of his father’s cryptic and chilling warning that the Alliance would soon cease to be a deterrence to the Rotham—he could imagine the Khans and the vampire-like strigoi Enclave wreaking some kind of violent and brutal slaughter among the people of the Alliance, and the thought made him shiver. The very thought reminded him of the strigoi-induced massacre he’d personally witnessed aboard the Trinity…
“Yes?” Kalila looked at him curiously.
“The Alliance…” Calvin hesitated for a moment. Having to take a second to clear his mind of the dark and terrifying images that’d surfaced. “They should be warned. If the Enclave is about to do something… maybe if the Alliance government can be warned…”
“I quite agree,” said Kalila. “And an effort will be made to warn the Alliance government. If they know there is a threat, perhaps they can counter it. And then their fleets will remain a valuable deterrence against Rotham aggression across the DMZ.”
Calvin had been thinking more about preventing a terrible slaughter by warning the Alliance, rather than the strategic usefulness of such a move. But Kalila did have a point.
“Unfortunately, I fear the Alliance’s leaders will prove unwilling to listen. Their distrust of the Empire is deep and their leaders may already be in the pockets of our enemies. But I shall see to it that every effort is made to warn them. I hope they will listen. And indeed I hope the threat proves baseless. But in case they don’t, and in case it isn’t, I need you to hurry. We depend on you for the truth. You are our eyes.”
Calvin bowed and made for the door. Just as he reached it, Kalila spoke.
“And Calvin,” she said, stopping him in his tracks. He turned around and faced her. “Whatever you see there. Whatever you discover,” her eyes narrowed. “Tell me everything.” Her words were a warning, he knew. This was her way of telling him that she hadn’t completely forgiven him for withholding information about the replicants. Future omissions would not be tolerated.
“I promise,” he said. “Anything I learn, I will report to you in full detail as soon as I’m able.”
“Very good.”



Chapter 10
 

It was all getting very tiresome.
Caerwyn stood on the Assembly Floor, alongside Lords Conroy, Doran, Savet, and that insolent young whelp Leor Zhang, as the Great Houses voted for a monarch for the twenty-seventh time. Only this time the outcome would be different, Caerwyn had made certain arrangements.
“House Warren declares for Lord Conroy,” said Lord Warren to nobody’s surprise. Thus far all the votes had been the same. Everyone always voted the same way, no matter how many times the Great Houses were polled. Political loyalties ran deep, and no single House dared upset their friends and allies by voting against their bloc, not without sufficient motivation…
It had been difficult finding one of the Great House Representatives that was open-minded to persuasion. Considering that, should Caerwyn choose his target poorly, and the lord or lady happened to report his attempt to grease the wheels, it would result in harsh consequences. Which meant direct bribery was out of the question. He couldn’t convince any of the others to drop out, nor could he approach the Coles, or the Florences, or the Millers, or really anyone. Or so it had first seemed.
And then, rather suddenly, the Ortiz family’s famous vineyards, on which they entirely depended for their wealth, lost certain… essential contracts. Which made Lord Ortiz much more pliable. Of course Caerwyn himself had been undetectably behind the vineyards’ loss of contracts, through his considerable business connections, but that sort of minutia was neither here nor there.
“House Li declares for Lord Doran,” said Lady Li. Adding her voice to Doran’s tally, keeping him even with Caerwyn. More votes followed and no one was surprised by each outcome. The count remained the same, with only a few more votes to be counted. By all appearances it was the same fruitless, stupid gridlock that had prevailed in all of the previous efforts to elect a new monarch. As Caerwyn looked at the many bored faces around him, he tried not to smile.
And then his moment of glory came. Lord Ortiz stood up to vote. He shot Caerwyn an anxious look and then cleared his throat. Caerwyn narrowed his eyes, as if to communicate exactly what was on the line for Lord Ortiz and his family. His business could triple with one word. New lucrative contracts were promised, far more generous ones than those he’d lost. All he had to do was put an end to this madness. It was time to elect a king. It was time for the Empire, and humanity, to move forward. And now the chance for that to happen rested upon Lord Ortiz’s shoulders.
He stood there, looking nervous.
“Mister Ortiz, your vote please,” said Representative Tate, impatient with the delay.
Lord Ortiz cleared his throat again. “House Ortiz declares for…”
Here it comes, thought Caerwyn.
“House Ortiz declares for,” Lord Ortiz repeated. He gulped and then finished his sentence. “Lord Conroy.”
WHAT? Lord Conroy? Caerwyn wanted to scream, though he managed to keep his silence, barely. That wasn’t the deal! Caerwyn did all he could to hide his surprise, after all Lord Ortiz had just cast the same vote he’d cast twenty-six times before. The one everyone expected. Caerwyn couldn’t seem surprised, otherwise the others would know he was up to something. Not that it had done him any good…
Lord Ortiz shot him a look of apology as he sat down. Caerwyn looked back at him coldly. His face was neutral, but his eyes were full of loathing. I’ll bury you for this, Mister Ortiz, I swear it. The fool had proven too cowardly to go against his faction, and for that he would pay dearly. If he’d thought his vineyards were in trouble before… he had no idea the hell he’d just invited upon himself.
But justice would have to wait. At least Ortiz hadn’t reported Caerwyn’s bribe to the Committee. But that was indeed small consolation.
The final votes were cast and tallied and the twenty-seventh outcome proved the same as the previous twenty-six. But this time, as the Assembly made ready to adjourn, and Caerwyn looked over all the other idiots he had to work with, he felt something different.
I cannot win the throne, he thought. Not this way. And this lunacy of being unable to elect me king must end. He stared at members of the presiding committee, the three people who had the most influence over the hundreds of members of the Assembly who didn’t belong to Great Houses. In particular he looked at Representative Tate. She sat in the center, influential yet complacent, seemingly content with the Assembly’s inability to choose a king. And she was from Thetican System. Her constituents lived there…
Then Caerwyn had an idea. It wasn’t a perfect one, and it wouldn’t give him what he wanted most, but it seemed like a steppingstone that could be used to springboard himself onto the throne. So long as he played his cards exactly right.
He stood up, just before the session was about to close and adjourn for the day.
“The Floor recognizes Representative Martel of Capital World,” said Representative Tate. She didn’t look pleased to see him, but she also wasn’t the sort to ignore the Assembly’s rules of procedure just so she could go home sooner.
“I have something to say, don’t worry I’ll make it brief,” said Caerwyn. He cleared his throat and turned his attention to the stacked balconies above. Representatives from every Imperial world. “Enemies of the state are trying to divide us. Our citizens are confused, our military is split in two. And all because we have not elected a rightful leader for the people to rally behind. Our Empire needs leadership, and we can no longer afford to waste time squabbling amongst ourselves trying—and failing—to choose one.”
“This is no time for campaign speeches,” said Representative Tate. “You have already made your case before the Assembly as to why you should be elected. Now is not the proper time.”
Caerwyn raised his hands innocently. “I couldn’t agree more. Which is why I am not standing before you today asking you to choose me as your king.” He paused to let that sink in. Those around seemed to perk up with curiosity, wondering no doubt what sort of game was afoot. It was no secret that Caerwyn wanted the throne more than anything. Even though he’d tried very hard to downplay his interest.
When he was satisfied that he had the chamber’s full attention, he said, “I move that a Steward of the Empire be chosen. That until such time as a proper monarch is elected by the Great Houses, I move that the Representatives of the Assembly, all of you here today, champions of the citizens who elected you—citizens who desperately need our leadership now—I move that you elect a Steward to safeguard the Empire, and the powers of the monarchy, until a rightful monarch is chosen.”
With that he sat down, not wanting to draw extra attention to himself. He’d planted the seed. He’d put the idea in their minds that a Steward was needed, and he’d flattered them as best he could—without being too obvious—and hoped that would go a long way toward them choosing him for such a position. But he knew that would not be enough. It was the Committee to whom the common representatives would look for direction, particularly Representative Tate.
“Is there a second to the motion?” asked Representative Tate.
Caerwyn knew someone would second it. Most everyone was growing tired of this endless series of elections that continually resulted in no king. And, certainly enough, Lord Doran stood up after a few seconds. “House Doran seconds the motion,” he said.
Representative Tate smacked her gavel. “The motion is therefore called to a vote. It requires a majority vote of the Assembly to pass. Should it succeed, then an election for a Steward of the Empire shall be conducted in our session tomorrow.”
The chamber filled with noise as the various members of the Assembly discussed the motion among themselves. They seemed anxious and Caerwyn tried not to smile as he looked over the room. The motion would pass. There would then be debates in the morning and a vote in the evening. And by this time tomorrow he, Caerwyn Martel, would be declared Steward of the Empire.
There was only one thing that had to be taken care of first…
The vote passed by a healthy margin and the Assembly adjourned. Caerwyn wasted no time traveling to the privacy of his estate and there proceeded to contact his father. He used the most secure means, an encrypted kataspace channel. It had been a long time since he’d spoken with the old man, and even then those occasions had been few and far between since the old man had permanently relocated to his new home on a distant world on the edge of the Empire. But it just so happened that that new home was in Thetican System, where Brinton was without a doubt the richest and most influential person. And Thetican System was the same worthless bunch of rock that Representative Tate hailed from…
After the connection was established, Brinton Martel’s face appeared on the viewer. His hair had gone greyer since last time Caerwyn saw him. His eyes and ears were the same as Zane’s had been, but the roundness of his face and his tendency to put on extra weight were traits he’d passed to Caerwyn.
God, I hope I don’t look so fat as that, he thought as he forced a pretend smile.
“Caerwyn,” said Brinton, looking more suspicious than happy. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Can’t a loving son wish to pay his dear father a call without needing a special reason?”
Brinton frowned. “A loving son might. But not you. What do you want this time?”
“You wound me, Father,” said Caerwyn, in a tone he forced to sound amiable. He’d never liked his father much, especially since Brinton had always loved Zane more. Too bad he’s dead…
“Is this about your brother?” asked Brinton. There was a pain in his eyes. “Are you calling to make certain his name is removed from the will and yours written over it?”
That truly did wound Caerwyn to hear. Surely he wasn’t any more selfishly absorbed than Zane had been—Zane had created a cult meant to take over the Imperial government for god’s sake—and whatever selfishness Caerwyn had, it came from his father’s genes and upbringing, and it’d served him well.
“This is not about Zane,” said Caerwyn. “This is about stability for the Empire. This is about safeguarding humanity.”
“Bollocks,” said Brinton. “Save the speechwriting for your pretensions in the Assembly. And tell me what you really want. I have a busy day.”
“Very well, Father, I will,” Caerwyn said, deciding to come right out with it. “Tomorrow the Assembly will elect a Steward to safeguard the Empire until a proper monarch is chosen to replace Hisato Akira.” Caerwyn paused, and looked into his father’s eyes. It was hard to tell over the viewer, but Brinton seemed to be listening patiently.
Caerwyn continued. “Out of all the common representatives of the Assembly, the most influential person by far is Miranda Tate. I…” he paused, thinking the rest spoke for itself.
Brinton’s eyes narrowed. “Say it.”
“You know the rest.”
Brinton added some steel to his voice. “If you’ve come to me for my help in bribing or threatening a ranking member of our sovereign government, the least you can do is say it. Out loud. So you understand exactly what you’re asking of me.”
Caerwyn cleared his throat. “I need you to make certain, within the next twelve hours, that Miranda Tate, from your home system, is sufficiently motivated to put forward my name tomorrow as a candidate for Steward of the Empire.”
Brinton nodded subtly, seeming pleased that he’d made Caerwyn speak the words. Even though, in Caerwyn’s experience, it was usually better to imply things rather than state them, for deniability’s sake.
Caerwyn waited for his father to speak, trying not to feel anxious as the old man examined him with shrewd eyes. No doubt weighing many things in his big fat head.
“All right,” said Brinton Martel gently, to Caerwyn’s immense relief. “But first you must swear something to me.”
“Anything.”
“Swear to me that you had no part in your brother’s death.”
“I swear it,” said Caerwyn. He would have said or sworn anything to get his father to pressure Representative Tate for him, but in this case it just so happened to be true. Caerwyn had indeed played no part in Zane’s murder, and had had no prior knowledge. The fact that he’d buried news of the murder until the moment it was most convenient for him to have it come to light was altogether an entirely separate matter, and not something his father needed to know. The truth was, Caerwyn had not been complicit in Zane’s death, and that was all Brinton needed to hear.
“And swear to me one other thing,” said Brinton, seeming satisfied—or satisfied enough—with Caerwyn’s reply.
“Name it.”
“Swear to me that, as Steward of the Empire, you shall always defend Thetican System.”
“The Thetican System is part of our glorious Empire, of course I shall defend it,” said Caerwyn hastily.
“Swear that you’ll defend it above all others.”
“I swear it.”
 

***
 

Virgil Prime sat in the command position on the bridge of the ISS Hyperion. It was a powerful warship, alpha-class, and the flagship of the Sixth Fleet. It was currently in deep space, patrolling the large border that separated the Empire from the DMZ.
The duty of securing that border belonged to the Fifth and Sixth Fleets, but now that most of the Fifth Fleet had been destroyed and its two most powerful ships were not available for deployment—the Andromeda and the Harbinger, which had been recalled by the Assembly to defend Capital World and captured by hostile forces respectively—the task of defending the Imperial Corridor rested almost completely on the shoulders of the Sixth Fleet.
“Status report,” said Virgil Prime, taking care to sound just like his predecessor in every way. A man who now rotted on some prison-world in the Gamma Persei system. Perhaps now he was face-down in some ditch, little more than bones. Who could say what Zane Martel and his co-conspirators had decided to do with the man? Not that it mattered one iota to Virgil Prime. Zane had wrongly believed that by keeping the originals alive somewhere he could use them to control the primes, just as he’d ignorantly believed that the primes he paid good money for did in fact work for him. Foolish human.
Serving Zane and his conspiracy had been useful—or rather, the pretense of doing so had been useful—but, despite what the ignorant humans believed, their schemes had never been the true plan. The true, inevitable design that would govern the universe was still unfolding. And Zane’s death, along with those of his petty allies, was only one small stroke of the Master’s hand; one tiny molecule in the Great Design.
“Defense systems report normal,” the defense chief reported.
“Operations normal, all systems within expected parameters,” said the ops chief.
“Flight controls are normal and alteredspace depth is stable at seventy-five percent potential,” reported the chief flight officer.
“Sir, if I may,” said the XO from his seat next to Virgil Prime. “We’re ready for anything the Rotham try to throw at us.” He flashed a crooked smile and his eyes danced off Virgil Prime’s like they were old friends. And indeed, as far as the XO knew—this Commander Darion Junius—they were exactly that. Friends from decades before, veterans of multiple wars, comrades in arms, and colleagues in the mighty Imperial Navy.
“Glad to hear it,” said Virgil Prime.
I have done well, he reflected. If even my predecessor’s closest friends do not suspect that anything is amiss. Virgil Prime had been years in training before he’d been deployed—before the real Virgil Tiberon had been secretly abducted and replaced—and during that time Virgil Prime had been ever the diligent student. Driven by faith. Knowing his duty. And now that mighty effort was bearing fruit. For all intents and purposes, for the past three-hundred and seventy-nine days—ever since he’d replaced his predecessor—he’d literally become Virgil Tiberon. One of eleven Fleet Admirals, Vice-Deputy Chief of the Imperial System Defense Council, and Commander of the Sixth Fleet. One of the most powerful men in the galaxy.
And yet I am just a vessel, Virgil Prime knew. A tool in the hands of one mightier than us all. A meager, tiny, speck. A solitary drop in a vast ocean of scorching, steel-melting rain. Lucky beyond the stars for the chance to play a part, however insignificant, in the redemption of the universe.
“Sir, I have something on my scopes,” reported the operations chief. “Looks like several objects distorted by alteredspace, could be a Rotham fleet.”
Now this is indeed an interesting development, he thought. As of yet, the Alliance still prevented the Rotham from sending warships across the DMZ—though that would soon change—which meant that these ships must be peaceful, or at least appear so. For only peaceful ships were allowed anywhere near Alliance space without risking attack.
But some kind of subterfuge was definitely afoot. Virgil Prime could feel it. Unfortunately it wasn’t possible for him to know exactly what it was, since maintaining regular contact with the Others—those devoted to The Cause—was not practical, and would certainly give him away.
He did know the overall plan, however. And he could make certain his actions contributed to the advancement of The Cause, though he was forced to rely on his instincts more than he would have liked, since he had such limited information. And all of his instincts screamed at him that the arrival of these Rotham ships was no coincidence.
“Sound general quarters and clear for action,” said Virgil Prime in his most commanding tone. Knowing he had to maintain his character and do what was expected of him. “Set an intercept course and order the rest of the battle-group into formation.”
“Aye, sir,” his station chiefs acknowledged and went about to ensure that his orders were executed immediately.
“Ops, keep scanning until you identify those ships,” added Commander Junius.
“Aye, sir.”
“All ships acknowledge,” reported the comms chief.
“Moving to intercept position now,” reported the flight chief. “We will force them out of alteredspace in sixty seconds.”
“Very good,” said Virgil Prime. “Mister Reynolds, hail the incoming ships. Order them to heave-to and identify themselves. Let’s see if we can figure out exactly what’s going on.”
“Hailing them now, sir.”
“Scan complete,” said the ops chief. “Fleet composition: one-hundred and seventy-nine super-freighters, they are flying the colors of the Rotham Republic. Scan reveals no military starships.”
“One-hundred and seventy-nine vessels and we could destroy them without losing a ship,” remarked Commander Junius.
That isn’t the plan, thought Virgil Prime silently, though of course no one here was familiar with The Cause besides him. No one else had even the tiniest glimpse of the Great Design the galaxy was being weaved into.
“The Rotham fleet is dropping out of alteredspace, our ships are setting up containment pattern.”
“All stop,” said Virgil Prime.
“Answering all stop.”
“Sir, the lead ship is responding to our hail,” said the communications chief.
“On speakers,” said Virgil Prime.
The comm clicked on and a Rotham voice could be heard, practically hissing over the bridge speakers. “This is Commissioner Nae Z’ryh of the Ro-Q’nor Trade Coalition and a citizen of the Rotham Republic. I demand to know why you have intercepted our vessels!”
The name was familiar, Virgil Prime realized. As was the voice. It confirmed his suspicion, the Rotham on the other end were indeed playing out their part of the Grand Design, even though most of them did not know it. Which meant this convoy must not be interfered with. Lest wrath from on high be invoked. But it wasn’t as simple as letting them pass, Virgil Prime still needed to maintain his cover. He had to continue playing the role he was in.
“I am Fleet Admiral Virgil Tiberon of the Royal Imperial Navy, and you have entered Imperial space. I am charged with the defense of this region. State your intentions inside Imperial space and prepare to be boarded; refuse and you will be fired upon.”
Commander Junius nodded and gave him an approving look. It was a curious thing that Virgil Prime had observed long ago; humans seemed innately to approve of a firm hand and think less of a gentle one. Almost without respect to the matter at issue. It was a fascinating thing about the species, and perhaps one of many indictments against them and their fast-diminishing right to exist in the universe.
“We are a civilian convoy carrying supplies to the Angola Systems. I am transmitting to your ship a complete inventory of all our cargo. You will see that there is nothing on the Transport Blacklist. We are unarmed and in every way in compliance with Peaceful Traffic Treaty 13-A. And, according to the terms of the treaty, if your soldiers come aboard our vessels, without stated probable cause—one that you can later justify in international arbitration—you will be in violation of the treaty.”
Virgil Prime motioned for the microphone to be shut off on their end, so he and his crew could speak freely without being heard by the Rotham.
“He’s got us there,” said Virgil Prime. “The treaty does state that.”
“A convoy of Rotham ships this large in Imperial space, heading for the Angola Systems…” said Commander Junius skeptically. “Something is definitely wrong.”
“Ops, do you confirm receipt of the convoy’s inventory manifest?”
“Roger,” said the ops chief. “The scan of the stated cargo confirms that none of it is on the banned list.”
“Just because they say that’s what they’re carrying doesn’t mean that is what they’re carrying,” said Commander Junius.
“Ops, scan the ships and compare their relative mass against what the computer predicts their mass should be, if the cargo is what they claim it is,” said Virgil Prime. He knew this was what the real Fleet Admiral Tiberon would do, and what the Rotham should expect him to do. He hoped that, whatever they were really carrying, they’d made the effort to make their apparent mass—determined by gravity and volume—match what they claimed to be carrying, or at least close enough to be convincing.
“Aye sir, scan in progress.”
Assuming the Rotham had been clever enough to predict this move, and the scan result came back favorably, then the concerns of the paranoid humans will be assuaged. At least enough to justify letting the Rotham convoy pass unmolested, without me risking my cover.
“Scan complete,” said the ops chief. “It seems to check out. The mismatch between what we measure and what we estimate is less than five percent.”
Virgil Prime nodded. “Very well, inform Nae Z’ryh that his ships may resume course.”
“Belay that order,” said Commander Junius as he shot Virgil Prime an apologetic look. Virgil Prime narrowed his eyes and gave him a stone-cold expression that said this had better be good.
“Sir?” asked the comms chief as he turned around and looked at Virgil Prime for clarification regarding his orders.
“Admiral,” said Commander Junius, in a polite but anxious tone. “We should destroy those ships.”
Virgil Prime felt his heart accelerate but he maintained outward calm. “What did you say, Commander?”
“Sir, with respect, we should fire on those ships. For the security of the Empire.”
Judging from the feeling in the room, Virgil Prime could tell that several of the other humans were of a similar mind. Things were happening inside the Empire, bad things, and none of them seemed convinced that this was business as usual. The king was dead, the various human worlds were declaring in droves for two sides in an imminent civil war, and now a huge convoy of Rotham starships was inside Imperial space. Regardless of how peaceful their intentions seemed, few—if any—believed that the appearance of these Rotham ships was for the good of the Empire. Which meant Virgil Prime had to convince them otherwise, and do so without breaking character.
He cleared his throat then looked Commander Junius in the eyes, making sure his voice was loud enough to be heard by all present, but not so loud as to be mistaken for a dressing down. “Commander, I understand your concern, I share it, but do you hear yourself? If boarding those ships is a violation of the treaty, what do you suppose firing on them is?”
Commander Junius did not reply, though his eyes stared back at Virgil Prime resiliently.
“It would be an act of war, sir,” said Commander Junius soberly. “But the Rotham have already declared Renora as one of their own systems, an Imperial world, sir! And these ships are, by their own admission, heading for the Angola Systems. That is very near Renora. We have standing orders to destroy Rotham ships heading into that sector of space.”
“Orders from whom?” asked Virgil Prime; he knew the answer but was setting up his reply.
“From Queen Kalila Akira.”
“Yes, exactly, from a woman who claims to be the Queen of the Empire. And indeed, to many worlds and starships, she is the queen. But to even more, she isn’t. Dozens of worlds have refused to take a side in the emerging conflict, along with hundreds of starships—including ours. Meanwhile many others openly defy her claim. Even the Imperial Assembly on Capital World, representing every planet in the Empire, refuses to recognize her. In fact, they have declared her an Enemy of the State. Do you really think orders from her are binding?”
“I… I don’t know,” admitted Commander Junius. “But she is an Akira, the last one left.”
Virgil Prime folded his arms and looked at Commander Junius with pity. Using his body language to demonstrate to everyone watching how weak Commander Junius’ argument was, the idea that Kalila’s accident of birth entitled her to command the fleet, despite the government’s instance otherwise, was ridiculous.
It wasn’t quite enough to completely stymie Commander Junius, however. “The Assembly has yet to elect a proper king. Which means the governance of the Empire rests on the shoulders of the late king’s last living heir.”
“There is certainly a succession crisis,” Virgil Prime admitted. “And the Empire is being torn apart into factions. Civil war is coming. That is unavoidable. But if we fire on these Rotham ships, it won’t just be civil war that is stealing the lives of our citizens, it will be foreign war, pitched battle against the mighty Rotham Republic. With things as fragile as they are, would you seriously have us be the ones to spill first blood and start another Great War? Blood of civilians no less.”
This seemed to take Commander Junius completely aback, and to Virgil Prime’s relief seemed to win over the other humans. From their body-language he could tell he’d gotten their attention and made them think twice.
“Sir,” said Commander Junius meekly. “I have family on Renora. Or… at least… I think I do. I haven’t heard from them in a while. And I don’t think Kalila would order us to fire on ships heading to Renora without there being a good reason.”
“There is a good reason. She wants to frighten the Imperial worlds who haven’t yet declared a side to choose her, so humanity can unite against the common threat of the Rotham menace. A threat that, as of now, is only imaginary. But I promise you, if we fire even a single shot, that imaginary threat will transform instantly into a real one. And then there will be war across the galaxy. All Kalila needs is an incident.”
After considering this final point, Commander Junius nodded. “I’m sorry sir. I didn’t mean to second-guess you.”
“It’s quite all right,” said Virgil Prime amiably, but still in a commanding tone. “I value your judgment. Now, Mister Reynolds, if you’ll kindly transmit instructions to the Rotham convoy that they may resume course.”
His subordinates obeyed. Allowing the Rotham convoy to continue on its mission. Unknowingly executing the will of the One True God.



Chapter 11
 

“Sorry for the intrusion, Commander, but you asked us to alert you.” A voice crackled over the comm. “We’re twenty minutes from our destination, at present depth.”
Summers had to blink a few times to regain her bearings. She’d been ripped from an unusually deep sleep. After a moment, the disorientation passed.
The voice over the comm continued, “currently we are at ninety-one percent potential, all systems operating within accepted parameters.” Summers recognized the voice, it belonged to Midshipman Petersen, the Green Shift ops chief.
Summers climbed out of bed and pressed the comm. “Thank you, Midshipman. Is the stealth system active?” She’d given very explicit orders that the ship was to activate stealth and maintain radio silence long before reaching the DMZ.
“Yes, sir,” replied Petersen. “The stealth system is engaged and functioning normally. No one should be able to detect us.”
“Glad to hear it,” she said. Though, truthfully, she’d started to think of the stealth system’s ability to shield them as less of an umbrella and more of a parasol, considering the number of times it had failed to adequately hide them. But, she supposed, it was still better than nothing. So long as she didn’t allow herself to be lulled into a false sense of security.
She changed her clothes and headed to the bridge. By the time she got there, they were about fifteen minutes from their destination, with Green Shift still on watch.
Cassidy Dupont was the first to acknowledge Summers’ presence as she stepped onto the deck. The younger woman gave up the command position immediately and saluted; the others saluted too. Summers returned their salutes.
“Any updates?” asked Summers as she took her seat at the center of the bridge.
“Nothing unusual to report,” said Cassidy. “The nearest ships are common civilian cruisers and freighters. Normal commercial traffic, mostly. We did spot one military convoy of three destroyers, but they seemed to be on a standard patrol.”
“Any sign that they noticed us?” asked Summers.
“No sign. They held course and did not attempt to hail us, or scan us, or anything.”
Summers nodded. “Any comm chatter?”
“Nothing unusual,” said Cassidy. “Not that we picked up anyway.”
Very good. Summers pressed the tips of her fingers together. “Mister Tully,” she turned her chair to look at the fat civilian who occupied the pilot’s seat and wore the comm headset—undoubtedly bending it with his massive head.
“Yes, sir?” He looked back at her, his forehead slick with sweat. Summers wasn’t sure if the perspiration was from jittery nerves, or the result of heat from his many folds of unnecessary insulation that baked him where he sat.
“Please notify the bridge officers of the White Shift to report to their stations on the double. Once they arrive, you and Mister Peterson along with Mister Roy are dismissed.” She turned her chair to look briefly at the other officers. The Green Shift ops and defense officers were still strangers to her. And she was not particularly interested in having them manning those critical posts when the ship finally dropped out of alteredspace. Especially since she was anything but convinced they’d be invisible to whatever hostile ships were out there.
“Right away, Commander,” said Mister Tully. He relayed the orders to the lower decks.
“As for you, Midshipman Dupont,” said Summers, turning to look at Cassidy—who was undoubtedly the most competent officer of the shift. “You shall remain here to observe.” Summers wanted Cassidy to benefit from the experience as much as she could, to help season her as a command officer. And, Summers figured, Cassidy would be useful in a pinch. Her ops knowledge was second only to Mister Iwate Shen. And Summers wasn’t yet convinced that man was ready for duty. During the previous shift, though he’d performed his job adequately, something about him had struck Summers as emotionally or mentally checked out. Considering that they were about to drop into a potentially very dangerous situation, and ops was arguably the most important station on the ship, Summers didn’t want to have to pin all hope of success on Shen. If he showed even the remotest degree of sluggishness or incapacity, she would remove him and instate Cassidy on the spot.
“Aye, aye,” said Cassidy. Summers nodded toward the XO’s seat next to her and Cassidy took the hint and sat. There was no reason for Cassidy to remain standing the whole time, and honestly Summers preferred to have Cassidy sitting next to her than the buffoonish Acting XO. Besides, Miles would need to take the defense post now that she’d dismissed Mister Roy. And Summers didn’t feel like taking the station herself, although she was perfectly qualified. Mister Donaldson was the new White Shift defense officer, and he would undoubtedly report to the bridge with the others, but considering the inherent danger of the situation they were about to enter, Summers preferred to have Miles at the defense post. Sure he was a complete idiot for which the universe owed the human race both an apology and an explanation, but he was also, admittedly, damned sharp with the ship’s guns.
By the time the others arrived, and replaced the Green Shift officers, they were only seven minutes away from their destination. Summers ordered Sarah to keep the ship’s depth and trajectory steady. As expected, Miles whined about Cassidy being “in his chair” but once it was made sufficiently clear that Summers intended for Miles to sit with his big sweaty fingers curled around the ship’s guns, he stopped complaining and took the seat he was most used to. The only place on the whole damn ship he belonged, the only tiny fraction of a reason that even remotely pretended to justify his presence on an Intel Wing starship.
“ETA three minutes,” reported Sarah, giving them reports at regular intervals as instructed.
“Final check, all systems,” commanded Summers. She’d gotten a status report not two minutes prior but it didn’t hurt to check again. Especially since she knew she had to be ready for anything once they dropped out of alteredspace; they all knew it.
“Jump depth ninety-one percent and holding. All systems prepped for alteredspace exit, stabilizers and braking thrusters report ready,” said Sarah. “Comm traffic silent.”
“Shields are unpowered but ready for action,” said Miles, looking more than a bit trigger-happy. “Missiles loaded, guns loaded, and beam weapon is ready to charge. We’re armed to the teeth and ready for a fight, Your Mightiness.”
Summers narrowed her eyes at Miles’ use of the honorific, which was a kind of insubordination in its own way. But she didn’t have the luxury of rebuking him just now. “What about the stealth system?”
“Engaged and running like a champ.”
“Very good,” Summers next looked to Iwate Shen. Who seemed… almost distracted. He had a somber look to him and appeared absent-minded, as if off-in-space somewhere unraveling the mysteries of life, the universe, and everything else, perhaps not ready for action. When he didn’t provide a status report, Summers was sorely tempted to have Cassidy replace him then and there, but somehow she found the patience within herself to give him one more chance. “Mister Iwate,” she said.
“Yes, Commander,” said Shen, snapping back to attention. He shot Sarah a strange look as he twisted his chair to face the center of the bridge. Summers made eye contact with him, thinking there was something different about the man’s brown irises. Almost a hint of redness to them, though it was probably just her imagination…
“Status report,” she said in an even tone.
He spun back to face his computer screens. “All systems are good, critical systems such as defenses and life support are ready to receive auxiliary and tertiary power if needed.”
“Very good, Lieutenant. Make certain you’re ready.”
“Aye, aye, sir.”
“Forty-five seconds,” said Sarah.
“Standby for alteredspace exit,” said Summers. “Keep your eyes on your systems, especially Lieutenant Iwate and Mister Brown.”
“Acting Executive Officer Brown,” Miles mumbled.
Summers ignored him. She took a moment to steel herself mentally, wanting to be ready for whatever situation they found themselves in once they arrived. She then looked over her officers, pleased to see that they appeared ready for action. Sarah was focused on initiating their transition from alteredspace to normal space, and was no doubt standing by to guide the ship into emergency maneuvers should the need arise. Shen seemed checked back in and focused on his computer screens. Miles sat on the edge of his seat, no doubt itching to blow something up. And Cassidy sat next to Summers, clearly eager to help in any way she could. Summers smiled at her, glad to have her presence of mind and levelheadedness as a sort of check against Miles’ idiocy. Mister Donaldson was there too, standing uselessly. He’d no doubt expected to be seated at the defense post since he was technically the current White Shift defense officer. Summers had ordered him to remain in case she needed to remove Miles from the post, or if the large oaf of an officer proved otherwise unable to serve.
“Ten seconds,” said Sarah. “Nine. Eight. Seven…”
Summers locked her eyes to the 3d display. Currently it was blank, except for a projection of the Nighthawk at the center. She wondered what they would see once they dropped into normal space.
“Three. Two. One.”
A splash of stars suddenly filled the window, as if painted by a swift brushstroke.
“We have arrived in normal space,” announced Sarah. “Braking thrusters have fired, current position one-one-three-nine-point two-seven-seven by three-three-six-mark-four by nine-one-nine-mark-one. All stop.”
“Defense systems?”
“Stealthed, shields down, weapons standing by,” reported Miles.
“Ops,” said Summers, “what do we see?” Her eyes flicked back to the 3d display but it still showed blank. Certainly there had to be something out there.
“We are twenty-two point three million mc’s from the local sun. In this system, there are over four million objects larger than one kilometer in diameter,” said Shen. “Composition: silicate rock, nickel, iron, and carbon with trace other elements. The nearest object is seven point three million mc’s away from our current position. Computer confirms we have arrived at the edge of the Kynar Asteroid Field.”
It’s about time, thought Summers. “Do we see any ships?” she asked, wondering if the ships carrying the isotome weapons were still in the system.
“Impossible to tell for certain,” said Shen. “Our scanners haven’t identified any yet, but there could be one or more ships hiding within the asteroid belt. A small starship’s mass would be impossible to distinguish from the asteroids, and visual and radio scans could be equally frustrated. We’ll have to comb through the asteroid field in a circuit to know for certain.”
Summers nodded. “What about alteredspace jump signatures?”
“None that I can detect. Though there are signs that might indicate the remnants of a very faded, or very distorted, series of jump signatures. It is likely that any alteredspace jump signatures have faded beyond recognition.”
Unfortunate but not unexpected. Nevertheless, Summers remained hopeful; she knew the jump signatures of the isotome bearing vessels all coalesced to this point. Which meant someone was here or soon would be, they had to be! Which made this system, and any clues it would reveal, the best lead they had to chase down and destroy weapons far too deadly to be in the hands of mere mortals.
“Very well, commence search of the asteroid field. Lieutenant Winters, accelerate us to sixty-thousand mc’s per second. But slow us down appropriately once we risk striking the debris.”
“You got it,” said Sarah. She still wore her inappropriately cropped uniform, despite her knowledge that Summers disapproved. Unfortunately, a rebuke would have to wait.
The position of the stars in the window seemed to move as the ship changed angle and accelerated.
“I have something,” said Shen. “At least… I think it’s something.”
Summers nodded to Cassidy, indicating that she should go investigate what had gotten Shen’s attention.
“Is it a ship?” asked Summers.
“No,” said Shen. “It’s a radiation source.”
“A weapon?” asked Summers.
“No, it’s a natural source of radiation. There appear to be several small, dense pockets of thorium distributed throughout the asteroid field. Considering the entire field, thorium composes less than a thousandth of one percent. However, near those pockets of thorium, there is enough natural radiation to confuse a starship’s sensors. If there is something near any of the thorium asteroids, something no larger than a starship, then odds are good that a scan of the asteroid field wouldn’t detect it. Even from close range.”
“Even with scopes as advanced as ours?” asked Summers.
“Yes, probably.”
“Perfect little hiding places…” mused Summers thoughtfully.
“Yes, I think so,” said Shen.
“Suppose they are hiding there, either the isotome weapons or the ships carrying them, how would we discover them, if our ship’s scans won’t pick them up?”
“It would take a while but we could do two close orbits, laterally opposed by ninety-degrees, of each significant thorium object and could inspect them visually.”
“You mean we have to look out the window to see if they’re there?” asked Summers. “Detect them with the naked eye?”
“That and use the standard optical telescope,” said Shen. “I’m not saying it won’t take a while. But if they are out there, and that’s where they’re hiding, that is the only way I could guarantee that we would find them. After all, it’s not like they can literally become invisible.”
“True,” admitted Summers. “Though neither can we. If we’re that close, close enough to see them visually, then that means they would be able to see us as well. Stealth system or not.”
“Yes that’s probably true,” said Shen. “The hull of our ship is black and that should help us a little, but ultimately you’re right. If we move close enough to see them, then they will likely see us too. And the element of surprise will be lost.”
“What do you think, Midshipman Dupont?” asked Summers.
Cassidy looked away from Shen’s screen, which she’d been reading over his shoulder, and turned back to Summers. “I agree with him. If there’s anyone out here, that’s where they’d be.”
“It’s a chance we’ll have to take,” said Summers, making a snap decision. “Mister Iwate, program a flight path and send navigational coordinates to Sarah’s console.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Notify all decks to keep a sharp eye out the windows and have the lab activate the optical telescope.”
“Already on it.”
Summers wasn’t sure what kinds of ships would be out there, or indeed if any were out there, and she couldn’t be sure that the Nighthawk would win in a fight, for all she knew they’d be outnumbered. But considering the scope of the isotome threat, there was no other option. She had to risk it, even if it killed them all. But at least she knew the Nighthawk packed a mean punch.
“All decks report ready, and the lab confirms the optical telescope is in position and online,” said Sarah.
“Excellent,” said Summers.
“I have a recommendation,” said Cassidy as she sat back down in the XO’s chair. Summers noted that Shen looked relieved not to be having the other ops officer hovering over him.
“What is it?” asked Summers.
“We could dispatch a probe or two to do the same job. Lessen the time it will take us to search each of the thorium deposits.”
“If they catch sight of a probe, that might spook them and they could flee the system before we have the chance to intercept them,” said Shen.
“Not if we only use the probes to search thorium deposits near our ship. It would accelerate our ability to search the deposits, and any ships, once spotted, would be too close to outrun us and escape.”
“She has a point,” said Sarah. “They’d have to clear the asteroid field before they could jump to alteredspace, and I doubt any of their ships can maneuver these asteroids faster than the Nighthawk. We’d catch them. Provided they aren’t more than… two million mc’s away from us when the probe finds them.”
Shen gave Sarah a strange look but did not object further. Summers took that to mean Cassidy and Sarah had the right of it. “Very well,” said Summers. “Launch two probes and direct them to assist in our search. Make certain they remain within a one-point-five million mc radius of the Nighthawk’s position.”
“Aye, aye,” said Shen.
With that, the extensive search began. Sarah deftly angled and maneuvered the Nighthawk, frequently firing thrusters to accelerate or decelerate the vessel as they made progress through the asteroid field. It was neither larger, nor denser than other common asteroid fields, but any asteroid field was considered extremely hazardous to any starship attempting to traverse it. Fortunately Sarah was expertly trained, and the Nighthawk was an order of magnitude more maneuverable than proper navy warships. Then again, proper navy warships would simply use firepower to carve a path, or else avoid the asteroid field altogether. For Summers and the Nighthawk, neither was an option.
“We’ve reached the nearest thorium deposit,” said Sarah.
“Thorium composes fifty-seven percent of this asteroid,” said Shen. “Two passes around the rock should be enough to know if there is anything hiding in this spot. After that, I suggest we move on.”
“Agreed,” said Summers. “Commence first orbit.”
“Commencing,” said Sarah. The ship swung swiftly around an asteroid that was only perhaps four times the length of the Nighthawk. “First pass complete. Moving to position for second pass.”
“Both probes have reached their targets, thorium deposits two and three,” said Shen. “I am ordering them to commence their first passes.”
“Very good,” said Summers. “Keep me informed.”
“Second pass complete,” said Sarah. “No reports of any sightings from any deck. The lab confirms negative, they didn’t see anything.”
“There’s nothing here,” said Summers. “Move us to the next target, thorium deposit four.”
“Aye, aye,” said Sarah. The ship turned and accelerated. On the 3d display the nearest objects, several asteroids of varying sizes, could be seen projected around the tiny Nighthawk at the center.
“Probe Charlie has completed its first pass. Report negative. Moving to position for second pass,” said Shen. Adding a moment later, “Probe Foxtrot also reports negative on the first pass. Moving to new position for second pass.”
“We are approaching thorium deposit four,” said Sarah. “Slowing to twenty-point three mc’s per second and commencing first pass.”
This went on for some time. The Nighthawk would move to a thorium deposit and perform two swift, opposing orbits. Searching for any hiding ships, containers, caches, anything, and, upon finding nothing, would head directly to the next target. All the while remaining stealthed and praying that whoever was out there, if there was anyone, didn’t see them first. Wherever the Nighthawk went, the two probes were never far behind. Each set to the task of searching the thorium deposits in a like manner.
Come on, thought Summers. Find something. She felt her hands become clammy whenever they reached a new asteroid, or a new report came in from the probes or the lower decks; embarrassed, she’d subtly wipe her hands on the knees of her uniform pants. Making certain to keep her voice calm, stable, and in command, no matter how anxious she felt. Searching the asteroid field was a strange mixture of uneventful nothingness and the anxious belief that a deadly threat was imminent. She had to be ready. No matter how long it took them, no matter how many hours went by, and how tired they became, they had to be ready. With each new pass she felt like she was prodding the action of an ancient bear trap with a stick, waiting for the steel jaws to slam shut suddenly. With who-knows-how-many ships emerging suddenly from their hiding places and converging on the Nighthawk. But no such thing seemed to be happening.
Then, after thirty-seven minutes, they found something.
“Sir, Probe Charlie has a visual,” said Shen, spinning his chair halfway to look at her. “There is a small object parked on the far side of an asteroid thirty-five thousand mc’s from our position. Close-range scan by Probe Charlie indicates metal-matrix composites.”
“A ship,” whispered Summers.
“Maybe,” said Shen. “But whatever it is, it’s an artificial construction made by somebody.” He turned back to his console and seemed startled by an alert on his screen. “The object does not want to be seen; it’s just fired on probe Charlie.” He tapped some controls and his look of worry intensified. “Sir… we’ve just lost contact with the probe. The object is now on our scopes, it’s emerged from its hiding place and appears to be fleeing. Looks like a small vessel, not much larger than a standard shuttle.”
“Intercept course,” snapped Summers. “Fastest safe speed.”
“Aye, aye,” said Sarah. Their view abruptly changed as the Nighthawk turned and accelerated. “We’ll be in weapons range in thirty seconds.”
“I’m gonna charge the beam weapon,” said Miles.
“Negative,” said Summers. “That would only give us away.”
“They’re already running! Obviously they see us so there’s nothing to give away,” insisted Miles.
Summers wondered if that were true. She assumed that their stealth system was still concealing them, but that assumption had proven unsafe in the past… “Mister Iwate,” she said, “is there any indication that the vessel can detect us?”
“Hard to say,” said Shen. “But I think they probably haven’t. I think what spooked them was being discovered by our probe. Most likely they know the probe saw them and transmitted that finding before they could destroy it, so they’re hoping to get out of here before the probe’s owner arrives.”
“Too bad for them we’re already here,” Summers stood up and folded her arms. Watching the 3d display intently. The smaller vessel was now visible, the projection of it looked like a tiny wedge of cheese. Almost overly-simple in design.
“Weapons range in twelve seconds,” said Sarah.
“I’m gonna need to charge the weapon eventually,” said Miles. “If I use our other guns we won’t disable them, we’ll destroy them.”
Summers knew he was right. The other vessel looked too small and too poorly armored to withstand much abuse. Clearly it was designed more for stealth than battle. But Summers also didn’t want to drop cover and reveal the Nighthawk until the last possible moment, in case the other vessel had some trick up its sleeve.
You shall not escape me, she promised it silently, as she stared at its projection on the 3d display. Then she looked to Shen. “Is there any chance they can escape us?”
“Not that I can foresee,” said Shen.
“Weapons range achieved,” said Sarah.
“The vessel does have alteredspace capability, but they would need another three minutes to clear the asteroid field in order to make a jump. And even then, we could stop them,” said Shen.
Summers nodded, content. “Very well, Mister Brown, drop stealth and charge the beam weapon.”
“Hell yes.”
“Lieutenant Winters, match their course and speed. If possible, maneuver us directly into their path.”
“Aye, aye.”
“We are now visible,” Shen reported. “The other ship has changed course; it is accelerating.”
“Adjusting to match,” said Sarah. “They’re smaller and more agile, but I promise you we can handle anything their pilot throws at us.”
“Very good,” said Summers. “Mister Brown, lock onto them but hold fire.”
“Hold fire?”
“Just do it.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
“Lieutenant Winters, transmit the following message. ‘This is the Commander of the IWS Nighthawk to unidentified vessel, heave-to and prepare to be boarded. Resist and you shall be fired upon. This is your only warning.”
“Message sent,” said Sarah.
“Any change?” asked Summers, hopeful. It was always better to do things the peaceful way if the option was available.
“None,” said Shen. “The ship appears to be holding course, fast as it can. They’re trying to clear the asteroid field and jump.”
Summers let out a sigh. Very well. “Mister Brown you may fire at will, just remember you are shooting to disable, not destroy.”
“With extreme pleasure, sir,” he flashed her a grin and then focused intently on the weapons display. A bright light flashed, visible through the window as the Nighthawk’s beam weapon slapped the other vessel. Scarring it black and disabling its engines, as well as some other systems no doubt. It was too far distant to see the other ship out the window, but on the 3d display the damage was obvious. Summers only hoped they hadn’t hit them too hard. Most likely, they were only truly useful to her alive. Assuming the ship was being manually piloted.
“Direct hit; they’re no longer accelerating,” reported Shen.
“Hold fire,” ordered Summers. Much to Miles’ disappointment.
“They are adrift, multiple systems offline. Including life support.”
“Board them immediately,” said Summers. “We need them alive.”
“Commencing docking operation,” said Sarah.
Summers tapped her direct line to special forces. “Captain Pellew, we are about to board a disabled vessel. Its life-support is failing so time is of the essence. All aboard are to be taken alive.”
“Understood, Commander.”
“And, if found, any isotome weapons are to be destroyed immediately.”
 

***
 

“Is everything ready?” asked Rafael.
“Almost,” said Calvin as he finished inspecting the fighter-bomber he’d selected for the mission. It was more agile and stealthy than any of the shuttles belonging to the Black Swan, though far less maneuverable—and therefore more vulnerable—than any of the Black Swan’s primary-role fighters. But, unlike most of those, this vessel had an alteredspace drive.
“Are you satisfied, sir?” asked one of the flight officers. He and a team of technicians had prepared the fighter-bomber according to Calvin’s instructions. Though Calvin made it a habit to personally inspect any fighter-class vessel before plunging it into open space. Even the tiniest crack or bit of broken armor or compromised window would be the end of him.
“Yes, I think so,” said Calvin, after a moment. He’d inspected the entire outer hull, checked all of the instruments, and verified that the cargo the Black Swan’s people had loaded onto the craft was indeed what he’d asked for. Everything seemed in order.
Normally Calvin would prefer a primary-role fighter over a fighter-bomber, especially since a handful of the Black Swan’s fightercraft came equipped with alteredspace capability. However, after some careful consideration, Calvin had chosen this vessel because of its significantly larger cargo capacity. Once the ordnance was removed, the payload hold could fit a surprising amount of supplies, including food, medical equipment, small arms, tactical gear, etc. He still hoped to rendezvous with the Nighthawk for supplies and crew, but in case that proved impossible, and he and Rafael had to handle this mission alone, he was stocking all he needed from the Black Swan now. The odds were against them either way, but at least this way they had a fighting chance. Or so Calvin hoped.
The flight officer saluted. “Sir, my orders are to see you off at once.”
“Yes, I know, time is critical,” said Calvin. And he had no intention of remaining aboard the Black Swan any longer than he needed to. It was an interesting ship, a mighty hulk leading a host of warships that was undoubtedly the largest military force Calvin had ever seen. But what made him bitter was the thought that many, if not most, of these ships would soon be destroyed, in a worthless series of battles against fellow Imperials.
“Shall we go aboard then?” asked Rafael. He stood next to Calvin, eye-patch still covering his vacant eye-socket. Rafael had been promised an ocular implant to replace his missing eye. Though it was doubtful his eyesight could be restored considering the damage to the nerves—less than fifteen percent chance—a proper implant could at least restore the appearance of his face. But the Black Swan’s medical facilities hadn’t had time to perform the operation. Calvin had allowed Rafael the option to stay and have the procedure, but Rafael had chosen instead to go with Calvin and assist in any way he could. Even though he knew full-well that the longer he waited to do the procedure, the less likely it was that his sight could be restored. But, as some small consolation, the stubs on his hand had been replaced by two artificial fingers which the medical staff had successfully connected to Rafael’s nerves. They weren’t quite as dexterous and responsive as natural fingers but at least they looked perfect.
“You go aboard and get all the systems prepped for flight,” said Calvin. “I’ll join you in a minute.” There was something he had to do first.
Rafael nodded and climbed the ladder to the cockpit of the fighter-bomber. Unlike Rotham fighters, which without exception were drone starfighters flown by remote, nearly all Imperial fighters required a crew of at least one human pilot. Partly this was for archaic reasons, but partly too it was because of the fear that instructions by remote might be intercepted, or have a time lag—however small—or that the drone starfighter could be compromised and taken control by an enemy. Calvin didn’t know how justified such concerns were—an ops specialist would be better able to consider the technical implications, they were beyond Calvin’s expertise. All he knew was that he was personally grateful the Empire still preferred manual fightercraft since he’d begun his career as a military pilot.
This particular fighter-bomber was designed for a crew of four, three pilots and an ordnance specialist, but two people could fly the vessel so long as they didn’t need to fire any of the advanced weapons. Calvin and Rafael wouldn’t miss that, since they’d only be launching their own supplies at their target should they open the payload firing doors.
“Sir, I’ll notify the bridge that you are about to embark and get the flight deck prepped for depressurization,” said the flight officer.
Calvin nodded. They exchanged salutes and went their separate ways. As the flight deck operators scrambled to prep the deck for imminent launch, Calvin headed to one of the flight deck control stations. He picked one that was behind secure glass, where he wouldn’t be heard, and immediately ordered the officer manning the post to “go take a break.” Since Calvin was a lieutenant commander in full uniform, and the station operator was only a midshipman, convincing him was easy. As soon as he was alone, Calvin input the codes to connect to a kataspace channel so secure that he was one of only a few anywhere in the galaxy who knew the codes.
“Come on, pick up,” he mumbled as the computer tried to connect him. He made certain that the computer wasn’t set to record the substance of his call, but there was nothing he could do about the fact that it would log that a kataspace message was sent. He’d been tempted to wait until he and Rafael were safely away before making this call, and do it from his fighter-bomber, but thought it was a lot more likely the call would be accepted if it originated from one of the most powerful, and famous, ships in the galaxy. Rather than a meager fighter-bomber support craft. Which would almost certainly be ignored.
After a few seconds, a familiar voice sounded through the headset. “A secure hail from an alpha-class dreadnought, very interesting,” said Grady Rosco. “Now tell me, just what in hell do you want from me?”
“Grady, it’s me.”
“Calvin Cross? The famous Executor of the Empire, well looks like you’ve got yourself a fancy new starship.”
“Look I don’t have a lot time, so I’ll get right down to it. Do you still have connections in the DMZ?”
“The Rosco Family has connections everywhere.”
Not a very helpful response. “What about inside the Alliance?”
“Some,” said Grady Rosco, sounding less enthusiastic. The mere mention of the Alliance seemed to bother him. “That’s deep Khan territory.”
“So is that a yes or a no?” asked Calvin.
“Like I said, some. We have to keep tabs on those bastards somehow. Why do you ask?”
“Remember that favor you owe me,” said Calvin. The same favor that he’d tried repeatedly to make them forget, the same favor that they technically owed his father—who’d turned out to still be alive, though the Roscos didn’t need to know that…
“Yeah, I remember. Are you finally going to let us square our debt with you?”
“It’s time. I’m calling it in.”



Chapter 12
 

There had been two people aboard the craft. And the way Pellew told it, it had proven almost a contest between them to see who could surrender first. With their ship disabled and life-support failing, understandably neither had been too keen on the idea of being marooned in an asteroid field. Now they were in the brig with their hands in restraints, just in case they proved smarter than they looked.
Summers doubted either prisoner was particularly dangerous. One was an old man who sweated a lot and struggled just to walk a brisk pace, the other was as scrawny as a man could be without looking like a complete skeleton. Whatever small arms they’d possessed had been confiscated by Pellew’s soldiers, and both had been thoroughly searched. Now they were behind a forcefield. The security measures seemed almost comically extreme. Both men looked weak, Summers guessed she could lift heavier weights than either of them, but she knew looks were often deceiving. Far too much was at stake, with isotome weapons on the line, so she intended to communicate total superiority and take no chances whatsoever, no matter how slim.
“What do you want us to do with them?” asked Captain Pellew. He stood at Summers’ side as they gazed through the forcefield, studying the prisoners like bugs behind glass. The skinny one stared at the floor but the old one would meet their gaze from time to time, though he never held it for long. Eventually his wrinkled face would turn away.
Summers gestured for Pellew to follow and she stepped out into the hall, where the prisoners could not hear.
“We will question them,” said Summers, once the door was shut. She believed these two men represented their only clues as to the whereabouts of the isotome weapons, so she wanted to be thorough and exact in their interrogation. Especially since no isotome weapons had been found aboard the disabled ship—indeed none would have fit, the vessel was too small it turned out, after space had been allotted for crew, life-support, and an alteredspace jump drive. Which begged the question of what these men were doing here. And if they even had anything to do with the isotome weapons at all.
They’d better, thought Summers. Convinced it was too much of a coincidence for them to be here in this obscure place, where all of the isotome signatures coalesced, and in hiding to boot. No doubt they were involved, clearly up to something, the question was, how to extract that from them. Summers considered gentler tactics against rougher methods: from bribing the prisoners into sharing their information to the use of fear and torture to make them spill their guts—physically if necessary. As a rule of principle, she had always been categorically against torture. But as she stood here, trying to decide how to proceed, and knowing that billions of lives likely depended on how she handled the situation, she found it increasingly difficult to care about the ethical treatment of prisoners.
“What are you hoping to learn exactly?” asked Pellew, folding his arms.
“These men are going to lead us to the isotome weapons.”
“I thought as much,” said Pellew. It was obvious to Summers, however, that Pellew was hoping to glean more information from her than that. I’m sorry, Captain, she thought, but I have no new insights to give. But hopefully these men will.
“I’ll oversee the interrogation,” she said. “Separate them, convince them that the other is cooperating with us. Make it clear that the reward for cooperation is kinder than the alternative.”
“And that any refusal to cooperate is quite… undesirable,” said Pellew knowingly.
“Exactly,” said Summers. As a defense officer in the navy, and later a command officer, she’d never gone through the rigors of learning to properly interrogate a prisoner, but she had studied a great deal of math—it had been her minor at university—and it was a concept from math that she wanted to employ here. The aptly named Prisoner’s Dilemma. “If we do this correctly,” she explained. “The prisoners will do the calculus for themselves and decide, individually, that the risks of not cooperating are too high, and that the only rational thing to do is to cooperate with us, so long as we make them believe it is likely the other has flipped. And the incentives are properly arranged.”
Pellew nodded. “I understand.”
Summers hoped so. But, just in case, she would make certain to supervise this process herself. Pellew could ask the questions, but Summers would listen to every word. And make certain the strategy was correctly employed.
“And what if they don’t flip?” asked Pellew, a menacing look in his eyes.
Summers sighed, not wanting to even consider that possibility. “They’ll flip,” she insisted. “They have to.”
“But if they don’t?”
Summers hesitated. This wasn’t an order she wanted to give, but she knew, if that situation arose, there would be no alternative. “Then we do whatever it takes to make them flip.”
Pellew looked her squarely in the eyes. “Yes, sir,” he said.
They set it up.
The skinny prisoner was kept in the brig, the old one was taken to Special Forces HQ on deck one. Each was made to believe they were being interrogated simultaneously, Pellew even made sure to mention repeatedly that “if your friend gives us this information before you do, the deal’s off” and similar rhetoric meant to keep the pressure on, but in truth Summers and Pellew focused on the skinny one before the old one was even asked a single question.
At first, the scrawny one resisted. But once the picture was clear to him that he had no friends out here and the only thing of value he had—with which he could barter for his life—was his information, he spilled what he knew. Once they’d bled what they could from him—which to Summers immense relief was intelligence and information and not literal red ooze—Summers and Pellew proceeded to deck one and repeated the process with the old prisoner.
This one didn’t even try to resist. Sometimes he even answered Pellew’s questions before the special forces captain could ask them, anticipating what would be of value. Sometimes he was right, sometimes he wasn’t—and ended up wasting time prattling off useless information about his family and so on that was of no value or relevance whatsoever—but at least he cooperated. His aged brow sweated so much during the interrogation that Summers was sure the man would dehydrate where he sat, shriveling up into a heap of dried, wrinkly sponge before their eyes. Fortunately that proved not to be the case.
When the interrogation ended, Summers was satisfied. She had the old prisoner removed from HQ and returned to the brig. Once she and Pellew were alone in his office, they took opposite seats around his desk and began to compare notes.
We should have had the skinny one down here and kept the old one in the brig, Summers thought. The carpet was wet from where the old man’s sweat had dripped off him like rain, as was the surface of the table where his ancient sweaty palms had rested, ghost-white, as he pleaded for his life.
Pellew seemed not to be bothered. “As far as I can tell, except for a few minor details, their stories seem to match.”
Summers thought the same thing. She looked at the notes she’d taken, knowing that both conversations had been recorded and it would be wise to compare them side by side, but from the notes she’d written during each interrogation, the basic narratives offered by both prisoners seemed to corroborate one another.
“Let’s see… They work for someone named Zander,” said Summers. “They were here in the system waiting to relay a message to the Enclave. The message is: ‘Zander will transfer The Cargo personally to the Enclave,’ but neither of our prisoners knows what exactly The Cargo is.”
“It’s obvious, The Cargo is the isotome weapons stockpile,” said Pellew.
“I quite agree,” said Summers. Though technically they didn’t know that for a certainty, no matter how evident and likely it seemed. “Which means we need to intercept this Zander and destroy the weapons before he transfers them to the Enclave.”
“The Enclave is a secretive group of vampire-like bastards that live in hiding in the DMZ. I know a whole pack of them live on Tybur.”
“Yes, I remember,” said Summers, recalling the post-mission debriefing.
“All I’m saying is, these are some dangerous people—if you can call them people—and the isotome weapons would be extremely dangerous in their hands.”
“They’re extremely dangerous in anyone’s hands,” said Summers matter-of-factly. “That’s why we must destroy them.”
“Right,” said Pellew. “But you didn’t let me finish. What I wanted to add was, even though the Enclave is dangerous, I don’t think the Enclave plans to use the weapons. If I recall, when Calvin and I met with Samil on Tybur, he told us that the Enclave was selling the weapons to the Rotham Republic. We destroyed those weapons. So maybe, to get back into the Rotham’s good graces, they’ve arranged to buy the rest from Zander and sell them to the Rotham. Which would be very bad news for the Empire. A Rotham fleet with no resistance from the Empire—because of our civil war—would already be a devastating thing. But a Rotham fleet with isotome weapons ready to be brought to bear?”
Summers pursed her lips. Pellew had a very good point, and it was indeed a grim thought. But she didn’t want to allow herself to think it would ever come to that—because she would not allow it to happen. Should things dissolve to such a state, there would indeed be no hope. Which was why they needed to focus on the here and the now, and not speculate about the what-if’s, and quash the threat immediately. “What matters now is that we know who has the isotome weapons, and it isn’t the Enclave. Not yet anyway. For now they’re in hands of this Zander. And when he attempts delivery to the Enclave, it’s possible he’ll have the rest of the weapons—the whole lot of them—in the cargohold of a single ship.”
“And if we destroy that ship, we rid the galaxy of the isotome weapons once and for all,” said Pellew.
“Yes, if we have no other option, that is definitely on the table,” said Summers. “However I would prefer to board the ship and visually confirm that the weapons are there before we destroy them. If possible we should count them. Calvin’s intelligence suggested to me that there were originally thirty isotome weapons; half were confirmed destroyed on the surface of Remus Nine, and half remain unaccounted for. If we seize Zander’s ship and detonate the weapons manually, inside the hold of the ship, we can know for certain how many of the fifteen remaining weapons are destroyed. Hopefully it will be all of them.”
“Those numbers are based on the word of one individual,” said Pellew. “I was there, I remember. When we were on the ground on Remus Nine we counted fifteen isotome warheads. The contact there—who was working for the Enclave and expecting to sell the weapons to the Rotham—told us that half the weapons were in the silo and half were elsewhere.”
“Yes I recall,” said Summers. Again, she hadn’t personally been there. But she did remember the intel meeting afterward, and she’d made certain to familiarize herself with every new scrap of information the Nighthawk’s people had uncovered. “And from what I remember, the contact told that to Alex, while believing him to be an agent of the Rotham Republic, so I doubt he told a lie.”
“Perhaps,” said Pellew, still seeming unconvinced. He looked back down at his notes. “For delivering the message to the Enclave, both of our prisoners were to be paid by Zander’s people an amount equal to twenty-five thousand q, half up front and half after performance. And both prisoners claimed that Zander was not to retrieve them afterward, that their business with him was complete and they had instructions never to see him or attempt to speak to him again. In fact, they claim he gave them no means by which they could even contact him to report on the success of their mission.”
“Yes,” said Summers. “That matches what I have. And our prisoners don’t know much about Zander, apparently he’s very secretive. But they know that he’s human, and that he’s male, and that his ship is a seven-year-old Endelvian Corporation cruiser called The Duchess. They also don’t know much about the Enclave, just that they were to wait here for a ship called Hunter Six, one of a series of ten Hunter ships, specially-designed by the Rotham Advent to be undetectable, so long as the ship is moving.”
“Surely their stealth can’t be better than ours,” said Pellew. “No doubt these prisoners were exaggerating.”
Summers shrugged. She kept hearing about how advanced and state-of-the art the Nighthawk’s stealth system was, but based on what she’d seen in Abia, and in the Vulture Nebula, and in Remus System, plenty of ships had been able to counter the Nighthawk’s stealth system without much trouble. Perhaps they’d been the exception, very special cases with very special, extremely rare and expensive detection equipment installed. But all the same, Summers was far less confident in the Nighthawk’s ability to fly unseen than she had been when she’d first stepped aboard.
“I mean, if the Hunter ships are so undetectable, how were our prisoners supposed to recognize them and deliver their message?” asked Pellew.
“According to them, they said the Enclave ship would find them, and hail them. They only had to wait.”
“And you believe that?” asked Pellew.
“I don’t know,” said Summers. It seemed plausible enough to her. But she wasn’t a starship engineer, and for that matter neither was Pellew, so neither of them was qualified to really say if the intelligence was good. She would send the recordings of the interrogations to the lab for analysis but for now all they knew for certain was that the stories the prisoners had told them had aligned on this point. Which would have to be good enough for the time being. “At least they gave us something, we know what Zander’s ship looks like.”
“And we have a list of places Zander’s ship made port while these two were aboard. If we keep eyes on those places, then when a ship matching Zander’s shows up, we’ll know and we can interdict it.”
“Assuming he makes port again before transferring the weapons,” said Summers. She liked Pellew’s idea, it was certainly a necessary course of action to take, but she wasn’t satisfied that it would prove enough. While it was true that every ship needed to make port periodically, most starships carried enough supplies that, with a working life support system, they could go several months before absolutely needing to make port. It was rare to go so long without making port, no starship captain would want to run the risk that a critical failure is developing in an essential systems, one that could leave him dark and stranded in the great void of space, or cause his ship to self-destruct upon alteredspace jump, but it was possible that a captain who didn’t want to be seen might risk keeping his vessel exposed to the elements of space for longer periods without docking. It seemed rather likely to Summers that Zander would not make port again before transferring the weapons, assuming the transfer was indeed meant to happen ‘soon.’
“What else would you suggest?” asked Pellew.
“We keep an eye on this asteroid field; if it’s true that the Enclave is coming, we can get a fix on this Hunter Six ship and maybe capture it too.”
“Board the Enclave ship? And if by some miracle we succeed in capturing it, what then?” asked Pellew. He was obviously against the idea. Perhaps the thought of throwing his soldiers—many of whom were mercenaries and not true military professionals—against the likes of type two Remorii. Regrettably, Summers knew, such fear was justified. If Calvin’s story had been true about the ISS Trinity, then anyone trying to fight hand-to-hand against the Remorii would only be lambs charging into a gruesome slaughter, unless they had sheer overwhelming force. But still, Summers felt she had to exercise any option, no matter the risk, if it meant a shot at eliminating those damned isotome weapons.
“I don’t know,” she said, after a moment’s thought. “We have to do everything we possibly can.”
“I agree,” said Pellew. “But there’s no reason to tie the Nighthawk down here to this spot, waiting, hoping to see a ship that we might not even be able to detect, and then attempt a capture operation that we probably couldn’t even successfully execute. Especially when that doesn’t even accomplish any clear goal.”
“No clear goal?” Summers stared at him in surprise.
“Yes,” said Pellew. “Suppose we did capture the ship, what would we do with it? What’s the goal?”
“We would tear it apart for answers.”
“And find what?” he pressed her.
“I don’t know. Interrogate the crew? Find out where this Zander is and take him out.”
Pellew looked skeptical. And, truth be told, Summers didn’t blame him. “We’d have an easier time finding Zander on our own, through other means, and getting to him before the Enclave does,” said Pellew.
“Yes, that would be ideal,” said Summers. “But there is no guarantee that we’ll find him in time.”
“There are no guarantees in the universe of any kind anyway,” his eyes danced off hers with surprising certainty. “We can only do our best. That is all. We must destroy the ship we just captured and move away from here before the Enclave shows up.”
“Destroy it?” Summers didn’t like the idea of getting rid of an object that might provide more information, and might ultimately generate some kind of lead. Though she wasn’t sure how.
“What would you have us do?” asked Pellew. “Leave the ship here derelict for the Enclave to find. Then, when they see the battle-damage, and note that there is no crew aboard, that will help us how exactly? Maybe they’ll alert Zander and decide to get the weapons from him sooner, or spook him into going even darker than he already is. Make him disappear completely.”
Summers knew he was right. But still… “If they find the debris of the ship, won’t that make them just as suspicious?”
“Not if we destroy the evidence so completely that there is nothing for them to find. Or perhaps we should deliberately crash the vessel into a large asteroid, make it appear that the crew made a fatal piloting mistake. Stranger things have happened in asteroid fields.”
“I suppose…” said Summers reluctantly.
“Honestly the best thing we could do would be to leave the prisoners on their ship and let their failing life-support finish them off. They’re of no use to us anymore.”
“That is completely out of the question,” snapped Summers.
Pellew’s eyes probed hers. As if testing. After a moment, he nodded. “You’re right, the battle-damage on the ship would still give away that something had gone down and the Enclave would be just as suspicious. We’ll have to destroy the ship. Either run it into an asteroid or blow it into such small pieces they would defy detection.”
She wasn’t convinced. There had to be something more they could do than search for Zander. Too much was at stake. But Summers found herself at a loss, at least for now. And she’d wasted too much time sitting in Pellew’s office. It was time to take action.
“We know the make of Zander’s ship and a few places he makes port,” said Summers. “We should send that information to the Queen immediately. Maybe she can put all of her ships on alert, make some sort of dragnet to scour Imperial space. We should tell Calvin too.”
“And Raidan?” Pellew looked at her.
“Raidan too,” Summers said, despite the unpalatable taste that formed in her mouth when she said his name. “Everyone needs to know. So everyone can be looking. Everyone we trust not to tip Zander off, that is.” It felt strange to connect the words trust and Raidan. But at least she could be reasonably sure that, despite whatever plans Raidan had, he wasn’t working with Zander. And he didn’t want the isotome weapons to exist anymore than she did.
At least that’s what she told herself…
 

***
 

“Jump successful,” said Rafael. “We’re now in alteredspace. Maximum safe potential.”
“Excellent,” said Calvin as he adjusted some controls to improve their alteredspace stability. It was a strange, almost haunting sensation to stare out the cockpit and see total darkness in every direction. Knowing all that separated him from alteredspace was a thin layer of transparent material that, despite being stronger than steel, seemed like nothing. Like it wasn’t even there.
It was just as strange to think they were tearing through galactic space at full keel when it looked and felt in every way like they weren’t moving at all. Like the fighter-bomber was a mere insect trapped in an endless ocean of black, sticky tar. It was far from his first alteredspace flight, but somehow being in the cockpit of such a tiny craft, he felt that much closer to the unnerving starless emptiness. And he wondered if this was what death was like.
“So are you going to tell me why we’re going to Aleator, or are you going to make me guess?” asked Rafael.
Calvin had chosen to remain tight-lipped about his plan, and the arrangements he’d made, until they were clear from the Black Swan and away from the queen’s fleet. But now he was at liberty to open up. And if he and Rafael were to have any chance of success with this mission, he knew they would need to trust each other implicitly. Fortunately Rafael had already proven himself a hundred times over, as far as Calvin was concerned.
“We’re going to Aleator so we can get help from the Roscos.”
“Aren’t they a family of gangsters?” asked Rafael, sounding more curious than critical.
“Yes they are,” said Calvin. “And remember that when we’re there. We need to watch each other’s backs.”
“I understand. So, how are they able to help us with our mission, exactly?”
“The Roscos have connections inside the Alliance. Not great connections, but more than you and I have. They can tell us what they’ve heard from their people, give us some kind of picture of what to expect when we get there, and they can help furnish us with the means to slip inside Alliance space unnoticed. Give us a ship, new identities, and an alibi.”
“That would be really helpful,” said Rafael. “Since I get the feeling that, if we show up uninvited to Alliance space in an Imperial fighter-bomber… the Alliance military might not react favorably.”
Calvin knew that was true. Which was why, should the Roscos fail to supply him with a more suitable ship, he and Rafael would have to pin their very lives on the meager hope that the fighter-bomber was small enough to escape notice. Though Calvin understood the chances were overwhelmingly against them. Which was why he needed to make certain Grady delivered on his promises.
“I remember we went to Aleator not too long ago,” said Rafael, apparently wanting to make conversation. “When we were pursuing the Harbinger. I know you and a team went aboard. I also heard through the grapevine that you ran into some trouble.”
Calvin recalled the roar of gunfire that had echoed through the corridors of Aleator One, and the pale face of his slain ghost lying in a pool of his own blood. Having died in the performance of his duty, trying to protect Calvin. He’d been a special forces soldiers… what was his name? Calvin felt awful that he didn’t remember. He thought of the other bodies that had littered the floor of Aleator One—Jacobi and the CERKO soldiers. A lot of people had ventured into the great beyond that day.
“It’s a dangerous place,” was all Calvin felt like saying in response. So he changed the subject, knowing they had more work to do. “We need to get a message out to the Nighthawk, through a secure channel. Set up—” he was interrupted by a series of beeps from Rafael’s controls behind him. “What is it?”
“Looks like they beat you to it,” said Rafael. “Message coming in, source confirmed: IWS Nighthawk.”
“Patch it through,” said Calvin. Curious why they would be calling him. He supposed it must be urgent if they had gone through the trouble of getting the fighter-bomber’s kataspace credentials from the Black Swan. His curiosity was definitely piqued.
“IWS Nighthawk to multi-role support craft Theta-Theta-One-Nine-Six,” Summers’ familiar voice crackled over the speakers. Calvin couldn’t help but smile when he heard it. “Please identify, over.”
She wants to make certain it really is me, thought Calvin. “It’s damn good to hear your voice, Summers,” said Calvin. It occurred to him that he hadn’t spoken to her since boarding the Ice Maiden. It made him miss the Nighthawk all the more.
“Hello, Lieutenant Commander,” said Summers in a tone that was made to sound surly, but he could tell she was secretly happy to hear him too. “If your voice didn’t give you away, your lack of kataspace protocol certainly would have,” she added.
Same old Summers. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” asked Calvin. He decided he would wait to hear her news first before sharing his message.
“We are currently pursuing a man named Zander who is thought to have the isotome weapons in his possession. I am transmitting to you the make of his suspected ship and a list of ports and systems he is known to frequent. My intention is to intercept him and destroy the weapons before it’s too late.”
“What do you mean, ‘before it’s too late? Before what’s too late?” Calvin hoped she meant that in general terms, that she wanted to destroy the weapons before anyone could even contemplate using them, but he feared she had knowledge of a more imminent threat. That some intel had revealed a star system was marked for death and it was a race against time to save the many inhabitants. Calvin couldn’t help but imagine the screams of billions of people suddenly thrown behind a curtain of death as their local sun violently destroyed itself, taking them with it.
“Our intelligence indicates that Zander plans to transfer the weapons to the Enclave.”
“And the Enclave will give the weapons to the Rotham military,” said Calvin glumly. Remembering that had been their enemies’ original plan, back on Remus Nine. He was certain the promise of star-destroying weapons had been the currency the Enclave had used to purchase Rotham help in fulfilling whatever dark design they had for Tybur and the rest of the Alliance.
“We don’t know if it’s for the Rotham military for sure,” said Summers, though she didn’t sound hopeful.
“But, if you had to make a bet on it…”
“It does seem like a reasonable possibility,” Summers admitted.
“And you can bet if the Rotham military gets their claws on those weapons, they’re going to use them,” said Calvin. “And probably against us.”
“Yes,” admitted Summers, almost weakly.
“Thanks for the update,” said Calvin. It sunk in again exactly how massively important the Nighthawk’s current mission was, and that gave him second thoughts about his plan to divert them temporarily to Aleator so he could borrow some of the crew and supplies. If that delay, however slight, proved to be the difference between intercepting the isotome weapons and not, the price would prove far too dear.
“I only hope next time I contact you, it is with better news,” said Summers, sounding forlorn but stubbornly undefeated.
“This Zander,” said Calvin. “Do you know where he is going to be? Are you en route to intercept him?”
“Unfortunately no,” said Summers. “We have that list of places I mentioned, ports and so forth, and the queen has made arrangements to keep eyes on each of them… but, until we get some inkling of a lead, we’re just sitting here waiting. Holding our breath that Zander’s ship will be sighted.”
As he listened, Calvin scanned through the list of places she’d sent him. Starbases, stations, and supply yards where Zander was known to make port. Most of them were civilian owned and operated, very few were military outposts, and almost all were around fringe worlds near the DMZ. In fact, the majority were not truly that far from Aleator…
“That is all the news I have for now,” said Summers. “Good luck to you, Calvin.” It was clear she was about to close the channel.
“Summers, wait,” said Calvin. He debated one last time if he should risk diverting the Nighthawk to Aleator or not.
“Yes?”
Calvin decided to go for it. “Set course for Aleator, I’ll meet you there. It isn’t too far away from any of the outposts on this list, so if you get word that Zander’s been seen then of course you have to immediately change course and pursue that lead. But in the meantime, while we’re all just waiting, you should make for Aleator.”
“Okay,” said Summers, sounding guarded and curious in equal measure. “Why Aleator?”
“I’ll explain in person.”



Chapter 13
 

“…and from this position, I accept the solemn charge to defend the Empire and all her citizens. To do whatever is necessary to preserve our glorious union! Whether you are a worker in the Kisho Mining Belt or a trader braving the stormy tempests of deep space; whether you are a grower raising food from the farm worlds of Gennaiodoria or a laborer toiling in the shipyards of Pisceous Major, you have my solemn word. My fervent pledge. I shall watch over you. From the farthest reaches to the innermost core systems, from the endless stretches of The Corridor to the bustling skyways of Capital World, I shall protect and defend you. I shall serve you and guide you. I shall end this civil war. You have my promise and my vow, as guardian of our civilization. As the Steward of the Empire, I shall guide our fleets to victory, I shall restore order, I shall serve justice upon our enemies both at home and abroad. And out of that justice, I shall return the peace. The time is fast approaching when—”
Kalila switched off the display. She’d seen quite enough of Caerwyn Martel’s fat face and his cunning, evil eyes.
“Not interested in watching the rest of the pronouncement, then?” asked Captain Adiger. Normally he would be on the bridge but Kalila had asked him to her office to watch the broadcast with her. As soon as she’d heard that Capital World was airing a maximum priority message to all Imperial ships and worlds, she knew it was going to be something that would infuriate her, and having Adiger’s collected presence would help. She’d been right. Together they’d watched fifteen minutes of Caerwyn’s posturing, pompous rhetoric and Kalila saw no point in enduring any more of it.
“If I never see or hear that man again, it will be quite too soon,” she said.
Adiger nodded, clearly in concurrence.
The more she thought about it, the more upset it made her. For no good reason. “It’s fitting that they made him ‘Steward of the Empire,” she said. “It’s a shamelessly invented, made-up, crackpot position that appears exactly nowhere in the Articles of the Imperial Charter. It’s exactly as legitimate as he is.”
“I’m sure Imperial citizens everywhere will see through the charade as you do, Your Majesty,” said Adiger.
Kalila was not so convinced, but she appreciated the sentiment behind his words all the same.
Adiger continued his attempt to raise Kalila’s spirits. It was kind of him, but ineffective. “Even though it was broadcasted to the entire Empire, I’d bet most people aren’t even watching it. And those who are—”
“Let them watch,” snapped Kalila. “What difference does it make…” If her subjects could be won and lost over a few flowery words and spectacularly empty promises, then there wasn’t any hope to cling to anyway.
“It won’t make any difference,” said Adiger. “Not in my estimation. All the speeches in the universe couldn’t help him. He could pull roses straight from his ass—pardon the language, Your Majesty—while live-broadcasting and no one would be impressed. Caerwyn and his lackeys in the Assembly can pass all the motions they wish, and pretend to have all the power they want—they could pass a resolution declaring themselves the Eternal Gods of the Sun for all the good it would do then. But ultimately this war will turn on military success. And once we serve him a platter of bitter defeat on the field of battle, the news will spread far and wide. And his support will erode and evaporate.”
Kalila nodded. Trying hard not to be pessimistic. She had every reason in the universe to oppose the Assembly, and every right to maintain her claim to her father’s throne, to seek the justice his blood cried out for. The same justice her own dear siblings deserved every bit as much. For truth’s sake, it was the very justice the Founders of the Empire themselves cried out for it from their graves. She knew it! And whether it was part of some divine plan or merely some cruel jape of the universe, it had fallen upon her to make certain justice was done.
She never wanted this burden, certainly she’d never wished for it, but it was hers all the same. And if she did not salvage the Empire, and excise the corrupt branches and restore the tree to health, then no one would. And it would die. And the Rotham and Polarian vultures would scavenge the corpse, preying on the decaying remains of humanity, until there was nothing left.
I cannot accept that, she made herself remember. I will not!
“And don’t forget we received word just before the Assembly’s broadcast that the Taurus System and all its resources stand firmly by our side,” said Adiger.
That had been some good news, at least. Kalila hoped dearly that the Assembly’s broadcast had done nothing to change that fact. She needed the Taurus System, just as she needed the other worlds that had declared for her.
“The fact that the Assembly has chosen an executive leader—no matter how illegitimate and stupid—does present a danger,” she said thoughtfully. “Until now, their fleets have been disjointed, split up into mostly defensive positions. Now, however, they have someone to answer to, someone with the power to organize them and attack. Making our worlds vulnerable.”
Adiger nodded. “That is so.”
“And most of the worlds that have declared for us are in the Cheluna Ring and the Mu and Tenebris Clusters, are they not?”
“They are.”
“And many of those systems are within close striking range of the Apollo System…”
Adiger seemed to connect the dots. “If the enemy maintains a fleet in the Apollo System, several of our worlds are vulnerable to repeated assault and frequent harassment. That would require us to tie down a serious portion of our forces defensively, greatly diminishing our offensive capability…”
“Exactly,” said Kalila. The Apollo System was a multiple-star system with no habitable planets, but due to its central location the Empire had constructed an impressive series of shipyards, outposts, and supply yards that could field and support a large military force far away from the main worlds. Because there was no livable planet in the system, there were no Apollo members of the Assembly, and there were no citizens or civic leaders to officially declare a side in the conflict, but Kalila’s knights had informed her that the military leaders currently managing the Apollo Yards were, unfortunately, taking orders from the Assembly. And that was not an acceptable arrangement, not if she had any hope of defending her sworn systems.
“So long as the Apollo Yards remain in enemy hands, our systems are far too vulnerable. They demand protection but I cannot protect them all, not without dividing our forces into such small fragments that the Assembly will need only a broom to sweep us all away,” said Kalila. “The only way to protect them, and still keep our fleet together, is to remove the system from enemy control. Which is why I suggest a preemptive strike.” She paused to let the words sink in.
Adiger seemed to like this idea, though he tempered his enthusiasm and his reply was one of caution. “If we draw first blood in this war, it is possible the Assembly will use that for their own benefit. Make new propaganda portraying you as ruthless, as the one who started the violence. Then, the bloodier it is, the more damaged your reputation will be in the eyes of the Imperial public.”
“Which is precisely why it must not be very bloody,” said Kalila. She regretted the idea of spilling Imperial blood, no matter how justified, and she was also patently aware of the threat looming just across the border. She’d sent Calvin Cross to investigate, to see just how imminent the specter of Rotham invasion was, and she hoped desperately that the rumors would prove ill-founded, but she was not foolish enough to think the threat was empty. If she allowed the Imperial fleets to become so depleted and destroyed from internal conflict, eventually the Rotham would invade and start seizing Imperial worlds. They’d always been an aggressive people, and they coveted nothing more than a golden opportunity. She only hoped not to serve it up to them.
“How do you expect it not to be bloody?” asked Adiger. “If we attack the Apollo Yards, you can be certain that the Assembly will defend them vigorously. From a strategic vantage, the Apollo System is the most valuable card in the enemy’s possession. Except for Capital World itself.”
“Yes, they will defend the system,” admitted Kalila. “So long as they anticipate our attack. Which is why we will leak intelligence, and make every pretense, to convince them we are attacking Olympia instead.” She’d thought long and hard about this, and discussed the strategy at length with her truest knights.
“Olympia is one of the most-populous systems that has sworn allegiance to the Assembly,” said Adiger thoughtfully. “If they think it’s in danger, they’ll have to defend it.”
“And it’s far enough away from the Apollo Yards that, by the time they realize their error and rush their forces to defend, the Apollo Yards will already be under our control.”
Adiger nodded. “I like it,” he said.
Kalila resisted the urge to smile. She knew it was a good plan, she didn’t require validation on that score, but it was still pleasant to hear. Adiger was a man for whom she’d always held the highest degree of respect, particularly with regard to matters of military strategy, so it meant a lot to hear him approve of the plan that she’d personally thought up.
“We will hand the enemy their first defeat, and that defeat will be heard far and wide,” said Adiger. “And we will do it with minimal loss of life.”
“That is my hope, Captain,” said Kalila. “That is my dearest hope.”
 

***
 

If he listened carefully, he could hear the distant echoes of the screams—along with the muted whine of alien rifle-fire accompanied by the faint thumping of bodies crashing onto the hard, metal deck of the Waeju Canton.
As fast as he moved, however, Samil never caught up to the fighting. He ran through the corridors—as quickly as his old, broken body would let him—not sure where he was going but knowing he had to get away, to hide somewhere, anywhere that wasn’t here. But, no matter where he went, he couldn’t escape the grisly signs of what was happening.
Bodies littered the floor. Some were soldiers, Alliance security personnel who’d been taken unawares, but most weren’t. Most were civilians. Samil had never had much love for the Alliance, their citizens were naïve, ignorant, paranoid, and xenophobic. But they were people all the same. Human beings. And somehow, no matter what side of the conflict they were on, there was just something profoundly upsetting about the sight of women torn to pieces and children lying with their heads burned and bodies melted…
As he stepped over the corpses, Samil tried not to look. Tried not to let the immediate reality of what was happening sink in. This isn’t real, he told himself. This isn’t happening.
Puddles of blood stained the walls and the deck. Most of the dead, mercifully, seemed to be the victims of Rotham hardware. Gunned down by Rotham Teldari commandos and Khan soldiers as they fled every which way. Their bodies were scarred and blackened where they’d taken fire, and indeed some of the corpses were still burning, clothing aflame—not a sight he wished to see, nor one he’d soon forget. But it was mercy compared to the other bodies. The savage, butcherous handiwork of the Enclave Remorii had been swift and extreme. Whole limbs had been torn from bodies, flesh had been ripped from necks by razor-sharp teeth… and a few of the corpses seemed even to have been drunk dry, rotting bloodless and pale.
It was all he could do not to gag and vomit as he scrambled through the rooms and corridors. Plugging his nose tight. Wishing he could cover his eyes…
When he’d run as far as he could, and his legs threatened to give out beneath him, he collapsed against the wall to catch his breath. Panting desperately, he felt a warm sting well up in his eyes and, though he tried to fight it, the tears flowed. Like a storm without warning, pouring down in droves and buckets.
He sobbed for a long time, long after he’d caught his breath the waters kept coming. He thought of his pitiful, miserable life. All the people he’d wronged. Most especially Calvin, his sweet little boy, and Olivia, the tender, lovely woman who had adored him so deeply she would have moved the planets themselves for him, if he’d asked her to. And yet I cheated on her. And left her. And abandoned her… The deals he’d made. The friends he’d betrayed. The money, always the money…
And for once, Samil Cross didn’t value his own life. For a brief moment, he stopped caring whether he lived or died. It no longer seemed to matter what happened to him. And suddenly it sank in, then and there, just how small and insignificant he was. A mere flickering of a matchstick in a great, vast, black whirlwind that had existed long before he’d ever been conceived and would remain long after he was gone. Even the brutal slaughter here, the countless thousands of lives who were being butchered at this very instant—an ocean of blood compared to his meager five liters—were nothing compared to the great black whirlwind. A little brighter than his single matchstick, perhaps, but the endless void awaited to swallow them all just the same. Numbers made no difference. Life, when it got right down to it, was just a stall.
And then he heard it. Suddenly and abruptly. The ominous sound of silence. The screaming had ceased. The gunfire quieted. No banging on the walls. No bodies crashing to the floor. No yelling or crying or wailing. Just… silence. Broken only by the slight hushed hum of air circulating from the vents. He closed his eyes, shutting back the tears that still wanted to flow, and listened to the nothingness. Is it over? he wondered.
As if in answer, he heard footsteps approach from behind, fast and light. And instantly his fear returned, seizing him by the throat, and his sense of self-preservation took command. He whirled around to face the threat.
“Well look what craven, sniveling fool I find hiding in the corridors,” said Nicu.
Samil felt his throat tighten even more. Out of everyone in the Enclave, Nicu was the last Strigoi he would ever want to see. He was the most vicious, the most ruthless, and without doubt the most evil.
“It is only fitting that the First should be the one to discover what happened to the mighty Savetnik,” said Nicu with a wicked smile. The First… in Samil’s mind, Nicu was still only the Second. After all, that had been his identity for years. Since the very beginning of the Enclave. But recently he’d taken the mantle of First upon himself by brutally murdering the true First before the entire Enclave. Because of that dark display, they’d accepted him as their new leader.
“You seem unusually silent,” said Nicu with relish in his voice. “What’s the matter, Savetnik?” His eyes glowed blood red and Samil found himself at a loss for words. He began to tremble and he could hear his own heartbeat, as the weakened muscle throbbed harder and louder than he ever thought possible.
“I—” Samil tried to speak, but no words seemed able to follow.
“You what?” Nicu seemed to enjoy the look of terror frozen on Samil’s face. His eyes stared at Samil with hunger and his smile showed a glint of his jagged, reddened teeth. He stepped closer and Samil tried to take a step backward, only to be stopped by the wall. “Are you going to confess?” asked Nicu. “Are you going to admit there’s a tremendous weight of guilt pressing down on you?” asked Nicu. As he said the word ‘pressing’ his arms flew forward and he took hold of Samil by the shoulders, slowly pushing him harder against the wall. Samil felt like his bones would break.
“Stop,” he said weakly. “Please.”
“Why should I?” asked Nicu, pressing even harder. Samil yelped in pain.
“Please stop!”
“Admit what you’ve done!” snapped Nicu. “Admit it!”
“I don’t know what you’re—”
“Yes you do!”
“I don’t, I swear—”
“Lies! I know what you did. Admit it. Admit it and the pain will stop.” Nicu’s fingers dug into Samil’s shoulders as he pinned Samil even tighter against the wall.
Samil heard something snap as he let out a cry. “All right, ALL RIGHT!”
Nicu relaxed his grip but the pain didn’t go away. They stood face to face, mere inches away, and Samil could smell the disgusting stench of death and corpses on Nicu’s breath. The First’s red eyes glowed; his gaze seemed to see everything. Even Samil’s most guarded secrets.
“Say it,” said Nicu. “Just say it. Tell me what you did.”
“I sent it,” whispered Samil.
“Sent what?”
Samil wanted nothing more than to hold his tongue. To say nothing. Odds were good he was a dead man anyway. So why not deprive Nicu of the satisfaction? But unfortunately, the pain was too intense. And the fear and despair were so thick and palpable that it seemed a miracle Samil was managing to remain conscious.
“I sent a warning to the Najamnik,” he confessed, finding more courage with every word.
Nicu’s eyes narrowed. “I knew it.” He let go of Samil’s shoulders and curled his fingers around his neck. “You always smelled of treachery to me…”
“The Empire will defend itself,” said Samil, scraping his insides for any ounce of defiance he could muster. “You’d better believe it. And you can tell your Rotham overlords that anyone and anything they send against humanity… will be completely and utterly destroyed.”
“Maybe the Empire fights, maybe it doesn’t; makes no difference to me,” said Nicu. “We honored our part of the arrangement and now the Republic must too. It’s just a pity that you won’t live to see our glorious day.”
Samil took a deep breath, and he realized in that moment that he’d always known he was a goner. That he’d been a dead man all along. Since the moment he’d chosen to transmit that warning, he’d known—deep down—that pressing send was no different than signing his own death warrant. At least he felt some small measure of peace in the knowledge that his final act had not been a selfish one. True, it was probably not enough to undo a lifetime of selfishness. But at least it was a hell of a way to go out. And now he could die hopeful that he’d protected his son. His only living child. The only meaningful contribution he’d ever made to the universe. Forgive me Calvin. Forgive me Olivia.
“Any last words, Savetnik?” asked Nicu. “Before I end your miserable existence?”
“Just this,” said Samil. He spat in Nicu’s face.



Chapter 14
 

Being surrounded by complete darkness does strange things to a person, thought Nimoux.
When they’d first thrown him into the solitary confinement cell it had felt like a good thing, it meant relief from the beatings. He’d taken several blows to the chest and face, each designed to maximize pain not cause permanent injury. They’d wanted him to suffer for the stunt he’d pulled, for being absent at lockdown roll call. He’d staged it as an accident, made it seem as if he’d tripped and struck a rock, dazing himself. And that was the role he played. He was a semi-amnesic victim of an accidental head injury.
Some of the guards believed him, some didn’t, and those who were skeptical had made certain to communicate that point to him. The blows to the face and chest had the bite of granite and Nimoux wished he’d had something to alleviate the pain.
He endured remembering that he’d taken worse abuse before, and experienced greater pain. Indeed he carried much more difficult anguish inside him daily, all he had to do was summon up the faces of the three officers he’d chosen to kill during the Altair mission back on Korrivan. The details of their faces were lost to him now and seemed more like vague shadows, specters haunting his memory, but the feelings were as potent as ever. As was the feel of the resistance on the trigger when he’d pulled it nine times, systematically executing three fellow officers—innocent people—in order to protect his cover and satisfy the larger mission…
When he thought of the regrettable action he’d taken, the choice he wished endlessly that he could unmake, the sting of the guards’ punches felt like almost nothing by comparison. He managed his breathing, slow and deep, and embraced the pain. Pretending in his mind that it was justice for the crimes he’d committed. That had helped considerably. But when the guards had finally stopped wailing on him and instead tossed him into the black cell, he’d been relieved. At first.
In there, in the blackness, without even enough space to stand, he waited. The pain waited with him, it was the only company he had. That and the silence. Broken only by the sound of his own coughing.
On the first day, he’d waited all of ten minutes for the guards to come back for him and provide medical treatment. When it was clear none was coming, he knew he’d have to take care of himself. His jaw hurt the worst and, as he inspected it gently by probing it with fingers, he could tell it was slightly misaligned. That it’d been dislocated. He knew that meant he should avoid trying to open wide. And that he needed to get it re-set.
With no light, and no assistance, and no pain medications to help him, and very minimal medical training, he used his thumbs to force his jaw back into alignment. To his surprise, the intense pain proved only the second most difficult part. Through the use of breathing exercises, meditation, patience, mental fortitude, and a whole hell of a lot of discipline, he was able to cope with the pain.
The tricky part ended up being his jaw muscles themselves. They were stronger than he realized and tended to tighten up, frustrating his efforts whenever they did. When that happened he had no choice but to take a break, check his breathing, and meditate more. Trying to lower his heart-rate and relax his muscles. Then, when he felt he was as close to finding his center as he was likely to get, he’d try again. On the fifth or sixth try, he succeeded.
The dislocation hadn’t been as serious as it could have been, and he considered himself lucky that he’d been able to get his jaw back into place. Now he knew he needed to avoid opening his mouth wide and let his jaw heal gently for the next several weeks. Provided he survived that long.
For the first two days, he thought he managed to keep track of the time rather accurately. Not to the minute, perhaps not even to the hour, but he had a reasonable approximation of how long he’d been in the black cell. He’d always had a rather finely tuned internal clock and, based on the frequency that they slid him food and water through the tiny trap door, and the number of times he’d had to relieve himself on the cold metal bucket, he figured he had a fairly exact idea of the time. Unfortunately, the planet’s rotation was not the same as standard time, which made his calculations more difficult, and as the days and perhaps even weeks stretched on, with no light, and no sign of what time of day it was. He knew his estimate became progressively less accurate, until he had no estimate left at all.
At least the pain had lessened. Even if the utter silence, bleak darkness, and complete solitude were beginning to affect him. It was a peculiar experience, a kind of torture even, and something that he’d never want to repeat. He found himself getting anxious at odd times, for no reason. His meditation seemed less and less effective at helping him manage and organize his thoughts, and his breathing exercises seemed not as powerful as before at helping him maintain his calm.
Buried deep inside him was a tiny, terrified voice that wanted nothing more than for him to shout, at the top of his lungs, scream that he wanted out. To beg, hoping one of the guards was listening and would take pity on him, but he knew such an action would be either useless or detrimental. Depending on whether or not anyone was listening.
After a time, he even caught himself thinking aloud, mumbling to himself. It was a habit he tried to break as soon as he realized he had it, but one that seemed to persist as he lay in the darkness. Turning from side to side, trying to stay comfortable in the cramped environment.
When his body felt up to it, he began a regimen of exercise. There wasn’t much he could do. He couldn’t stand and run, not enough room to even dream of doing that. But he could do pushups and, to an extent, work on his core doing very small crunches and other similar exercises. If he angled his body just so, he could even work on his legs.
Every day, between bouts of meditation, he would do whatever physical training he could. It helped him manage the pain, and the stress, and most importantly, it helped him cling to his sanity.
It was worth it, he tried to remind himself over and over. Perhaps a thousand times a day. It was worth it. I know where I am now. Gamma Persei Three. Now all I have to do is get a message out, and I can get off this godforsaken rock.
He repeated the same cycle. Slept when he felt like it. Meditated when he could marshal the mental focus. Exercised when he was able to. Over and often and again. It felt like years went by, though Nimoux knew that couldn’t possibly be so, and a part of him believed that the guards intended to leave him here forever. Feeding him just enough to draw out his end… A prisoner driven mad by the darkness, and the solitude, and the inability to stand. A wild desperation flashed through him, tempting him to put a premature end to it all. To open his own artery. To leap to the finish rather than suffering the long road. What, ultimately, would be the difference? If both roads, long and short, took him to the same destination anyway.
He was able to muscle down such thoughts and force them into submission. Reminding himself of who he was, and what his purpose was. He felt unworthy to be alive, at times, considering that it should have been him who ate those bullets on Korrivan, not the three victims. But if anything justified his continued breathing, it was the need to get out of here and warn the Empire. Warn them that there were dangerous imposters in high levels of power, imposters who undoubtedly had the worst interests of the Imperial public at heart. Lives would be lost, wars fought, and who knows what else, if the imposters were allowed to have their way. Nimoux took some small comfort in the knowledge that Calvin Cross was out there and seemed to be aware of the conspiracy at play, and was fighting against it. But Nimoux felt an urgency to get out there himself and join the struggle.
Must keep fighting. Must fight. Must fight until the end. No. Giving. Up.
Then, one day, in a flash of light and a screech of metal against metal, the door opened a crack. And, for the first time in weeks or months, Nimoux could see. He squinted, his eyes at first unable to handle the light, little that it must have been. He looked at himself. At his naked body and the lingering remains of the worst of the bruises. Next to him was the tangle of soiled clothes he’d removed. It was clear that he’d lost some weight but, thanks to his exercises, his body hadn’t atrophied as badly as it might have.
He rubbed his face, feeling the long beard that he’d grown. It wasn’t truly that long, in candid honesty. But for someone who always kept himself clean shaven, it felt long. Certainly it was the longest it’d ever been. Indeed it had grown long enough to compensate for the patchy unevenness that normally showed in his stubble. Strangely the soft whiskers had become as much a companion to him as the darkness.
“Prisoner Number Two-Two-Seven, are you still alive?”
It was the first human voice, other than his own, that he’d heard in a long time. And, although it belonged to one of his captors, a man that Nimoux considered to be an enemy, he still relished the sound.
“Two-Two-Seven, are you alive?” the voice repeated. “If you’re dead, then I don’t understand why the food keeps disappearing.”
“I’m alive,” said Nimoux, his voice barely a croak.
“Two-Two-Seven, you may come out now. Do you want that?”
“Yes,” said Nimoux, feeling more hopeful than he believed was wise.
“And will you miss lockdown roll call again?”
“No, sir,” said Nimoux submissively, ready to say whatever his captor wanted to hear if it meant a chance to get out of the black cell and feel the sun again. His rebellious spirits had been beaten down some by his nightmarish stay in solitary. “I will not.”
“Very good. Now follow my instructions exactly. Crawl out on your belly. Then stand and put your hands on your head. Do you understand?
“Yes.”
The door opened the rest of the way. Letting in more light. Nimoux’s eyes had adjusted enough that it no longer hurt and he didn’t have to squint so much. Once the door stopped screeching, Nimoux started to crawl forward, toward the light. For the briefest instant he wondered if he was actually dead, and if this was the light at the end of the tunnel that people so often spoke of in metaphor. Perhaps it was literal.
Obviously I’ve been trapped in this cell far too long, my brain has gone to mush…
He crawled out of the cell and slowly rose to his feet. There was a guard standing there, baton in hand. “Remember, hands on your head,” the guard barked.
Nimoux did as he was told, placing his hands flat against the back of his head. It felt good, and oddly strange, to be standing fully upright. His back ached and he felt lightheaded, but his joints thanked him.
“Naked,” said the guard, looking rather amused. “They always go in with clothes and come out naked,” he shook his head. “All right, now move. That way,” he pointed his baton toward a doorway. Nimoux walked slowly, following the guard’s orders. All the while reminding himself that he was on Gamma Persei Three, and that he had a plan to get out of here. He just had to put up with a little more abuse, exercise a little more patience, and he’d be home free.
The guard marched him through a short maze of corridors in what must have been one of the largest of the prison’s portable structures, and then out into the yard. The bright hot sun licked his pale skin with its fiery tongue, and burned his eyes, but it was an oddly welcome unpleasantness. He’d missed the light, and the heat, and most of all the open air. So he didn’t mind that he was marched across the yard, hot sand burning his feet, stark naked in front of all the other prisoners—no doubt to make an example out of him. It was still better than rotting in the black cell another day. Or month. Or eternity—which was how any further amount of time would feel.
After they’d marched him across the yard, they took him inside another of the portable structures and issued him new clothes to wear. A blue, prisoner jumpsuit, just like the garb he’d removed in his cell. Except fresh and clean. At least by comparison. There was no prison staff assigned to do any laundry, rather the prisoners were forced to do it themselves. And had only cold water at their disposal, no soap, and no means of drying the clothing except for the hot air of the prison yard. But it sufficed. And compared to the soiled rags that had lived next to him these past several… who knows how long, the new jumpsuit felt like a spotlessly clean, warm, lavender-smelling quilt.
Once he was dressed, they sat him down in the guardroom of the Command Station and grilled him for a few more minutes. Wanting to frighten him into further submission with additional threats that, should he ever miss lockdown roll call again, the punishment would be far more severe.
Despite the guards’ efforts to intimidate him, their decision to bring him into the guardroom proved unexpectedly useful. While he was in there, pretending to be terrified for his life and completely submissive to his captors, he spotted the X-H kataspace all-purpose “pedestrian” transmitter he hoped to steal. He also got the chance to examine the Command Station’s corridors and make a tactical assessment. Once they had grilled him to their satisfaction, they discharged him from special observation. Which meant he was just another one of the prisoners again. Only when he was back outside, this time with shoes on his feet, did he feel like himself once more.
Gamma Persei Three, he reminded himself. That knowledge cost me. He touched his jaw, which still hurt when he moved it. It cost me but it was worth it. Now to finish directive three.
 

***
 

Shen knew he should go to sleep. It wouldn’t be too many hours before it was White Shift again and he’d be back on the bridge. But still, as he sat at his desk, intentionally not looking at his bed, he couldn’t find it in himself to want to sleep.
If I sleep then I’ll dream, he thought. And if I dream, it will be one of those dreams…
He hated those dreams. Even feared them. Though the scenery was always different in his dreams, the theme was always the same. And Tristan would inevitably be there. Watching. Sometimes beckoning or calling for Shen to go to him. Most times Shen didn’t. Choosing to just stand there staring emptily at Tristan’s glowing red irises. But sometimes Shen did answer the call. And whenever he did, the dreams became violent after that. Sometimes Shen would watch as Tristan slaughtered people. And sometimes it was Shen who did the dark deeds. His mind would blank and he’d be taken over by the feral bloodlust, a pure irrational instinct. And in the blink of an eye he would transform into the monster he feared he truly was, deep inside.
Eventually he always woke and breathed in sweet relief that it had only been a dream. But he couldn’t help but wonder how long he could say that, that it was only a dream. How long before the dormant monster came out in the daylight? No longer chained to the land of dreams. The dreams occurred with such frequency now that he dreaded sleep and only resorted to it when he was absolutely exhausted. Fortunately he seemed to need far less sleep now than he used to.
He massaged his foot, surprised that it had completely healed, and his eyes fell upon the remnants of the bloodstains on his carpet. He’d scrubbed and scrubbed and removed most of the blood, but some traces remained. Hints, like echoes, to remind him of what he truly was. He thought of how easily he’d smashed the alarm, barely even aware of his own actions… he recalled vividly the thoughtless, mindless, horrifically violent husks that roamed the surface of Remus Nine and wondered, for the millionth time, if he was transforming into one of them. He imagined himself terrorizing the halls of the Nighthawk, and being put down by a firestorm of bullets from special forces, ripping him apart, blowing him into pieces. Tearing him to shreds. Will that be my end?
The chime rang. Someone is here? Shen was surprised, a glance at his new alarm clock told him that it was twenty-three-twelve hours. Anyone who knew him knew that he was a White Shift officer and should be asleep by now. He was tempted to ignore the call and continue sitting at his desk, staring blankly at the wall, but his curiosity got the better of him. And he walked to the door. The peephole camera revealed that it was Sarah.
Shen felt a flutter of excitement but it vanished quickly once he reminded himself that Sarah was undoubtedly only here to express pity, and that she’d tried to call on him several times now. His instinct was to ignore her, like he’d done every other time. He knew that opening that door was little different than opening his heart to further ache and injury. It was better to keep his distance—better for both of them.
But he knew he couldn’t ignore her forever. And he did feel miserably alone. And then, before he even processed what was happening, he found himself taking a deep breath to soothe his nerves and opening the door.
“Shen!” said Sarah, looking almost surprised to see him. Perhaps she’d caught on to the fact that he’d been ignoring her.
“Hello,” said Shen. He moved aside and Sarah entered. The door closed behind her. He motioned for her to take a seat at his desk but she chose to sit on the foot of his bed instead. Normally Shen would have felt self-conscious to have anyone see that his bed was unmade and that his living space was such a mess—especially Sarah—but right now he didn’t care even a little. This was how he lived. And if she wanted to judge him for it, then so be it.
“Shen, I’m so glad I finally caught you when you were here,” said Sarah. “Sorry to call on you so late. I know you were probably asleep.”
“It’s all right,” said Shen. “I was having trouble sleeping anyway.” He sat down at his desk and turned the chair to face the bed.
“So was I…” said Sarah. She gave him an earnest look and then glanced away, suddenly, as if unable to make eye contact. Shen knew something pressing was on her mind, and a tiny part of him wanted to ask her about it, and to comfort her. But he reminded himself how she’d rejected him, and how he’d become a monster, and the inclination slipped away. Leaving him content to sit in awkward silence until Sarah spoke again.
“I—” Sarah began, she looked very uncomfortable. Like she was having a plethora of second thoughts. Shen forbade his curiosity from getting the better of him, but it did anyway.
“What is it, Sarah?” he found himself asking, in a kinder tone than he intended. His eyes combed over her mahogany-brown hair, smooth skin, and chocolate eyes and he felt like he was in the presence of a goddess, not a woman. He suppressed his feelings of desire. She rejected me, he reminded himself. And she was right to do it. I’m a dangerous monster.
“Shen, I’m just so happy to see that you’re all right and healthy,” her eyes glistened.
And there it is, thought Shen. Sarah’s sympathy. And her pity. Just like I expected… He was about to say something dismissive, something that might encourage her to leave and take her unwanted pity with her, when she said something he never expected to hear.
“I was wrong, Shen.”
“What?” he asked, confused.
“Look, I know that things haven’t been the best between us, since… well, you know,” said Sarah, seeming to struggle for the right words. “And I’m sorry. Believe me, I am. And I’m just as confused by everything as you. But, when you went down there, down to Remus Nine, and you almost didn’t make it back. And… it looked like we were going to lose you, that I would lose you… I don’t know…” she looked at him, almost pleadingly, and then her eyes darted away; she was obviously struggling.
“Sarah,” said Shen gently. “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I really don’t.”
“I’m sorry to hear tha—”
“Shen, go out with me,” she said the words suddenly, sharply, and with obvious difficulty.
What? Shen thought, unable to even vocalize his confusion. What just happened? Had she really asked him, just now, to go out with her? Him? Shen? Did Sarah have a head injury? Had she gone blind?
Her eyes met his and it was clear she expected an answer. Shen swallowed hard. Feeling momentarily delirious, almost drunk on the moment. He’d fantasized about this very situation a hundred-thousand times. It’d been the feverishly wonderful yet hopelessly impossible daydream that had been on his mind for over two years. But that had been before. Back when he’d been human. And normal… or, at least, as normal as he could be. Now, though, now he was a monster.
What a cruel reality this is, he thought. When the very thing he’d always wanted was so very close to him, almost tauntingly so, and yet forever beyond reach.
“Well?” pressed Sarah.
Shen glanced away. Thought of the alarm clock he’d smashed, thought of the dreams that kept tormenting him—the savage, feral wildness that was undoubtedly a part of him, using his dreams to express itself. Buried for now, but certain to come out eventually. And when it did… Sarah didn’t deserve to be there to see it. Or experience it firsthand. She deserved better. Certainly there was no way he could ever be what she needed.
He met her eyes as he spoke. “Sarah, I… I don’t think that’s a very good idea.”
She looked surprised, but stubborn. “Come on, Shen, let’s give it a try. What have we got to lose?”
He looked at her sadly. If only she could understand… “I’m sorry, Sarah, but… the answer is no. I can’t… I’m not that guy.”
Her eyes narrowed and he couldn’t tell if she was more hurt or more angry. Sarah dismissed herself and disappeared from Shen’s room. He didn’t follow her. Nor did he let his eyes watch her go. Even though a tiny part of himself begged and pleaded with his mind, urging him to take it back, to take her in his arms and hold her and comfort her. To embrace everything he’d ever wanted. But another part of him couldn’t help but imagine what would happen when it wasn’t the alarm clock that he thoughtlessly struck with full force as he awoke from a night terror. What if it was her instead? He just couldn’t allow himself to take that chance.
I’m sorry, Sarah. I really am.
 

***
 

As Sarah hurried back to her quarters, she felt like a perfect idiot. What had just happened? She almost couldn’t get her mind around it. She had actually gone out on a limb for Shen. Why would I do that? she wondered. She’d never had those feelings for him before. And certainly that wasn’t the conversation she’d rehearsed in her mind—she hadn’t gone to his quarters to ask him out.
What was I thinking? As she hurried back, practically racing to get to the privacy of her quarters, she felt tears threatening to break through. And she honestly couldn’t say whether she was more hurt or more surprised. Or more angry.
She made it inside her quarters before she exploded into tears. The whole situation upset her, and the fact that it bothered her at all—enough to drive her to actual tears—only upset her further, and made the tears worse. She collapsed onto her bed and buried her face in her pillow. Wondering why she even cared at all.
I never liked Shen. Never, ever, ever. Never!
No matter how much she repeated it in her mind, it did precious little to comfort her, and seemed untrue besides.
I pick real winners, don’t I? She thought of the men on the Nighthawk who’d actually managed to excite her feelings. First there had been Anand, who left and was now trying to murder them all. Having completely snapped. Then there was Pellew, the special forces captain who, on top of being as self-centered and unsympathetic as they come, had proven himself to be a total sociopath by flushing a civilian crew to their deaths in open space without showing the slightest hesitation or hint of remorse. But at least he was handsome, which was more than she could say for Shen.
Shen… overweight Shen, with more doubts than confidence. He’d never been even the tiniest bit interesting to her. Not before. And yet, he’d always been there. He’d always supported her. And been her friend. And had tried so hard. And then, when she thought he was going to die, after his stupid act of bravado that had almost cost him his life—which he’d only done to impress her anyway—something became different.
Something had changed in her. And something had changed in him too, it seemed. And Sarah didn’t like it one bit.
“Lights off,” she croaked and her room went dark. She closed her eyes and promised herself that, as she drifted off to sleep, she wouldn’t think of Shen. Not even a little.



Chapter 15
 

“We’re now back in normal space,” reported Rafael from the copilot seat behind Calvin. The report was unnecessary, Calvin could plainly see that the view around them had filled with stars. But Calvin appreciated Rafael’s attention to duty all the same. As a general rule he’d rather be overly informed than under.
“Very good,” said Calvin, “I’m going to move us closer to the Aleator One station.” He found the platform on the nav computer and locked onto its position in orbit around the large red planet. “Standard approach, sixty-thousand mc’s per second. Keep your ears open for any comm traffic. We should be hearing from a sentry ship any second now.”
“There’s a lot of comm traffic,” said Rafael. “It might be a minute before we hear from that sentry ship, they’ve got their hands full.”
Calvin did a short-range scan and saw what Rafael was talking about. Normally Aleator space was reasonably well organized and patrolled, the Roscos disdained chaos, but right now there were about ten times as many ships as usual coming and going, or else parked near the Aleator platforms.
“It makes sense,” said Calvin, after thinking about it for two seconds. “With greater instability in the Empire, and the fear of civil war, a lot of people have fled to Aleator to escape the chaos.”
“Or to profit from it,” said Rafael. Calvin knew he was right. As their fighter-bomber passed a larger, ruthless-looking vessel that was sitting idly in space, Calvin thought of the smuggling or trafficking operation that it was undoubtedly here to perform, and it reminded him just how much humanity needed the Empire.
“Stay alert.”
“I’ve got something,” said Rafael immediately. “Incoming message.”
“From a sentry ship or from Aleator One?”
“Neither,” said Rafael with a smirk. “It’s from some strange ship called the Nighthawk—yeah, I’ve never heard of it either.”
Calvin smiled. “Patch it through.”
“It’s good to see that you finally made it,” said a woman’s voice over the speakers. It was familiar but not who Calvin had expected.
“Cassidy?” asked Calvin.
“Yes sir,” said Cassidy. “I’m Acting Third Officer now, Green Shift’s officer of the watch. But don’t worry, I’ve notified Commander Presley of your arrival and she is on her way to the bridge.”
“Thank you,” said Calvin, “please inform the pilot to send coordinates and begin a docking operation with this vessel.”
“Aye, sir.”
“And tell the commander I’ll speak to her once I’m aboard.”
“Understood.”
He closed the channel. Feeling more than a little surprised that Cassidy, a meager midshipman, had been raised to the position of Acting Third Officer. He didn’t doubt Cassidy’s ability, though he still somewhat resented her for siding with Summers over him way back when. And certainly Sarah or someone else of higher rank was more worthy of the position of Third Officer. Hopefully this wasn’t an indication that the ship had lost more of its dear crew than he’d thought… He wondered what other strange changes Summers had made in his absence.
“Coordinates received,” said Rafael.
“I see them,” said Calvin, checking the readout on the computer. He adjusted their position and heading accordingly. As the fighter-bomber adjusted to its new course, Rafael informed him that they’d finally gotten the attention of Aleator.
“A sentry ship has been dispatched and is closing on our position, I think…”
“The sentry ship looks more like a cargo-vessel refit, doesn’t it?” asked Calvin with a slight grin.
“Yes sir.”
Same old Aleator… It felt strange to think that he hated this system so much, with all it had done to him and his family over the years, how he’d always despised it for stealing his dad from him, and how he’d hated the fact that the Roscos kept trying to repay him for some favor they owed his father, and yet now here he was, eager to cash in on that favor after all. And just maybe, it would prove the difference between saving the Empire and losing it. Damn Roscos…
“Message from Aleator One,” said Rafael.
“Patch it through.”
“Looks like you made it in one piece, Calvin,” said Grady’s voice over the speakers. “Go ahead and dock with my sentry ship Armadillo; she’ll take you the rest of the way.”
“Actually, I need to dock with the Nighthawk first. But as soon as we’re ready, my team and I will come directly aboard Aleator One. And in the meantime you’ll keep a docking port cleared and ready for us.”
“Of course,” said Grady. “Whatever you say. Anything for a friend of the family.”
The comm closed and Calvin slowed the fighter-bomber, stopping it once the vessel had attached. Because the Nighthawk had no hangar, and therefore nowhere for the fighter-bomber to land, Calvin had to align the fighter-bomber’s emergency hatch with one of the Nighthawk’s external hatches. It was a fairly straightforward operation and, once pressurization was achieved, he and Rafael crawled through the side hatch and onto the deck of the Nighthawk.
“Home at last,” said Calvin once he’d gotten to his feet and found himself on deck three. A small welcoming party had gathered to greet them. Though not the people he’d expected. None of his closest friends were there, no doubt the officers of White Shift were still asleep since it was the middle of Green Shift. That wouldn’t have stopped the likes of Miles and Sarah, of course—they would have skipped sleep to see him that much sooner, he knew—so he guessed they simply hadn’t been told he’d arrived in the system. Instead he was unexpectedly greeted by Captain Pellew and Dr. Rain Poynter.
“Commander Presley says she will meet you on the bridge,” said Pellew, as if in answer to an unspoken question.
Calvin nodded. “Thank you, Captain. Please see to it that your men offload the cargo from the fighter-bomber onto the Nighthawk, including any cargo you find in the payload.”
“Weapons, sir?” asked Pellew.
“No, not weapons,” said Calvin. “Just cargo.” He looked away from Pellew and his eyes met Rain’s. They were a pale blue, he’d forgotten just how striking they were. Undoubtedly some of the prettiest eyes he’d ever seen. Her fiery red hair seemed as unmanageable as ever, and had been pulled into a ponytail behind her head. “Doctor,” he said, giving her a polite nod. He wondered if she was here to tell him that Shen had finally passed on. Calvin decided he’d rather not know yet.
“Hello, Calvin,” said Rain with a soft smile. “I’d like to give Rafael a look over, if I may.”
“That’s up to him,” said Calvin.
“I appreciate the concern but I assure you, I’m quite all right,” said Rafael. “Now if you’ll please excuse me, I have things to attend to.”
“Go,” said Calvin. “Take care of what you need to. Just remember, if you’re coming, we meet at the main hatch at oh-six-hundred.”
“I’m coming.” He saluted and Calvin returned the salute. Then Rafael went one way and Calvin went the other. He’d walked only a few steps before he realized that Rain was following him.
“Is there something more I can do for you, Doctor?” asked Calvin, not slowing his pace.
Rain hurried and caught up to him, so they were walking side by side. “Yes,” she said. “How are things with you and equarius?” Her tone was politely hushed, as if it were still a secret that Calvin had struggled with dependency of the drug.
“I’ve kicked the habit once and for all,” he said, thinking of the time he’d managed to flush the last of his equarius down the toilet. Of course there had been some complicated feelings when the princess—now queen—had forced him to take more equarius, to verify that he wasn’t a replicant, and he’d enjoyed it more than he’d wanted to admit to anyone—especially himself—but true to his promise he hadn’t taken any more since. Even though he still thought about it from time to time.
“Truly?” asked Rain, excitedly. “That’s wonderful news! You’ve stopped taking it altogether, then?” she probed.
“Yes,” said Calvin. They were almost to the elevator. He wondered if she would follow him all the way to the bridge.
“I’m happy to hear that,” she said. Calvin looked at her and noticed the big smile she gave him. So warm and encouraging, and he felt bad for being prickly to her. They reached the elevator and Calvin stopped his march.
“Thank you, Rain. Now, I get the feeling there is something else you want to ask me. What is it?” He pressed the button, calling for the elevator.
“Yes,” she said. “I hear that you’re about to leave the ship again and go on some sort of away mission.”
“That is true,” he said.
“Take me with you,” said Rain, much to Calvin’s surprise. He never expected her to request that. It also caught him off-guard at how appealing that sounded as he looked at her pretty face and hauntingly sincere, blue eyes.
“We could use a medic, to be sure,” said Calvin. “But what about the Nighthawk? There are more people to care for here and its mission is still vitally important.”
The elevator door opened and they both stepped inside. Calvin punched the button for the bridge and it zoomed them upwards.
“The infirmary is in good hands with Doctors Taylor and Andrews and the rest of the staff. They are as capable as I am, and you yourself said that you need a medic on your away mission so it might as well be me.”
Calvin thought it over for a second. “All right,” he said, nodding. “Meet at the main hatch at—”
“Oh-six-hundred, yes I heard,” she smiled at him. The elevator slowed to a stop and the door slid open. Revealing the warm, welcoming bright lights of the Nighthawk’s bridge. The one place in the whole galaxy that felt like home. “One more thing,” said Rain, stopping him before he could step onto the bridge and feel like the Nighthawk’s CO once more—however briefly. “I think you should know that—”
Here it comes, thought Calvin. It was the question he’d been dreading to ask ever since setting foot aboard the Nighthawk. The question that he feared Rain would answer the first instant he saw her. She’s going to tell me about Shen…
“Lieutenant Iwate pulled through. He’s—.”
“Oh I’m sorry to hear that,” said Calvin automatically. And then it clicked. “Wait, what did you say?”
“I said that Shen pulled through.”
“He made it? He’s alive?”
“Yes. And healthy. He’s in his quarters now and I think—”
Calvin closed the elevator door and mashed the button for deck eight. “That’s great news! Why didn’t anyone tell me?” Calvin talked over Rain. Then, an instant later, as the elevator lurched downward, he felt bad for interrupting her. “Sorry, what were you trying to say?”
The elevator came to a stop almost as quickly as it had gotten going and the door slid open. They’d arrived at deck eight.
“Just that I think it would mean a lot to Shen if you went to see him in person.”
Calvin smiled. “Two steps ahead of you.” He left the elevator and started jogging toward Shen’s quarters. Calling over his shoulder as he did, “Thanks, Rain. I’ll see you at oh-six-hundred. Main Hatch. Don’t forget.”
His jog became a sprint and, before he knew it, he was standing in front of Shen’s quarters. Feeling more winded than he would have liked to admit. He didn’t waste any time catching his breath though, and instead started hastily knocking on the door and ringing the chime. Of course Shen was probably asleep right now, but Calvin wasn’t about to embark on another dangerous mission without taking the chance to see a close friend. One who, only minutes ago, he’d thought was dead.
The door opened.
“Shen!” said Calvin, pushing his way into Shen’s quarters. His good friend stood there wide-eyed. A smile spread across his face. Calvin gave him a hug, despite himself.
“You’re back,” said Shen.
“And you’re looking well,” said Calvin, pulling away. The door slid closed and Calvin gave Shen a good once over. Noting that, for surviving a Remorii attack, he looked remarkably healthy. A bit paler than before, and he seemed exhausted, but otherwise Shen appeared to be in full health. He even looked like he’d lost five or ten kilograms. “God it’s great to see you,” Calvin beamed. He’d needed this. Considering that all the news lately seemed to range from bad to worse, it was a damn wonderful thing to get news like this.
Shen nodded. “I’ve missed you too, Cal.”
“So get me up to speed,” said Calvin. “Tell me what’s been going on. Has Summers tried to run the Nighthawk aground?”
“She’s doing a decent job,” said Shen. “Better than I would have expected, to be honest. But she’s not you. And the Nighthawk hasn’t been the same without you.”
Calvin beamed. “And the Nighthawk wouldn’t be the Nighthawk without you manning the ops post,” said Calvin. “And now that I know you’re back in action, I will honestly sleep so much better at night. Instead of staying up late wondering if the ship is still in one piece.”
Shen nodded, accepting the compliment gracefully. Though he also seemed a little sad. “I take it that means you’re not staying with us, then?”
“Unfortunately I have another mission that comes first,” said Calvin. “And I’ll be leaving again soon. But after that I’ll be back in my chair on the Nighthawk, just try and stop me.”
Shen masked his disappointment with a fake smile and Calvin was surprised how much Shen seemed to be genuinely unhappy with the news. For a moment he considered inviting Shen to join him on his mission into the DMZ, but then thought better of it. It promised to be an extremely dangerous mission, and the chances of a safe return weren’t great. And, considering what’d happened the last time Calvin took Shen on a dangerous away mission—and what that’d nearly cost him—it was the last thing Calvin wanted to do. Especially when Shen was quite clearly still recovering from the injuries and psychological damage he’d sustained on Remus Nine.
So instead of inviting Shen along, Calvin clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Stay safe and take care.”
“You as well.”
“I’ll see you and the Nighthawk again soon. That’s a promise.”
“I’m holding you to it.”
 

***
 

Summers had wanted to meet Calvin at the airlock when his fighter-bomber docked with the Nighthawk but she’d been tied to her desk in the CO’s office, putting the finishing touches on her final report. Calvin had ordered the Nighthawk to Aleator without explanation and had personally come aboard. The logical conclusion was that he meant to take over the isotome mission himself. If that was his desire, Summers would fully support it. This was his ship and that was his prerogative. However, what she refused to abide was Calvin having to resume command without the benefit of a full, detailed accounting of her command decisions and the status of all personnel and ship’s systems.
Summers was just reviewing the final version of the report when Calvin arrived. He entered the CO’s office and Summers stood to attention and saluted. He returned the salute, except with a big dopey grin.
“Summers Presley, I see you’re still the very paragon of duty,” said Calvin, “It’s great to see you!”
“Thank you,” Summers nodded. Thinking Calvin didn’t look much the worse for wear, considering the ordeal he’d been through on Capital World—having to deal with the politics of the Imperial Assembly while trying to stamp out the corruption that had a stranglehold over their precious government, and barely escaping with his life after his efforts proved both too little and too late. Calvin’s failure, though, Summers was sure, had been no fault of his own. The tentacles of the vile creature they were grappling with had simply grown too deep, and were too strong, and still needed to be excised by the swiftest, sharpest knife before it was too late.
“I’m glad that you’ve managed to keep the ship in one piece,” said Calvin. “Though I see you’ve done some re-decorating.” He glanced around the office, clearly noticing how she’d had the CO’s desk rotated ninety-degrees and the sparse wall decor had been replaced by printouts of duty-shift rosters, star charts, and a large, glowing timekeeper. Each impeccably organized within its own space, of course.
“I haven’t gotten too comfortable in that chair, I assure you,” said Summers, staring past him at the door, thinking of the command position only a few meters beyond. “You may relieve me as CO and resume command at your pleasure, I have a full report here—”
“Summers,” Calvin interrupted her. “I’m not here to relieve you. And I don’t need to see any report right now.”
“But it’s protocol…”
He shot her a look that suddenly reminded her how very little he cared for protocol. No doubt he thought her efforts in composing the report had been a waste of time. He was wrong, she knew. Once this was all over and the proper, restored government was doing a thorough audit of everything that had occurred, and was judging Summers, Calvin, and everyone on the Nighthawk for the roles they’d played, every inch of paper trail would prove indispensable. Summers didn’t require Calvin to understand.
“Summers, I’m here to collect some supplies and a few members of the crew and then proceed to Aleator,” said Calvin. “Princess Kalila has—”
“The queen,” Summers corrected him.
“Yes, that’s right. Queen Kalila has ordered me to head into the DMZ and spy on activities inside Alliance space. After that, I will proceed into Rotham space and see what intel I can gather on their forces.”
Summers found this very interesting. Sending Calvin to investigate Alliance and Rotham space meant that the Rotham were indeed a significant and imminent threat. However the mission sounded quite dangerous, and she wondered if Calvin truly appreciated just what he’d signed himself up for. She also thought that maybe, just maybe, the queen didn’t understand how valuable Calvin was, if she could so easily send him away on a potential suicide mission.
“You of course will resume your ongoing mission,” continued Calvin. “And find and destroy those isotome weapons. Should I fail, and the worst does happen, there will be war. That war will be far bloodier if isotome weapons make an appearance.” His eyes met hers soberly.
“I understand,” she said.
“I am asking you to please continue leading the Nighthawk in my absence.”
She nodded. As she looked at him, she wanted to tell him not to go. To stay here, where it was much safer, and help with the Nighthawk’s mission. Who the hell cares what’s going on inside Alliance space? Is it really worth dying for? And suddenly she realized just how much she’d missed having him around—despite how annoying and cocksure he was—and she couldn’t get past the faint, eerie suspicion nagging at the back of her mind that if she let him go, she’d never see him again. Or, if she did, things would be a lot different. Probably a lot worse. But all she could make herself say was, “Yes, of course I will, Calvin. I promise. I’ll pursue the mission objectives vigorously and lead the Nighthawk faithfully. Until your safe return, Lieutenant.”
“Thank you, Summers. Now, regarding crew, I have a few ideas in mind of who I plan on taking with me, but I don’t want to take anyone who you deem mission critical. Ridding the galaxy of those isotome weapons is… beyond crucial, and in many tangible ways even more important than my mission. So I will not jeopardize your effort by taking essential crew.”
“Who do you have in mind?” asked Summers. Thinking that few individuals were truly mission critical, so long as Calvin didn’t leave her too understaffed. She still needed to maintain three watches, and would like to have enough people to keep her officers from becoming fatigued and overworked. But otherwise not many stood out from the rest.
“So far I’m taking Rafael and Rain.”
“The chief physician?” Summers was surprised. She had no particular love for Dr. Poynter, but she was a department head, and her absence would mean a lot more re-organization than if Calvin took one of the other medics.
“Yes,” said Calvin. “I need a medic on this away mission and Rain volunteered to go. I asked her if she was essential to the Nighthawk and she told me that she wasn’t, that one of the other doctors could do her job adequately. However, if you think otherwise, I can find someone else.”
“No,” said Summers, feeling the need to be honest even though it was inconvenient for her to lose a department head and would mean additional paperwork. “I have no reason to think Dr. Poynter is irreplaceable. Although word is she is the person who managed to cure Mr. Iwate. I doubt very much that anyone else in our medical staff could have done that.”
“She cured Shen?” Calvin’s eyes lit with interest. “She must be some kind of genius.” He seemed so happy that Shen was alive that Summers didn’t bother telling him of her suspicions, her concern that Shen wasn’t quite himself and hadn’t been since waking up in the medical bay. Though so far she had no hard evidence, only suspicions.
“That’s what I’m given to understand,” said Summers. “That Shen owes his recovery to her quick thinking.”
Calvin nodded. “Well then I owe her a great deal of thanks. Do you think she ought to remain here then, to continue attending to Shen and his needs?”
“No, not particularly,” said Summers. “Since recovery and a few checkups, Shen has only reported to the infirmary once and that was to have a laceration bandaged and cleaned. I don’t believe he is receiving any ongoing medical treatment regarding his… experience on Remus Nine. I’m told there’s nothing wrong with him physically so I’ve returned him to duty.” She wanted to add that there probably was something wrong with him psychologically and he was in need of psychiatric care or counseling or some kind of help, but she remained quiet. Thinking that, if she were completely honest, every person who’d ever served aboard the Nighthawk, or otherwise found themselves entangled in the horrors they’d been forced to contend with, was probably in need of some kind of professional psychological help. Perhaps Shen was no different.
“Very good,” said Calvin. “Then Rain will go with me as planned. I’m also going to be taking Alex.”
Summers was happy to hear that. She’d told Pellew to keep a sharp, careful eye on the Rotham, who, aside from wandering the ship occasionally and sometimes observing the goings-on of the bridge, seemed reclusive and usually stayed in his quarters. Summers was glad not to see him, but out of sight wasn’t the same thing as out of mind. And she was constantly worried, to one degree or another, that the Rotham was up to some kind mischief, and would ultimately betray them all. Sooner or later. Perhaps he already had. Sending him away seemed like a breath of fresh air, although it made her a little concerned for Calvin’s sake.
“What has he been up to?” asked Calvin. “Has he given you any trouble?”
“No. Since you left he’s mostly kept to himself. He says he likes to read and that’s what he spends most of his time doing. According to reports, he uses the computer terminal in his quarters a great deal and has been keeping himself informed about current events. I haven’t seen the harm in that.”
“All the same, I’m sure you’ll be glad to have him out of your hair. And his knowledge of the DMZ, Rotham space, and Republic codes will be invaluable.”
Summers could see the wisdom in that but remained skeptical of their Rotham tagalong. Even though he’d proven himself of some use so far, his origins were still mysterious and they’d picked him up from the prison block of an enemy warship. Not the most reputable of establishments… “Are you sure you can trust him?” she asked Calvin, point blank.
Calvin seemed to think hard before answering. “No. I can’t be sure. But I don’t have much choice. I need his expertise for this mission to have any hope of success.”
“The more inside knowledge of the Rotham Republic, the better your chances of slipping into their space without drawing attention.”
“Exactly.”
“So I take it that means you’ll also want to take Captain Pellew,” said Summers. She remembered how, back when they’d been prisoners aboard the Rotham ship at Abia, Pellew had used his ability to understand the Rotham language to help free their captured crew. He was also extremely capable with a firearm.
Calvin looked surprisingly squeamish at the suggestion. Perhaps he was thinking of how the last time they’d gone into Alliance space, they’d needed to capture a civilian freighter and Pellew had blown its crew out into space without hesitation. He’d called it necessary. Summers had never been convinced, but even she had to admit that in his own ruthless way Pellew did seem to always get the job done.
“Actually, I think I’ll leave Mister Pellew here with you,” said Calvin. “Rafael knows the Rotham language about as well as Pellew and, since I’m already taking your medical department head, I don’t think it would be very nice to steal away your security department head too.”
“Are you going to keep your crew small and not bring any soldiers with you?” asked Summers. The fact that some of the soldiers on the Nighthawk were unprofessional mercenaries caused her more anxiety than she would’ve liked to admit. And, although she didn’t trust them to go with Calvin, she didn’t really trust them to remain either, and wouldn’t have minded offloading a few. She wondered if she should dump some of them off on Aleator just to leave them there. No doubt the den of crooks and scumbags was a more fitting habitat for them than a military frigate.
“I’d like to take someone,” said Calvin. “In the event we get boarded by an Alliance convoy or a Rotham squadron it won’t make much difference whether I have one soldier or one-hundred, but it would be useful to have a tactical point of view in the event that we try some sort of boots-on-the-ground operation of our own.”
“In that case, I strongly advise you to take Rez’nac.” So far she’d let Pellew handle the situation, and he’d done a reasonably good job of keeping his men as far away from the alien soldier as possible, but there was still a great deal of tension. And she regarded it as inevitable that another unfortunate incident would occur. Perhaps one with a more fatal outcome.
“Rez’nac is aboard?” Calvin looked surprised, excited even. Summers took that to mean Calvin and the old, battle-scarred Polarian had built some kind of rapport during the harrowing events of Remus Nine, events that’d managed to kill off a significant portion of the Polarian detachment.
“Yes. He’s the only Polarian that returned to the ship, word is the rest of the detachment have gone their separate way and we’re not likely to see them again. But for some reason Rez’nac did not go with them.”
“That’s wonderful news,” said Calvin. He looked eager to put the Polarian soldier to work. Summers regretted that she had to burst his bubble of enthusiasm somewhat.
“Yes, well, it is and it isn’t,” she said.
“What do you mean?” he looked confused. “Has he done something?” Calvin started to look worried.
“No, not as such,” said Summers. Wondering if she ought to tip-toe around the details. She rarely did, preferring instead to plunge into issues face-first and get everything out on the table. “He came back to us in a state that can only be described as depressed. Pellew told me the Polarian soldier literally knelt before him the minute he returned to the Nighthawk.”
“Well, the Polarians have a lot of strange customs. They love the power of symbols and rituals and—”
“Pellew said Rez’nac offered his throat to him, asking him to end his life.”
Calvin looked unsure what to say. He clearly wanted to defend Rez’nac, to believe in him. But he also looked very uncomfortable with this information. “Well,” Calvin began. “The last I heard from Rez’nac, I had just told him that his son was indeed the murderer of Staff Sergeant Patterson. No one wants to hear news like that, least of all a Polarian. I don’t claim to comprehend their culture, but I know it well enough to understand Rez’nac had to punish Grimka, perhaps even take his life. Can you imagine that, Summers? Having to kill your own son? Your only child?”
She frowned. Of course she couldn’t imagine that. She had no children. And for that matter neither did Calvin. “I don’t think he killed his son,” said Summers.
“I wouldn’t put it past him, Polarians take these sort of things very seriously. Religiously, even.”
“According to Pellew, by Rez’nac’s own admission he did not make Grimka ‘pay the price.”
“Oh,” Calvin looked speechless.
“I’m telling you all of this so you have fair warning,” said Summers. “So you can use your judgment regarding Rez’nac. However, the best thing for the Nighthawk is for him to leave. So if you decide to take him with you, that’s wonderful, but if not then I request permission to leave him off at Aleator.”
“Why are you so eager to get rid of him?” Calvin looked at her with more curiosity than suspicion. He evidently knew her well enough to understand she was not being racist by wanting the only Polarian on the ship gone, clearly she was motivated by something else.
“There was an incident in the mess hall awhile back.”
“What kind of incident?” asked Calvin.
“Rez’nac was taking a meal and he was confronted by some members of the special forces. Men who’d been friends with the late Sergeant Patterson. They wanted revenge so they attacked him.”
“Did he kill them?” asked Calvin, looking suddenly worried. No doubt thinking this was something he should have been informed of much sooner. Summers could also tell that Calvin had an almost exaggerated level of respect for Rez’nac’s fighting ability. He no doubt assumed automatically that Rez’nac would prevail over his human attackers, even though she hadn’t told him how many there’d been or what weapons they’d used.
“No he didn’t kill them,” said Summers. Calvin looked palpably relieved. “In fact he didn’t participate in the fight at all.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean they attacked him, beat him within an inch of his life, and he refused to defend himself. Simply allowed his attackers to do to him harm as they pleased.”
“And they didn’t kill him?”
“No, Pellew got there and broke it up before they could. Since then we’ve kept the soldiers and Rez’nac completely apart. But I fear that is only a stall, not an effective remedy.”
Calvin seemed to consider this for a moment. And then he looked at her candidly, like he’d reached a decision. “Summon Rez’nac here, I’d like to speak with him. Depending on what his wishes are, he’ll either be coming with me or else remaining behind on Aleator. Either way, I agree that he should leave the Nighthawk. It’s not safe for him.”
Summers nodded. Grateful that Calvin could see sense. She tapped her line to HQ.
“Pellew here,” the voice answered over the speaker.
“Mister Pellew, please notify Rez’nac that he should report to the CO’s office immediately. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that it would be best for your soldiers not to be involved.”
“Understood. I’ll see to it personally.”
“Thank you, CO out.”
She looked back at Calvin. “Do you plan on taking anyone else with you? Any ops staff, or analysts, or defense?” She meant the last suggestion as a not-so-subtle hint. But Calvin seemed not to pick up on it.
“No, there’s not really any need,” said Calvin. “I can fly the ship and Rafael is a top analyst. The vessel we’re taking isn’t very sophisticated, so no ops expert is necessary—besides I wouldn’t want to take one away from the Nighthawk, you still need them. And as for defense, the ship won’t have any weapons. And it doesn’t take a specialist to raise and lower shields. Besides, if we get in a battle, it means we made a fatal mistake and we’re already dead anyway.”
Summers looked at him earnestly. A little annoyed that Calvin didn’t pick up on what she was really asking him, so she decided to be completely blunt. “Calvin, please, for the love of
god, take Miles Brown with you.”
Calvin raised an eyebrow, looking more surprised than he rightly should have.
“He’s beyond worthless to me here,” said Summers quickly. “I don’t need him at the defense post, I can manage that myself, and we have promoted a new defense officer to the position for White Shift anyway—a Mister Donaldson. And as for XO… Mister Brown makes it so I have to do three jobs instead of one. I have to be the CO, I then have to be the XO and do his job for him, and on top of it all I have to be a janitor and clean up any mess he makes of things whenever he tries to do his job. I have neither the time nor the energy to look over his shoulder and keep undoing the pathetically stupid things he does. Did you know that he tried to instate a policy of beer-drinking for the on-duty bridge officers?”
Calvin seemed to be fighting a smirk. Summers didn’t like the unbelievably forgiving attitude Calvin had always taken with Miles, he was altogether far too willing to look past the idiot’s mistakes. She’d long suspected that fully half of Miles’ incompetence was directly due to Calvin’s willingness to tolerate—and even encourage—the oaf’s ridiculous antics. Though, in fairness, Miles’ wanton stupidity was, in equal measure, his own natural fault.
“Well?” pressed Summers when Calvin didn’t say anything right away.
Just then the door slid open and Rez’nac entered. No, I’m not letting you use this interruption as an excuse to dodge the issue, she thought, keeping her eyes attentively on Calvin.
“Hello, Rez’nac, it’s great to see you,” said Calvin. He visibly flinched at the many bruises and bandages Rez’nac wore, but despite the injuries the Polarian warrior seemed to stand as firm and unbreakable as ever, like a statue wrought in steel.
“It is a true honor to again be in your presence, Human Commander,” said Rez’nac. They approached one another and, as Calvin saluted Rez’nac, Rez’nac got down on his knees rather than saluting back and bowed his head in an ostentatious gesture of submission and respect.
“Thanks,” said Calvin, looking uncomfortable. “Stand up,” he said when Rez’nac didn’t rise immediately.
Rez’nac raised his head high, exposing his muscular neck. “I regret that Grimka has not paid the price, and has not tasted of any justice. Therefore I am here in his place. Human Commander, my life is in your hands. I offer my throat to you. That justice might be served upon the universe. The Essences are good.”
“Rez’nac… stand up,” said Calvin. Obviously not wanting to deal with this kind of thing. The whole display was quite strange to Summers, though she still expected an answer from Calvin regarding Miles. And used the brief pause, while Rez’nac was climbing to his feet, to press the issue.
“Calvin,” said Summers. “I need an answer from you. Will you take Miles or not?”
He looked at her, seeming almost to have forgotten she was there, and that they’d been having an independent discussion prior to the Polarian’s dramatic arrival.
“Very well, Summers,” said Calvin. “I’ll take Miles with me. I need another crewman and now that Shen is up and about I admit he’d make a better Acting XO than Miles anyway.”
“I was actually thinking of Lieutenant Winters,” said Summers, remembering her suspicions that Shen was not enough of his old self yet to take on such a level of responsibility. Although I will have to talk to her about that very unprofessional, cropped uniform of hers, thought Summers.
“Yes, she’d do a good job too,” admitted Calvin. “Sarah and Shen would both be excellent candidates so either one.” Calvin then looked immediately back to Rez’nac, who was now towering over him. “Rez’nac, I’m leaving on another away mission. One into the DMZ and then afterward into Rotham space. Our mission is to collect intelligence which, I hope, will be used to prevent a war. It promises to be a dangerous mission and I’m not requiring you to come with me. However, if you feel you are up to the task, and you’re willing, then I’d be honored to have you along.”
Rez’nac gave Calvin the Polarian salute. “It would be my great honor to serve you.”
“I’m happy to hear that,” said Calvin. “Now go and get your things ready, we’re meeting at the main hatch at oh-six-hundred.”
Rez’nac bowed his head and departed. For some reason Summers expected Calvin to go with him, but instead he remained. To Summers’ greater surprise, Calvin’s lingering presence made her happy. More than she would’ve liked to admit, especially to herself.
“Was there something else, Lieutenant?” she asked, keeping her tone all-business; she didn’t want to sound too pleased that he was still there. Considering he was still that same insolent boy that’d defied her advice countless times before, and seemed not to understand the value of discipline and protocol.
“Just one more thing,” said Calvin. “I want a quick update on your mission. Not a whole report, just the basics. I know you’re hunting after the isotome weapons, and that means interdicting some Zander person, but I haven’t yet been told why you’re going after him in particular.”
“We’re almost completely sure that he has the isotome weapons,” said Summers. “At least until we relieve him of them.”
“Yes, you told me that much before. But you didn’t mention why you think he has the weapons, instead of someone else.”
“It’s all in this report that you claim not to want or need,” she said, a little irritated. “But the short version is this, all of the jump signature of ships known and suspected to be involved with the isotome weapons coalesced at the Kynar Asteroid Belt. We went and searched the belt. There we found a small ship in hiding. We captured it and took two prisoners. We interrogated those prisoners separately and their stories agreed that they were waiting to deliver a message to the Enclave on behalf of someone named Zander. And that Zander is going to transfer the isotome weapons to the Enclave. We have some details of his ship and where he makes port. We’ve put the word out and now we’re desperately hoping to catch some sign of him and intercept him before he can deliver the weapons to the Enclave.”
“Because if he does, then the Enclave will give the weapons to the Rotham. And they will be unstoppable,” said Calvin.
Hopefully not unstoppable, thought Summers. The roughly one-hundred worlds of the Empire orbited over fifty stars, and, by all counts, there were only fifteen isotome weapons still in existence. So mathematically they couldn’t be used to wipe-out humanity. But, for all intents and purposes, the slaughter would be so extreme that Summers felt no need to correct Calvin on this point. They both agreed that the weapons had to be found and destroyed, and failure was not even a remotely considerable option.
“What about the prisoners, what have you done with them?” asked Calvin.
“They’re in the brig. Mister Pellew and I are satisfied that we’ve gotten all of the useful information out of them that we can.”
Calvin nodded. For a moment he looked like he was going to demand to interview them himself. But he didn’t. Instead he asked, “what are your plans for them now?”
“I don’t have any,” said Summers. “They are of no use to me but I also don’t think it would be just to… dispose of them in the manner Pellew suggests. They are entitled to some sort of due process of law, no matter how backwards and broken our government seems to currently be. And I’m not about to let them go. I certainly don’t trust them running free.”
“Yes, you can’t let them go free,” said Calvin. “And I don’t think you should dispose of them.” He looked uncomfortable at the very thought. Summers was glad that Calvin didn’t share Pellew’s ruthless lack of empathy. That was one thing that made Calvin different from Raidan, one reason why she could trust him a far cry better than she could trust her former CO.
“What do you think I should do with them?” asked Summers.
“I say we hand them over to the queen. She can have them questioned and see to it they get some degree of just treatment. We transfer them to the officials on Aleator and I’ll personally see to it that they are sent to the queen’s fleet.”
Summers knew that the word officials was a stretch for describing the ruling party of Aleator, which was apparently a gangster family. She also knew that Calvin had chosen that word precisely for her benefit, to ease her discomfort with the whole idea. And indeed she was uncomfortable with the notion, but she was even less comfortable keeping the prisoners on the ship. And she reminded herself that Calvin was in command here, so she was right to defer to his judgment regarding the matter.
“Very well,” agreed Summers. “I put them in your hands.”
“Yes, I think that’s best. Now I have other things to take care of but, before I go, I just want to say…” he looked at her, momentarily struggling to make the words come out. “You’re doing a good job, Summers. Really you are. Keep up the good work.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”
He nodded. “Good luck.” Then he turned and left. Clearly focused on whatever else he needed to do to prepare for his new mission.
“Good luck to you too, Calvin,” whispered Summers after the door had closed. “Stay safe out there.”



Chapter 16
 

Alex had bided his time in silence. Ever since he’d dealt with the loose end, and arranged for Patrick O’Connor’s unfortunate demise due to an apparent carbon monoxide leak, Alex had lain low. And made extra certain that no unnecessary attention had been drawn to himself. Like he’d hoped, Patrick’s death had been ruled an accident, the result of a systems failure, and since that time the humans had seemed almost to forget about him. Their precious little stealth ship raced across the galaxy, always trying to be somewhere else, hunting after those isotome weapons, while the commanding officer had gone away to play politics at the human capital.
Alex had enjoyed Calvin’s absence. The female human who’d replaced Calvin as commander seemed not to know what to do with Alex, and so she’d left him alone, to do as he liked, provided he remained out of sight and away from the ship’s critical systems. That suited him just fine. He had no desire to interfere with the Nighthawk’s effort, indeed he wished these humans the very best with their mission. So long as they kept their word and followed-through with their plan to destroy the isotome weapons. Getting rid of such a threat would make the galaxy much safer. And, even though he felt a bit naïve because of it, Alex believed them. That destroying the weapons was their true intention. Doing so would help prevent a costly, bloody war between the humans and the Rotham, and would be a blow against the vile Rahajiim that had infiltrated the Senate and seemed to be poisoning the Republic a little more each day.
We should leave the humans and the Polarians alone. Mind our own affairs, he thought. We do not intervene. They do not intervene. That is the natural order. When the natural order is broken, when we defy it, then people die. Rotham die. Humans die. And Polarians die. By the millions. Perhaps even the billions. The survivors are thrown into grief and poverty and must live in the ashes of the broken worlds that never should have suffered. It sets society backwards and serves no purpose except to enrich a few at the dear price of the many, and the whole. It had always been the mission of the Advent to safeguard the Republic, and the best way to do that, Alex had always believed, was to set aside the spilt blood of the past century and focus on building the future. If you want to fight a war with humanity, let it be through superior enterprise of science and social development, through explosively expansive industry; let us harvest the galaxy’s endless treasures and sweetest fruits and outgrow and out-build our rival species.
Alex had always been a non-interventionist. And, not so long ago, it had been true—he was sure—that most of the Rotham government had belonged to the non-interventionists. To this day, Alex persisted in his belief that most of the Rotham people themselves were non-interventionists at heart. They didn’t want war and imperialist conquest. They didn’t hunger for victories on the battlefield, like the savage Polarians, or thirst endlessly for additional power, like the humans. The Rotham merely wished to be left alone!
True, at various times in their history, a minority of hawkish Rotham had led and tricked the others into engaging in war with the other major species, but for the most part those were the exceptions and not the rule. Alex had to believe that. Just as he had to believe right now, as the human Empire seemed to fracture more by the day in a downward spiral of political and social chaos, that his beloved Rotham people weren’t prepping their fleets, eagerly smelling the death in the air.
If we attack, it promises to be much worse than even the violence of the Great War, he thought. And if the isotome weapons are used, it will spark a war steeped so heavily in terror and desperation that its inevitable end will be the cessation of all human or Rotham life. And who knows what role the Polarians will play in all of this. Perhaps they’ll be the last sapient, space-travelling beings left standing over the dust and ashes of pointless slaughter and extinction, and what a sad future that would be for advanced life. If the fittest that had survived was also the least intelligent and most superstitious.
The thoughts of slaughter and extinction on that scale reminded him of an artifact of Polarian culture. The deeply religious, disturbingly mysterious, blue-skinned, violence-thirsty, warrior aliens had a prophecy called The Final War. It was thousands of years old, and had been told and retold by the various mystics and clerics in the evolving Polarian religion since long before any of them had ever met or heard of the humans or the Rotham. But it more-or-less promised the Polarians that they would one-day inhabit the Realm of the Gods, the very heavens above, and that they were destined to plunder the stars themselves. That there were beasts living there, and that the Polarians would subjugate and destroy them, in one final, glorious war, and then rule the heavens, which was their birthright to inherit—promised to them by the gods.
The Polarians no longer believed in gods. That belief had faded away many years ago and the gods had been replaced by the Essences. Whatever those were. But somehow the prophecy of The Final War had survived, and it remained a tender Polarian belief that they’d been foreordained, called even, to inhabit and plunder the stars, and slay and subjugate the ‘beasts’ that dwelled there.
When the prophecy had first been told—no doubt originating in some distant bronze-age—it had been harmless enough, Alex supposed. But now that the Polarians had mastered space-travel and developed weapons able to wage interstellar war, and had met other advanced life-forms, it was an extremely dangerous belief. There were Polarian children, billions of them, who were being brought up, even now, to believe that the ‘beasts of the stars’ who must be subjugated, tamed, and otherwise destroyed, were the humans and the Rotham. And, the way things seemed to be going, with political turmoil in the Empire and the cunning Rahajiim now manipulating the Rotham Senate, the stage was getting eerily set for just such a Final War. And if there was one thing Alex hated more than superstitious prophecy, it was self-fulfilling prophecy. Which made it all the more imperative that the isotome weapons were entirely purged from existence and the Rahajiim menace once and for all contained.
Ancient artifacts found throughout the galaxy, some dating back millions of years, gave support to the idea that most intelligent species tended to be their own worst enemies. It seemed that, once a species had become sufficiently advanced to send and receive radio waves, thereby allowing them to potentially communicate with other civilizations, it was only a short matter of time before that species also developed the means to wipe itself out through weapons of mass destruction, careless depletion of resources, abuse of habitat, and so on. These civilizations would rise and fall, marshaling an understanding of the sciences for meager hundreds or thousands of years—hardly enough to register even a blip on the great galactic timeline, more like flashes in the pan. And thus, it was widely believed that nearly all of the advanced life that had ever evolved in the galaxy had risen and collapsed without ever knowing conclusively that other intelligent life existed elsewhere.
Alex had often wondered if his people, the Rotham, along with the Polarians and the humans, were the great exception to this general principle. Or if they were as doomed as the countless others who’d gone on before, and their doom was merely playing out more slowly. A delayed reaction.
The Rotham, and indeed even the humans, seemed to have definitively left behind most of their primitive, dangerous superstitions. Both had been intensely religious in developmental stages but, as their cultures had matured, both had cast aside their irrational fears and curious needs for certainty in favor of scientific methodology. They seemed to have accepted the necessary link between natural cause and natural effect that governed the natural universe, and the principle that nothing existed beyond the natural universe. That there was no supernatural. Nor a subnatural. Only a natural. But, for whatever reason, the Polarians had developed differently. They persisted in their ritualistic, mystical, delusionary ways. And if the Polarians, whose evolutionary history was storied with ferocious predators, dragged the rest of the galaxy into some final, ultimate conflict, because they did not understand how very tenuous and fragile a species’ grasp on life was, it seemed entirely too possible to Alex that imminent extinction was in the cards for all three major species.
I consider myself lucky, at the very least, he thought, to have been able to witness even the tiniest glimpse of it. By all measures of probability, I should never have been. And yet, here I am. Such thinking helped soothe his nerves when he allowed his thoughts to run headlong into the sheer inevitability and futility of his existence, and that of his species.
He knew that, in the end, the ultimate destiny of the universe was for it to expand so widely and distantly that no life could exist anywhere. It would be too cold. And then every sweat-drenched effort, every triumph of art, every advancement of culture, every invention of industry, every stroke of genius, every honeyed achievement, every bitter conquest and desperate struggle, indeed everything that ever had been and ever was would be rendered completely, entirely, and absolutely pointless. And it would make no difference whatsoever that anyone, or anything, had ever existed.
Perhaps that is why the Polarians cling to their primitive beliefs and rituals…
Still, despite what comforts religion and tradition offered, Alex wanted nothing to do with them. He would take the truth, however bitter-tasting, however beautifully tragic, any day over the pleasant numbness of a comforting but entirely empty lie. To do otherwise would be irrational, it would mean voluntarily choosing delusion over reality. And, though Alex was no philosopher, he could imagine no logical rationale to persuade him that delusion carried any significant value.
The sound of the door’s chime interrupted his thoughts. He immediately spun the chair away from the computer terminal, where he’d been reading the latest news releases and network speculation regarding the political crisis captivating the Empire, and stared at the door.
Someone is calling on me? He thought, wondering whether this was desirable or not. Recently he’d enjoyed feeling invisible, having slipped below the humans’ radar of attention and suspicious, being left alone with his private thoughts. But he was also becoming tired of feeling cooped-up and helpless. Though they’d treated him kindly, and even given him his own quarters, the humans thought of him as their prisoner, Alex knew. And, for all intents and purposes, he was. At least for now…
He waited, choosing to do nothing. Wanting to see how the humans would react if he didn’t answer the door. He was feeling more curious than cautious, but he was also aware that some of the humans were very uncomfortable with having a Rotham on the ship, and this might be a ruse by some of them to lure him from the safety of his quarters and exact some sort of misinformed and misdirected human justice upon him.
The chime range again. Alex head toward the door to check the peephole camera.
The chime rang a third time. To his surprise, it was none other than the increasingly infamous Calvin Cross. The politically disgraced, ex-Executor of the Empire who, before all the political theatrics, had been the commanding officer of the Nighthawk. And had been the one to order Alex’s release from the holding cell on the Rahajiim ship and, in so doing, had technically saved his life. Not that it meant Alex owed him anything.
Strange and stranger, thought Alex, wondering what the human intelligence commander wanted with him now. And why he was back. But before he could open the door, the door opened on its own. No doubt reacting to a command override.
“Not wanting any visitors?” asked Calvin as he looked down at Alex. Like most Rotham, Alex was shorter than the average human and it helped nothing that Calvin was taller than average for his species, giving him an advantage of several inches over Alex. Not that it mattered, the Rotham had gotten where they were through superior cunning. IQ trumped size any day. If it didn’t, the vast leviathan-whales of Alpha Sirius Three would be the uncontested champions of the galaxy, a mature adult could grow a thousand meters long and still only just managed to outthink a walnut.
“I don’t mind visitors,” said Alex, “though I don’t seek them out.” He waved for Calvin to enter. The human did, allowing the door to close behind him.
Alex was intensely curious what brought Calvin to him, but he also knew the human would reveal that on his own, without any need for prying, and Alex thought it best not to show too much interest. Hiding his thoughts and feelings around the humans, as much as possible, had served him well so far. “I see that you’ve returned from the Imperial capital,” said Alex. “Pity that didn’t work out for you quite as you’d hoped.”
Calvin nodded. “Yeah I am sorry about that. But that’s not why I’m here.”
Alex gave Calvin a look as if to say, by all means please enlighten me. But he pursed his lips and said nothing. Allowing the human to take the conversational lead. It’s better for him to show me his cards without me showing which of them I’m interested in, thought Alex.
“I’ll get right to the point,” said Calvin. “With civil war about to erupt in the Empire, and the Republic laying claim to Renora, an Imperial planet, we can’t just wait around. We have to act.”
“We?” asked Alex curiously. As he spoke, he took a seat and looked up at Calvin comfortably, almost smugly. “Human politics and human civil war sound like an Imperial problem to me, as a citizen of the Rotham Republic, why should I get involved?”
“An Imperial civil war would affect the entire galaxy and you know it,” said Calvin, looking momentarily frustrated.
Of course, this assertion was true, Alex was perfectly aware of the spillover effects intra-human conflict would have, and indeed was already having, but he wanted to hear it from Calvin’s mouth. Anything he could safely do to test the human helped Alex to understand him better. And during his stay on the Nighthawk, he felt he’d gotten to know the young human rather well. Even when Calvin hadn’t been there.
“If the Empire splits into factions and begins to disintegrate, there will be nothing to stop Rotham military ambition,” continued Calvin. “You and I both know there is pressure in the Rotham Senate for the Republic to annex several Imperial worlds in The Corridor. Hell, the Rotham government has already publicly recognized their claim on Renora, like I said. They make no secret about it.”
“The people of Renora voted and democratically decided to leave the Empire. Just as they democratically decided to petition the Republic for membership,” said Alex. “The Senate reviewed their petition and granted their request. It is therefore logical for the Senate to recognize Renora as part of the glorious Republic, that does not mean the Republic has any interest in any other human world.”
Calvin shot Alex a surprised, even annoyed look. Clearly aware that Alex was playing a game with him, since only someone truly naïve would believe that the Rotham Senate had no interest in the ever-juicy, increasingly defenseless human worlds. Especially those nearest to the DMZ.
“A raging mob took control of Renora, that can hardly be considered a democratic process,” said Calvin.
“What is more democratic than rule of the people?” asked Alex. Still baiting the human. Wondering if he would snap with anger.
“Renora is a settlement of the Empire and is therefore subject to the crown.”
“Ah but whose crown? The slain king? The exiled queen? The uncoronated steward?”
“Enough of this,” said Calvin, clearly not interested in Alex’s devil’s advocacy. “I am not a fool and I will not be made into one. Nor will I be made to believe that you are a fool. You were a member of Advent and, as the Nighthawk’s computer records indicate, you’ve been following every scrap of news regarding political events with intense interest. I also happen to know for a fact that you are a non-interventionist. And you don’t approve of belligerence by your government to attack and seize human and Polarian worlds, no matter how ripe and defenseless.” Calvin’s eyes were sharp, showing a glimmer of intelligence that seemed almost Rotham.
“Now let us stop playing games and face facts,” he continued. “The Empire is splintering, and it’s getting worse by the day. That means eventually the human military will engage in war against itself, and the vast Imperial Navy that we both know is the main deterrent against a Republic-Imperial war, will shrink and disintegrate until it is no longer a credible power. When that happens, the Republic fleets will swarm human space and a vast interstellar war will break out.” Calvin’s eyes seemed almost to glow with passion as he spoke. He seemed collected and in control, but behind it Alex could tell Calvin was equal parts desperate and angry because of the grimness of the situation. Alex decided it was best not to interrupt the human for the time being.
“You’re going to help me,” Calvin continued. “Because you want to prevent such a war as much as I do.”
Alex pretended to consider that for a moment, even though he’d known from the beginning that helping Calvin prevent a war was, in fact, what was best for the Republic. “What about the Alliance?” asked Alex seriously. “Even if the Imperial Navy grinds itself into the dust, the Republic would still have to launch a fleet through Alliance space to attack the Empire, or else Polarian space, either of which would be highly dangerous.” That was true, although Alex knew this deterrent would be, at best, a stall. Considering the Republic had gone to war with both the Polarians and the Alliance before, in order to attack the Empire. And that was in spite of an Imperial Navy that could mount a resistance. One that couldn’t, one that had destroyed itself… that would be far too juicy a plum for the Rahajiim and their minions in the Senate to ignore.
“Excellent point,” said Calvin. “Unfortunately I have intelligence that indicates the Alliance will soon cease to be a threat to Rotham warships crossing the DMZ.”
“What?” asked Alex, unable to hide his intrigue. “What intelligence?” If Calvin was telling it true, and the intelligence he claimed to have proved correct, then it was likely already too late to stop the war. Alex hoped desperately that it was wrong, that it was a lie, a trick invented by Calvin to manipulate him. It has to be false…
“That brings us to why I’m here paying you a visit. I’m going on a mission into the DMZ to scout Alliance space and monitor their military activity, and you’re coming with me. Together, with a small team, we’re going to see for ourselves whether or not there is any credibility to this intelligence.”
“Small team? So does that mean you’re not taking this vessel?” He looked around at his quarters, thinking the Nighthawk with its stealth capability would be especially well-suited to the task. Alex had personally witnessed Calvin and his operators successfully infiltrate Alliance space before, and even land an away team on the closely-guarded fortress world of Tybur.
“The Nighthawk must continue its ongoing mission and eliminate the remaining isotome weapons, I’m sure you agree that’s the highest priority.”
Alex nodded. He did agree. And wished he could be in two places at once and assist in that effort as well. Indeed if the humans would actually trust him and grant him full access to the ship’s computers and communications equipment, and actually let him assist in the isotome investigation, he would rather remain and focus on that more urgent priority. But since he knew from experience that they would only shut him away and distrust him, and perhaps for understandable reasons, he would gladly go with Calvin and try to stop a war.
“As for us,” said Calvin. “We will be taking a small Rotham craft and posing as a harmless commercial vessel. It will be your job to handle communications and make certain we’re seen as authentic.”
“If we get boarded, it will be the end of all of us,” said Alex.
“Then it is your job to make certain we don’t get boarded,” said Calvin, folding his arms. “You’re former Advent, you have adequate training, and best of all you’re a bona fide Rotham. I have some humans on this ship who can speak your language but we both know none of them can make it sound just right. That’s why we need you.”
That and a few other reasons, thought Alex. “It’s because your vocal anatomy isn’t sufficiently equipped to make anything better than crude approximations of our sounds,” said Alex. “A true Rotham can always tell.”
Calvin nodded. “Good thing you’re a true Rotham.”
“Indeed.”
“Once we see for ourselves that there is, or isn’t, cause for alarm in Alliance space—such as a crippled and defeated Alliance military—we will send word to the queen. That way, if the threat is real, she’ll know not to engage the rival human fleet.”
Alex doubted it would prove so simple as that. But he also guessed Calvin’s intelligence made the threat sound more credible than it actually was. The Alliance was governed by a paranoid dictator and boasted a formidable military. Nothing that could ultimately oppose any of the major powers in the galaxy, but dangerous enough to make any of them think twice about dancing with the Alliance. “And how do you propose for us to safely observe the Alliance’s military activity without attracting unwanted attention?”
“The basic idea is that if the Alliance is operating normally, then the treaty is probably still in effect that allows peaceful vessels to pass through the DMZ for commercial purposes, so long as they have no weapons. Additionally, the people we’re working with have connections inside the Alliance. We will utilize those. However, if the Alliance has been compromised, then I’m guessing they’ll be too busy to care about us. And if the Alliance is so utterly defeated that the Rotham military is already in control of the region, then we cross our fingers and hope the Rotham won’t fire on one of their own citizens just trying to operate a small freight business.”
“Okay…” said Alex, considering the details. That angle should probably work, he thought. He’d operated with weaker cover stories before. But he’d also been found out and exposed before. Which was how Calvin and his shipmates had come across him in the first place. “There are quite a few concerns still.”
“The fine details are for you to worry about,” said Calvin.
Typical… Alex’s eyes narrowed but he accepted that there would be no changing the human’s mind. And probably for the best. If any of them were going to survive this jaunt into hell in a two-bit cargo vessel, they would need every detail meticulously considered, planned, and prepared for. Alex had no doubt their best hopes depended on his skill and knowledge, and that no one else here could do a better job.
“Best get to it,” said Calvin. “We depart at oh-six-hundred hours.” And then, in a pathetic display of human humor, he added, “oh and remember to pack light.”
“Very droll…” said Alex, unamused. Since he’d been plucked from one form of captivity and put into another he had virtually nothing to his name.
Calvin nodded. Alex wondered if the human’s attempt at a joke had been for his own benefit rather than Alex’s. Indeed as he examined the human’s face, he could tell the man was on the verge of saying something else but held his tongue. Like there was some further detail, some warning perhaps, that he wanted to share but was afraid to. Like he was doing some kind of balancing calculus, trying to decide whether or not it was in his best interest to inform Alex. And, truthfully, Alex couldn’t say what was in Calvin’s best interest, but he knew what was in his own best interest.
“There’s something else, isn’t there?” he asked, looking at Calvin shrewdly.
“Yes, there is one other thing,” said Calvin. Apparently that was all the coaxing he needed. “After we’re done in Alliance space, the mission isn’t over.”
Alex waited for the punch line. Wondering if that meant they were going to do something even more dangerous than the planned suicidal jaunt through Alliance space.
“We’re going into Rotham space. That’s right, we’re going to spy on your people,” Calvin’s eyes probed him. “We’re going to see if the Republic is gathering its fleets and making ready for war. And then we’re going to report that to the queen. I need you to make sure you’re okay with that. If you have a problem, you need to find a way to deal with it. Because this is happening.”
Alex wasn’t as comfortable with that as Calvin probably hoped. Mostly because he doubted that was truly the only reason Calvin had for spying on the Republic. But Alex also understood that voicing any objection now, or even showing a glimmer of hesitation, would do nothing to help him. Best-case scenario, Calvin would keep him on a shorter leash, he’d still be going but would have zero autonomy. Worst-case, Calvin would leave him behind. Rendering him useless. But if Alex cooperated with Calvin, and gave him his support, then Alex would be able to tag along and see what Calvin was really up to—if anything. And, when the time came, assuming they even survived their mission inside Alliance space, and Calvin presented a danger, Alex could make a move. Either stopping the clever human or else making every effort to do so. Best of all, Calvin was unknowingly presenting Alex with a golden opportunity. If I’m in Republic space again, and I have access to the communication equipment, and I know I will—I’ll have to, I’m the only Rotham he’s got to manage the comm, thought Alex, then that means I’ll be able to re-establish contact with the Advent!
“Yes, I’m all right with it,” said Alex carefully. “We can gather intelligence on the Rotham fleets,” he didn’t want to sound too eager on the one hand or too suspicious on the other. “If it means we’ll be preventing a war.”
Calvin nodded and Alex was unable to tell whether or not the human believed him. “Glad to hear it,” said Calvin, clapping Alex on the shoulder. A clumsy but very common human gesture that was undoubtedly the source of countless unnecessary bruises.
With that, Calvin left. And Alex was alone once more. But with so much more to think about.
As he set to task drawing up the particulars of the cover identity they would need if they encountered a Republic patrol ship, Alex thought of the irony that he even bothered to do anything. Since, on some cerebral level, he knew for a fact that the universe and everything within it would eventually end. And when it did nothing he did, nor anything anyone else did, would matter, and yet he couldn’t stop himself from caring, no more than he could stop himself from doing everything possible to affect whatever short-term outcome he felt was best. Perhaps it was just the brain chemistry, the firings of electrical activity in his head, but he was undeniably compelled to do everything he could to ensure the future of his people and prevent as much slaughter and suffering as he could. Even though he knew, at best, he had ten more decades left of breathing and feeling and thinking and then… he’d be gone and wouldn’t care. No one survives their own death, Alex was sure, which meant he wouldn’t be able to care one way or another how his efforts had gone, once his final moment transpired.
And yet he did care. And felt driven to do all he could, compelled to make every possible effort. Despite the futility. Despite the inevitability. Despite the knowledge that he was just a squishy sack of goo, like every other Rotham, human, and Polarian, a squishy sack of goo that happened to be self-aware—for the moment anyway—and would eventually rot and decay and deteriorate.
I’ll do everything I can, he thought. I’ll succeed and the Republic will endure. It has to. Else the blood will run like the vast rivers of Ro, mighty and endless.
As he cleared his head and got back to work, he couldn’t help but wonder if he really was more grounded in reality than the Polarians, or if he was actually every bit as delusional and it just manifested itself differently.



Chapter 17
 

The prison colony of Gamma Persei Three seemed like a much different place than it had before his time in the black cell. Most notably, the number of guards had been greatly reduced. There were still enough guards to manage the various watches, and more than enough to keep the prisoners under control, but the number had diminished. Additionally, many of the portable structures had been taken off the power grid, and only blackness could be seen through their windows. Clearly much of the prison staff had gone away, probably for good.
Unmistakably, it was a bad sign for the prisoners. The whole operation was shutting down. That means they’ll start to sweep away the evidence any day now, he thought darkly.
There were other changes too that only added to his suspicions. A sense of tension in the air, anxious-looking guards, no new supplies were being shuttled down—or prisoners for that matter. No doubt they were just waiting for some kind of final order to come down the pipeline.
Another problem had surfaced during his confinement in the black cell. The escape plan had called for Edwards and Harkov to escape with him. Nimoux would get all three of them out of the prison and off this planet and then Harkov and Edwards would testify with him before the Assembly. What would corroborate his story better than joint testimony from the Commander of the Fifth Fleet and the Director of Intel Wing? But unfortunately, Edwards was no longer able to escape. Just a week prior to Nimoux’s release from the black cell, Edwards broke his ankle. There was no way he could run three meters less yet escape into the nearby mountains. Edwards would have to be left behind.
It was regrettable, but Nimoux could think of no other way to handle the situation. Edwards’ best chance, everyone’s best chance, was for Nimoux and Harkov to slip away and call for help. At least then rescue would be on its way.
Harkov thought differently and she refused to leave Edwards’ side.
“You go ahead,” she told him once they had a moment alone.
“You should come with me,” he said. “Together we can make a much stronger case before the Assembly and…” he hesitated to say the rest. That she was in mortal danger if she remained. Not that attempting escape promised to be much safer.
“I can’t leave Jack. He needs me.”
“He wants what’s best for you and the Empire,” said Nimoux, trying to be persuasive. “If we ask him, I’m sure he’ll tell you—”
“I’m sorry but the answer is no,” Harkov’s eyes made it clear she was unwilling to budge. “I just can’t leave him. If the love of your life were here, I’m sure you’d feel the same way.”
“I suppose so,” Nimoux said. And as he thought about it, he did somewhat understand. He still thought it was irrational, Harkov’s presence here did nothing to improve Edwards’ chances, but he understood the feeling of devotion. He even thought she was probably right. “I’m going tonight.”
“So then I guess this is goodbye,” she said.
“For now. But I’m coming back soon, I promise. And when I do, I’m bringing the cavalry with me.”
She gave him a hopeful smile. “We’ll be here waiting. Good luck to you, Captain.” She saluted him.
He returned the salute. “I won’t be leaving until after dark. If you change your mind… just let me know.”
She thanked him but she didn’t change her mind. And by the time he’d finished his preparations it was clear he’d be escaping alone.
At least it’ll be easier by myself, he thought. But he still felt sorry. He briefly considered inviting one of the other prisoners to join in his escape but there was none he trusted and it was too late to involve anyone else anyway.
“All prisoners will fall into line immediately and proceed to the cell block without delay. Failure to comply will result in extreme consequences,” announced a voice over the loudspeakers in the yard. Nimoux took his position in line with the other prisoners as they started forming up into rows and columns, the announcement repeated twice. Some of the other prisoners looked at him, remembering that he was the one who’d failed to comply before, however long ago that’d had been—Harkov and Edwards had told him their best estimate was he’d been in the black cell for around thirty days.
The guards patrolling the yard converged on the group of prisoners and additional guards emerged from the barracks to help ensure that nightly lockup went smoothly. Nimoux complied and cooperated in every way, making sure not to draw attention to himself. His only thought at that moment was making certain he wound up in the correct cell. He counted the prisoners, thought of how many cells there were, and remembered the pattern in which the guards loaded the cells: always on the second floor, starting from the east, three prisoners to a cell. That means I need to be in line here… He knew a wrong calculation would mean losing out on his chance to escape tonight.
Normally he would have lined up with Edwards and Harkov and shared a cell with them, that would have been easier, but because of Edwards’ injury and the fact that he had to rely on other prisoners to be his crutches, it was almost guaranteed he’d be the last to the cellblock and wind up on the far end. Nimoux couldn’t be in that cell tonight, not if he was going to escape. And so Nimoux fell into line with two total strangers.
He’d briefly considered hiding in the yard again and making his escape from there. That way he wouldn’t have to deal with the additional obstacle of the cellblock. But, as appealing as it was, he had to discard that idea practically as soon as he thought of it because the guards would be onto him too fast.
They entered the cell block and the guards began distributing the prisoners into the cells exactly as Nimoux had calculated. Once any particular cell had three inmates the door was slammed shut and locked, an official tally was adjusted, and the group proceeded forward. Eventually it was Nimoux’s turn and, like he’d hoped, he wound up in the very cell he’d planned.
The door closed shut. The guard turned and removed the key, announced the count as he did, another guard adjusted the tally accordingly, and the group of prisoners proceeded on. Leaving Nimoux alone with his two cellmates for the night.
This presented a difficult consideration. He knew he couldn’t invite his cellmates along for his escape, but he also worried they might notice his absence. Or worse, see him leaving and demand to go with him, threatening to alert a guard if he didn’t allow it.
Both of his cellmates were slim and tan, their malnourished, sun-kissed skin had the telltale signs of being prisoners on this planet for too long. Neither looked particularly violent, or strong. Though one seemed a lot more energetic than the other.
“Hero of the Empire,” the energetic one whispered, he had sandy colored hair. He shot Nimoux a sardonic smile. “So, are you going to save us?”
Nimoux didn’t answer. Instead he looked through the bars and watched as the other prisoners were filed away. Because the cell walls protruded several inches on either side of the barred door, it was almost impossible to see much on either side. A fact Nimoux counted on to execute his plan without any of the other prisoners noticing.
He knew it would be another twenty minutes at least before the rest of the prisoners were counted and secured so all he could do was wait. He casually stretched his arms, knowing that the first part of his escape depended entirely on strength and endurance.
“Hey, Hero, I’m talking to you,” said his sandy-haired cellmate. Obviously perturbed that Nimoux had ignored him. Nimoux knew it was best not to disturb his new roommates. Especially when he needed them to go to sleep as soon as possible.
I need to respond enough to placate him, thought Nimoux. But not enough to actually engage him. Ideally he’ll lose interest and go to bed.
“Hello,” said Nimoux quietly.
“Oh look he can talk,” the sandy-haired inmate grinned. He gave the other inmate, the one with brown hair, a funny look, as if they were old friends sharing a joke. But it was obvious the brown-haired inmate wanted nothing to do with him—he just shrugged and lay down on one of the cots, clearly exhausted. Fast on his way to sleep. Nimoux was grateful for that and hoped the sandy-haired inmate would take a hint and follow suit.
“So are you going to get us out of here?” asked the sandy-haired inmate.
“I wish I could,” said Nimoux.
The man looked at him with squinty eyes, as if examining him. Like he expected Nimoux to produce a solution from his rectum and vanish them all back to the safety of Capital World.
“I saw you on the news,” continued the sandy haired man.
Nimoux nodded.
“They said you freed all those slaves.”
The fruits of the Altair mission, which had effectively shut down the human slave trade, had become something of a public relations victory for Intel Wing. Even though the specific details were mostly classified, the general public had gotten the basic story—Intel Wing had freed thousands of slaves. They didn’t know that to achieve success Nimoux had been forced to murder three innocent people.
Never again.
“So does that mean you’re going to free us?” asked the sandy-haired man.
“I wish I could,” said Nimoux. Hoping the man would lose interest.
The sandy-haired man looked back at him sinisterly, disappointment shining in his crooked eyes. “When I get out of here. I’m going to kill them. I’m going to kill them all.”
“I hear you,” said Nimoux, wanting only to placate the other inmate so he would shut up and go to sleep.
“I’m going to start with Jimmy Arnolds. I’m going to grab that fat head of his and squeeze his eyes out with my thumbs, all nice and slow. You know? And ask him if he likes it. Then I’ll push harder, and harder, squishing those eyes like grapes until that bloody gooey shit drips down the sides of his cold dead cheeks.” As the sandy-haired man spoke, his eyes seemed to drift off to some faraway place. “And then that fatass will be dead. And I’ll find his children and kill them too. Even if I have to go to all over the galaxy to do it!”
As Nimoux looked at him, listening to the man’s lust for violence, he realized this man didn’t actually strike him as the kind of person who would normally think such things, less yet say them. In fact, if Nimoux had to guess, the sandy-haired man had probably been some sort of a businessman in civil society before he’d been dragged here and replaced. This anger, this thirst to hurt someone, was probably the product of the treatment he’d received here.
They take people and lock them away and treat them like barbarians and animals, thought Nimoux. And over time they become barbarians and animals. Just like they’re treated.
After providing a few more choice details of the vengeance he would extract upon the specific guards and their families, the sandy-haired man fell silent and seemed not to take further notice of Nimoux. Several minutes passed and the guards finished securing the prisoners. The last of the cells slammed shut and the main lights dimmed.
Nimoux waited. Feeling his heart beat rapidly as he worked through the details of his plan for the umpteenth time. He went into a breathing exercise automatically and took a moment to meditate. Ever chasing his elusive center.
I have to focus. I have to be patient. I must be in control, he thought. In and out, nice and slow, he exhaled and inhaled deeply. Waiting. In and out.
The brown-haired inmate fell asleep first. His light snores were like music to Nimoux’s ears. Now all he had to do was wait for the sandy-haired man to do the same. Then he could make his move. And the sooner the better.
More time passed. Nimoux estimated that it had been almost thirty minutes. Making now the perfect time to slip away, but he couldn’t. Because the sandy-haired man remained awake. He was sitting on the floor, leaning against the wall, staring off at the darkness. Silent as the night.
Nimoux remained patient, still hopeful that the sandy-haired man would lie down and sleep. But his mind began to consider what his contingency options were.
I could use a sleeper hold and force him unconscious by blocking his carotid arteries. Then I could slip away, thought Nimoux. But that won’t help. He’ll remain unconscious for thirty seconds, at most a minute, then when he’s awake he’ll see that I’ve gone, remember that I choked him, and undoubtedly call for a guard. I can’t incapacitate him safely. Not unless I kill him…
As soon as he thought it, Nimoux dismissed the option, feeling disgusted that it’d even crossed his mind. I can’t kill him, he knew. This man, despite his clear need for therapy, was likely as innocent as everyone else here, in the sense that he hadn’t committed some kind of crime and was justifiably incarcerated for it, rather he’d made the mistake of occupying a position of influence in human society and some pervasively vile force had stolen him away and replaced him for its benefit. Just as they’d done to Harkov, and Edwards, and even Nimoux himself. The justification that the ends justified the means was always tempting. Nimoux wanted to escape, had an urgent need to escape—he had to warn the Empire—and on balance the value of this man’s life seemed like nothing. A perfect stranger, and a deranged one at that, what would it matter if he was dead? But Nimoux refused to let himself think along those lines. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t, not again, he’d sworn as much over the graves of the three innocents he’d killed. And he wasn’t about to go back on his word. If he did, what would that make him? He shuddered at the thought.
So if I can’t kill him and he refuses to go to sleep then what? Nimoux wondered. I’ll have to take him with me, won’t I? realized Nimoux as he found himself unable to come up with another option. He supposed he could abandon his escape effort for the night and try again tomorrow night, but that didn’t feel like a good option to him. It felt like an unacceptable risk. Especially since there was no guarantee that he would find in a better position.
I’ll wait a little longer, Nimoux decided. Eventually he’ll go to sleep. He’ll have to. There was no guarantee, of course, but Nimoux judged it was still the likeliest outcome. In general, the prisoners weren’t given as much time to sleep as they needed, and they didn’t sleep particularly well in the cell block. The days weren’t very long but they were scorchingly hot and that had a way of making them all tired. It wouldn’t make sense for the sandy-haired man to stay awake all night for no compelling reason.
So Nimoux made a pretense of going to sleep himself. His instincts warned him not to turn his back to the sandy-haired man, and indeed if Nimoux had actually planned to get any sleep, he would have made certain to be the last to drift off. Hoping he slept very lightly. But since he was only pretending, he closed his eyes and kept his ears alert. Remaining awake and vigilant, despite appearances, and waited.
After twenty or so minutes, he stirred silently and got up. Taking care to move as soundlessly as possible. Both of the other inmates were asleep. That’s more like it, he thought. He waited for two minutes, carefully watching the sandy-haired man, wanting to make certain he was truly asleep, and then Nimoux crept to the cell door. It was time to find out if his idea worked. He held his breath and curled his hands around the bars.
Moment of truth.
With expert care, he gently pulled on the cell door. It slid. Success! The mud that he’d put inside the locking mechanism to block the pin—mortared into place with his own spit and sweat—worked. He felt a rush of excitement but remembered to keep calm and manage his breathing. His heart beat like a snare drum, thumping in his ears, but that couldn’t be helped.
He slid the door open just enough to slip out and not a millimeter more. The action made a slight scratching noise but it was barely audible, and no one seemed to notice. He gingerly closed the door behind him so it wouldn’t be noticed by a patrolling guard. Time to go.
He went prone immediately and crawled directly forward and under the railing, stopping once he got to the ledge. He didn’t want to be seen by any patrolling guards or his fellow prisoners. It would be almost a dead giveaway if he walked, or crept, to the stairs. That route would take him past other cells and someone would see him. This was the only alternative.
Keeping a firm grip on the ledge, he swung his legs out and lowered himself as much as he could until his whole body was dangling in the air. Suspended over the ground floor. He was tempted to drop from there but knew the distance from his feet to the ground was still about eight meters. Which was too much.
So he moved laterally along the edge, holding up his entire bodyweight as he went, placing hand over hand. The metal-grated flooring gave him excellent handgrips, allowing him to loop his fingers through the grating and not have to depend entirely on his topmost knuckles to sustain him, but the process was still arduous. And became increasingly difficult with every meter. At one point his arms and hands felt so tired he was sure he would lose his grip and plunge to the ground floor. But he didn’t. He remembered what was at stake, controlled his breathing rhythm, and forced himself to endure.
After what felt like an eternity, he’d gone the distance and found himself next to the stairwell. He swung his legs up over the railing, grateful for the core exercises he’d forced himself to do in the black cell, and got himself onto the stairs. As soon as he had sufficient footing, his arms went limp and he wanted nothing more than to rest but there was no time. He scrambled down the stairs as stealthily as he could. The instant he reached the ground floor he bolted for the exit. Quickly finding himself in the yard.
It was dark outside. A few of the portable structures had light pouring out their windows but most looked abandoned. He ran at a steady jog, wanting to be swift but not tire himself out, all the while grateful the sand cushioned his footfalls, allowing him to move silently.
None of the guards had been organized into a foot patrol for the yard. Leaving Nimoux alone, able to approach the Command Station with virtual impunity, so long as he moved warily and avoided the spotlights, infrared cameras, and windows.
When he reached the Command Station, he entered through one of the side entrances. One he suspected would neither alarmed nor actively watched. As the door slid open, he knew he was rolling the dice. But took some comfort in the knowledge that most of the remaining guards were in the barracks sleeping, not guarding the Command Station.
Luckily no one was there. Just a small security desk at the elbow of two main corridors, if they hadn’t stripped the prison staff so thoroughly there probably would have been someone here, he knew.
He sprinted down the hall and around a corner, ducking aside and hiding in doorways and behind desks whenever someone sounded near. He moved carefully, with the instincts of a trained special forces operative. And he thought back to his military service prior to joining Intel Wing.
Eventually he reached the guardroom. The pedestrian transmitter is in there, he thought. And there will be a guard in there too for sure. Perhaps more than one.
He tried to think of some way to lure the guards out. So he could deal with them on his terms, ambushing them in the corridor. He went with the only idea that came to him, which was to knock loudly on the door and then hide out of sight. He wished he could do something larger, break something, make some real noise, and get all of the guards to leave the guardroom and go scampering through the building while he slipped in and stole the transmitter. But unfortunately, any ruse that was large enough to draw all of the guards away would also probably trigger some kind of emergency protocol, and the guards would probably lockdown the building, if not the entire camp, as they did a security sweep. Probably check on the prisoners too, and count them.
So this knocking would have to do. He pounded on the door then darted aside. Listening as the door slid open. “Is someone there?” a man’s voice could be heard. “I could have sworn.” Nimoux waited just around the corner, expecting to hear footsteps as the guard searched the corridor for the phantom door knocker.
Instead the door slid shut without another sound. Lazy guards…
Nimoux repeated the process. Knocking and hiding a second time.
“All right just what the hell?” the man barked after opening the door again and seeing no one. This time, to Nimoux’s relief, he heard the impatient footsteps of the guard draw near. The guard was searching the corridor for the source of the knocking. “This had better not be some sort of joke,” he growled.
It isn’t, thought Nimoux as he snuck up behind the guard and, in a single quick motion, clamped his left hand tightly over the man’s mouth while his right arm curled around his neck. Nimoux applied enough pressure to cut off the guard’s carotid arteries and, after a few seconds, he became unconscious, collapsing limply in Nimoux’s arms. Nimoux tightened his grip, making certain to completely obstruct the airway, as he dragged the guard around the corner and out of sight, in case another guard emerged from the guardroom to check on his friend.
Unlike the sandy-haired cellmate who’d done nothing to warrant imprisonment here and therefore deserved to live, this guard had voluntarily made himself an enemy combatant. Someone who actively worked to keep the prisoners unjustly locked away, had perhaps even assisted in some of the abductions, and probably had orders to help with any extermination of the prisoners that was likely to occur. Nimoux therefore had no moral difficulty at all in his decision to kill the guard to purchase his silence.
In order to kill, Nimoux had to think like a machine. He had to remind himself that enemy combatants were a lethal threat to his life and the mission. Nimoux did not enjoy killing, least of all when he had to do it with his bare hands, but it was a necessary skill that had been part of his special forces experience, and that knowledge had lent itself—fortunately only rarely—to his work as an Intel Wing operative. And now he would use it to escape this prison planet and warn the Empire.
He laid the unmoving soldier down and withdrew the combat knife strapped to the man’s leg. It appeared to be the only weapon he had on his person. Not having enough time to wait for the guard to completely asphyxiate, and not wanting to weaponlessly kill him through a blunt strike to his throat or head which would have been the usual go-to option—since Nimoux never relied on the snap-the-neck method which he considered to be both difficult and unreliable. Instead he rolled the guard onto his stomach and very swiftly plunged the knife through the indent at base of the man’s skull, where the bone was the thinnest, angled upwards. The knife punched through with ease. Shredding the target’s medulla oblongata with its serrated edge.
Nimoux withdrew the knife and spun away from the corpse, needing to remain focused on the mission at hand and not obsess over the gruesome details of what he’d just been forced to do. Especially when the night promised to get bloodier.
He took up a good striking position at the periphery of the door, waiting for the other guard to leave the guardroom, thinking there probably was one and that he’d notice his fellow guard hadn’t returned. Ten seconds passed and the door didn’t budge. Nimoux wondered if that meant the guard he’d just killed had been the only one in the guardroom. He hoped so. But, just in case…
He knocked on the door again. Pounding loudly with the flat of his hand. When it opened, Nimoux rushed the guard. This one was larger and thicker than the previous, probably about a hundred kilograms. But size made little difference. Nimoux struck first and fast, stunning the guard with a flat-handed blow to first the nose—meant to break the cartilage—and then the throat. As the guard doubled over, Nimoux knocking him onto his stomach and finished him in the same way. Knife through the base of the skull. It was a favored method because, when done correctly, it was silent, quick, and guaranteed to be fatal.
There was no other choice, Nimoux reminded himself as he withdrew the knife from its second victim. He knew it had been necessary to eliminate both guards but it still made him unhappy to do it. And, in truth, he valued that it was difficult for him to take another person’s life. He hoped to never be so desensitized to it that it ever became just
business. Not that his discomfort would ever make him hesitate when things were on the line and he had to act quickly.
Fortunately, the two guards he’d killed proved to be the only ones in guardroom. Nimoux took the pedestrian transmitter, which he was able to strap to his back, and relieved the second guard of his firearm—a small handgun with an extra magazine. He also took the boots off the first guard—because they were the better fit—and put them over his feet. Knowing that durable footwear greatly improved his chances of survival out in the wild, far more than people might expect. The last thing he had to do, which gave him no degree of pleasantness but he knew he had no choice, was to use the now very bloody knife to cut off one of the dead guards’ thumbs. The knife was extremely sharp and he had less trouble breaking through the bone than he’d expected.
As soon as he had the thumb, he darted for the corridor and fled the Command Station. Knowing he had no time to sneak, should anyone chance upon him, since the dead guards were bound to be discovered as soon as their shift was over—if not sooner. He tried to keep his breathing silent as he ran, and he felt empowered by adrenaline but also weighed down by the heavy transmitter on his back. As he emerged from an auxiliary exit and out into the night, he was happy to see that there was still no foot patrol in the yard. And no sign that an alarm had been raised.
So far so good, he thought. Again grateful that the number of guards had been reduced. He wondered if escape would have proven entirely impossible before, back when the prison had been fully staffed. Perhaps so. As he thought of how few guards remained, probably only two dozen, he was considered staying. And wondered if he had any chance of taking them out, one by one, utilizing his superior fighting skill and the element of surprise. He did a quick balancing test in his mind and weighed the probability that, should he hide in the portable structures, and judiciously attacked the guards when circumstances were most favorable, if he had any chance of prevailing. If he killed or chased off the guards, he could save the prisoners and they could plead their case before the Assembly together.
But it was only a fleeting thought, and one he swiftly abandoned as he looked at the barracks structure to the northeast. There were still too many guards for him to deal with alone, even with his training and the best use of the resources available, they were too many and too well equipped. And if he freed the other prisoners, so they could create chaos and perhaps even join him in fighting the guards, he would only be inviting a bloodbath of violence. Most of the prisoners are civilians, they wouldn’t stand a chance, and such an action would probably only hasten their demise. Encourage the leaders of the prison, whoever they were, to issue the final order that was likely looming over them all already. The extermination of everyone here…
No, Nimoux’s best hope, and that of his fellow inmates, was for him to escape the prison and call for help. Which was what he intended to do.
He approached the electrified fence as directly as he could, having to zig and zag to avoid moving spotlights and infrared cameras, and went immediately to the gate. He pressed the severed thumb against the touchscreen. When the computer recognized the thumbprint, accepting it as valid, Nimoux tossed the thumb aside and thought back on the keycode pattern: Left. Left. Up. Right. Right. Up. He’d watched the guards input it a hundred times. He’d deduced the first five digits of the code and input them. Hesitating only briefly when he got to the final digit.
It’s either this or that, he considered for a moment. Knowing he had a fifty-fifty chance. He held his breath and took a guess.
The gate unlocked with a click and Nimoux pushed his way through. Jogging out into the night. Clearing as much distance between him and the prison colony as he could, as fast as he could.
He didn’t know what would have happened had he keyed the last digit wrong. Most likely the gate would have given him a second chance but he was glad not to have been forced to find out.
I’m free, he thought. Trying to manage his excitement and the surge of adrenaline that fueled his every step. I’m free. I’m free.
He knew he wasn’t quite in the clear. Even though he was out of his cell and out of the compound and out in the untamed wild of Gamma Persei Three. There was still the very real danger that they would track him and hunt him down. In which case, his immediate future was one of death or re-incarceration with much more aggressive security protocols in place. In a pinch he couldn’t decide which he feared more. Painful death or inescapable confinement.
Not going to happen, he told himself. No way, no how. Not a chance in hell. He had to believe in himself. In his ability to get away. He trusted his instincts and kept pushing ahead, intending to keep moving all through the night.
He reached the river as soon as he could. He took off the transmitter and held it high above his head as he stepped unflinching into the icy water. It was about waist deep. He shivered in the cold and his muscles felt really tight but he pushed on. Even submerging himself up to his neck at one point, deliberately, to make it harder for dogs to track him.
Nothing was more tempting than to ford directly across the river and emerge on the far shore at the nearest point. But he summoned all that remained of his mental fortitude and forced himself to follow the river a ways before trying to leave it. It would have been more direct to go upriver, since his ultimate destination was the nearby mountains—from which he could get the best kataspace signal out and could find a plethora of trees and caves to hide in—but fighting the current was too difficult. And he knew trying to do so was dangerous. So he walked with the current. Pushed along step after step in the frigid water, arms aching above his head weighed down by the heavy transmitter—desperate for relief.
After a while, when he believed he was as close to his snapping point as he dared get, and his body begged him to drop the transmitter and just collapse into the water, and let whatever would happen happen, he exited the river. Feeling a slap of icy wind crash into him the instant he did. Whatever parts of his body hadn’t gone completely numb, bit him with horrible agony. And he shivered violently, almost dropping the transmitter as he did. Even though this planet seemed to get only a few degrees short of hell during midday, it felt like a frozen wasteland at night. At least he knew there was very little humidity in the air, not that he could tell, drenched as he was. He knew if he didn’t get dry quickly, then it wouldn’t matter if the guards found him or not, because he would be dead.
“I… have… to… survive,” he told himself out loud as he shivered, trying desperately to marshal his courage and rally his fighting spirit. “I’m a survivor,” he whispered to himself. He began peeling off his clothes, though it was difficult and painful to do so in the frozen cold. But he knew it was necessary, if he was to get dry fast enough to get his body temperature raised to a safe level he couldn’t wait for his soaked clothing to dry. Then he rolled around on the ground, trying to get what heat he could from the earth and use the dirt as a kind of natural towel, absorbing the water off his skin. If nothing else, the movement helped him elevate his heart rate—sending warm blood shooting through his body—and warmed his muscles. Once he was as dry as he was going to get, he stood up and lashed the wet jumpsuit together along with the boots and socks, making a sort-of makeshift knapsack to carry. He then took five minutes trying to cover up all traces that he’d emerged from the river here, including smoothing over his footsteps. After that he picked up his bundled clothing, strapped the transmitter to his naked back, and continued forward. Stepping as lightly as he could, and erasing his tracks as much as he could as he went. Making slow and steady progress toward the mountains ahead. Estimating that he could be at the base of the mountains, and reasonably well hidden, by sunrise. If he kept going all night.
At first the winds that licked his naked body felt like torture, like murderously cold breaths kissing his tormented skin with the frigid sting of dry icy vapor. And he seriously wondered if he would survive the night. But he soldiered on and with each step things seemed to get a little better, as the little water that remained on his naked skin rapidly dried.
It was dark and the sticks and stones of the ground dug into his feet, hurting him as he walked. He tried to step carefully, to avoid getting cut so he wouldn’t leave behind a trail of blood, and soon he found himself putting the boots back on his feet. The footwear wasn’t completely dry but he slipped it directly onto his feet anyway. After that he could move considerably faster, though it was harder to cover his tracks.
He did the best he could, pausing to rest only when he had to, and forced himself to focus, to concentrate, to keep fighting. He used every meditation and breathing technique he knew, trying as always to grasp for his center, as he fought against his pain, the elements, and even the spookiness of the thick woods full of darkness and strange alien noises.
The sense of panic that some of the noises gave him made it easier to keep his rests short and keep moving forward, ever forward. Fueled by adrenaline and sheer force of will. He doubted he rested for more than a minute at a time. With the only exception being when he activated the transmitter and tried to connect to kataspace. It had proven unsuccessful which was disappointing but not surprising. No doubt the patrol vehicles and the command station at the prison compound had signal enhancers to augment the transmitter. Out here he had no such technology. But if the skies were clear and he could transmit from the tops of the mountains just ahead, the chances were good that he’d manage to get a signal out. He just had to get there.
And so he continued onward. Step after step. Determined to just keep putting one foot in front of the other, over and over again.
He was grateful when his clothes were dry enough he could put them back on. And counted it as a small victory. The kind that would keep him going in spite of the many troubles and difficulties pressing in on him. Despite how cold the planet seemed and how spooky and dangerous the woods undoubtedly were.
I will survive, he insisted. I have too much important work to do to die here.
His mind drifted again to the three officers he’d killed during the Altair mission and how, had he refused to kill them, it would have meant his life rather than theirs. By all rights I should be dead right now and they should be alive, he thought. But that isn’t so. They’re the ones in the ground and I’m the one still breathing. Surely I cannot disgrace their sacrifice by dying here. Not without warning the Empire first.
It was almost astonishing how just when he felt on the very brink of collapse and he reached inside himself desperately for another ounce of strength or scrap of hope, he always managed to find enough—just barely enough—to keep moving forward. Heaving the heavy transmitter as he went. Determined to persevere.



Chapter 18
 

Zander knew he was not an evil man. Not by a long shot. He was merely prudent. Cautious in a galaxy rife with self-interest and betrayal. He didn’t consider himself a hero. He entertained no illusions that he was some kind of valiant knight on a brilliant white steed ready to charge to the rescue of the less fortunate. Neither did he consider himself malevolent. He wasn’t wicked any more than he was a martyr, or a patriot. Just because he always put himself first didn’t make him a bad person. It was the very thing everyone else did too, the difference was he was willing to be honest about it with himself.
What did he owe anyone else? He’d always wondered. Why should he be ready and willing to sacrifice what was good for him and his so someone else could gain? Someone who probably wouldn’t shed many tears for Zander if he stumbled into misfortune. No, that someone would likely welcome Zander’s misfortune if there was some profit to be had.
Neither did Zander see any reason why he should think himself lucky or indebted to be one of the billions of subjects claimed by the Empire. Sure they pedaled their stories about how their fleets and their soldiers and their wars were all for the safety and wellbeing of Imperial citizens everywhere, such as him. But he knew it was hogwash, politics and lies spun in the golden webs of money that weaved together every government. One was not more benign than another. And indeed each government throughout history, regardless of species, was just as happy as any other to take from its citizens whatever it could in order to hedge its future, further its power, and increase its wealth. The only difference was that some governments had proven more capable and more effective than others. But none of them, not even the most durable, or the most invasively powerful, was immortal. And as the ages had come and gone for the humans, and the Rotham, and the Polarians, each government had risen and fallen with frequency not unlike the amber leaves of the parigold trees of Rivennia Alpha. Which bloomed and died in mere weeks, once a year, every year, and had done so since before any human had discovered how to control fire. And would likely continue to do so long after the human had been driven to extinction.
This realization, this truth of how the universe worked, and what motivated everyone within it, had made it easy for Zander to make and break deals in the blink of an eye, but difficult to surround himself with people he could trust. Indeed other than a few associates whose loyalty he’d bought and paid for, it was hard to find anyone in the galaxy he could trust to even the remotest degree.
They’re liars. All of them, he’d often reflected, as he stared at the stars and imagined the many hundreds of worlds that had been colonized by the major races of the galaxy. Liars and robbers and crooks. The only difference between a thief and an honest man is an awareness of opportunity. That was a proverb he’d coined himself and, like a favorable tailwind, it had steered him true. Kept him safe from many a damaging and dangerous business deal that otherwise promised poverty, prison, and death.
“We’re clear of the nebula,” said Jasmine from the helm of the Duchess.
“Very good,” said Zander. He looked at her with a mixture of desire and condescension. Like she was both his wife and servant. Jasmine, of course, was neither. Which was a pity; if she’d been Zander’s possession, she would undoubtedly be the most valuable of all his treasures, save one—the cargo currently stashed away in the hold.
Jasmine’s presence was almost disruptive. With her enchanting, ebony curves, thick lips that begged to be tasted, and most of all those hauntingly brown eyes that seemed to hold everyone prisoner who looked at them. Every exposed inch of her served only to distract the people around her, men and women alike, filling them with intense, covetous lust. At least, that had been Zander’s experience. The effect she had on him was joyous, ecstatic, intoxicating euphoria. It was also dangerous. Keeping her on the ship, especially so close at hand, was a flirtation with death. He wasn’t quite himself when dealing with her, his reactions were a bit slower, his thinking a bit more muddled, and she had a way of making simple things seem… complicated. Which meant that he’d eventually have to dispose of her. But not now. Not yet. For the moment he enjoyed her presence too much.
“Proceed to position and make the jump as scheduled,” he instructed her.
“And then I’ll get paid?” she pressed him. Clearly wanting to stay informed, in case the plan had changed.
“Then we’ll all get paid,” said Zander dismissively. Jasmine gave him a hard, critical look. No doubt trying to take the exact measure of his words and sift through them, wanting to unearth what he was truly thinking, rather than take his words at face value. Good luck with that, my dear, he thought. He kept his people paid, fed, and happy so they’d continue serving him, always ready to do whatever was necessary, but no part of that arrangement required him to keep them informed. Zander understood that information was the most valuable commodity in the galaxy, and none more so than one’s intentions. If those were known, then enemies—and even friends—would gain the upper hand, and plans would be foiled and countered and ruined. And so he guarded his intentions, guarded them like precious oxygen in a vast, black interstellar ocean of emptiness.
Not that it truly mattered in this case. As things currently stood, he hadn’t fully decided his intentions, not yet anyway. He’d sent off Julio and Todd to relay a message to the Enclave as something of a stall, to appear complicit but actually buy himself a little more time to mull things over.
Because, what he understood most of all, more than the fact that he needed water to live; more than the fact that money was the lifeblood pumping through the universe; more even than the fact that every person out there was, at their deepest core, a deceitful, lying, self-serving, scheming crook; was the fact that the cargo stored in the Duchess’s hold was unlike any other cargo anywhere else in the universe. Indeed, it was unlike any other cargo that had ever existed or ever would exist. Something so profoundly, overwhelmingly, mind-bogglingly rare that an opportunity like this would never come again. Not just for Zander, but for anyone. And he would be a fool to squander it without at least considering all of his options…
I have in my possession weapons like no other, he thought. Weapons that can darken stars and destroy planets. Weapons of such massive destruction that billions upon billions of lives can be ended in a single stroke. Zander had very little taste for violence and even less interest in killing. Of course he’d had to sully himself with such barbarism from time to time, by arranging for enemies and rivals to disappear. But he would never use the isotome weapons himself, slaughter for its own sake was beneath any gentleman of reason, and destruction on such an epic scale was not profitable.
On the other hand, should he sell the weapons to another a party, and that party decided to use them, who was he to say they couldn’t? The blame for such atrocity would rest on the head of the one who made the decision to do so, whoever that was, and perhaps a little too on the heads of those who’d agreed to carry out the order. But not so much as a single drop of blame would belong to Zander who was, after all, merely a businessman. A trader. A market-maker. An exchanger of goods and services.
The weapons had originally been created through a combined endeavor of humans, Rotham, Polarians, and the Enclave that lived on Tybur in Alliance space. Ironically it had been the potential for great destruction that had fostered the first truly cooperative enterprise that had involved each of the major races. As it had been explained to Zander, the main science of the process had been developed by a woman named Tamara who’d supervised the construction of the missiles themselves in Polarian space at a place called Titan Three—which they completely ruined. The main component in the weapons, isotome, had been mined from its only natural source, the Xenobe Nebula Region, by the Enclave and delivered to Titan Three. There had only been enough stabilized isotome to create thirty-one missiles. Once the weapons had been made and successfully tested, however, that seemed to be where the cooperation ended. And each party had made their play, revealing their true hand.
The human element, which called itself the Phoenix Ring, had made two efforts to secure the weapons for themselves. They’d made a secret deal with the Enclave, for the Enclave to deliver the weapons to the humans in exchange for certain favors and payments. And secondly, the Phoenix Ring had replaced one of the members of the Enclave, the one who was supposed to deliver the weapons, with what they believed to be their own agent, to ensure that the weapons wound up in Phoenix Ring hands. After all, it had been their scientist who’d ingeniously invented the entire process of weaponizing the isotome in the first place, and the Phoenix Ring understood as well as the others that whoever was left holding the weapons in the end would have all the cards.
Something had gone wrong, however. Something that none of the humans expected, except for Zander. The Enclave had played the Phoenix Ring and had secretly made another deal, one with the Rahajiim—which was the Rotham element of the conspiracy. A group whose tenuous cooperation with the Phoenix Ring had always been temporary and limited, and they’d always intended to betray the Phoenix Ring. Indeed, the Phoenix Ring had thought the same thing of the Rahajiim. Both were dangerous, subversive, shadowy organizations that sought to promote their own interests, and the advancement of their respective races throughout the galaxy. Conflict between them had been inevitable. And the obvious point of difference would circle around the isotome weapons themselves, whichever group controlled them, that group would have unspeakable power over the other. Indeed over anyone else who understood the weapons’ true power.
And so the Enclave, which was growing very tired of its secretive, delicate existence among the non-Imperial humans occupying the DMZ between Rotham and Imperial space, had made deals with the Rahajiim too. Probably the Enclave’s leader weighed the value of what the Phoenix Ring offered against the promises of the Rahajiim. In the end, the Rahajiim’s offer prevailed. Zander didn’t know if that had been because the Enclave discovered that the Phoenix Ring had tried to trick them, by replacing one of their members, or if the Rahajiim had simply made the better offer. Whatever the case, arrangements were made and half the inventory of weapons were planted on the surface of Remus Nine. Awaiting transfer to the Rahajiim. The Enclave intended to withhold the other half as a means of ensuring the Rahajiim made good on their promises. Which, among other things, included such lavish perks as official, bona fide membership in the Rotham Republic, making the Enclave a legitimate political organization instead of an unwanted blight on the galaxy. They’d also be given control over Alliance space itself and would be permitted to corral the remaining humans of the Alliance, any who’d survived the takeover, and breed them for food.
Unfortunately, something went haywire. And somehow a rogue Imperial Intel Wing operative, undoubtedly working for the Organization, had found out about the sale and managed to get to Remus Nine before the Rahajiim did. By the time the Rahajiim fleet arrived, ready to take possession of the weapons, all the missiles on the planet had been permanently destroyed. And the Rahajiim were forced to leave the system empty-handed. Meanwhile the remaining fifteen weapons had been entrusted to Zander. Who was technically safekeeping them on behalf of the Enclave. They promised to pay him for his services and he’d negotiated for more, agreeing to sell them back their own weapons in exchange for proper compensation.
But therein lay the problem. Zander’s allegiances had changed so many times during this conflict, as the tethers of political convenience changed and the balance of power shifted. What mattered most to him was to get out of the chaos ahead, and be on the side that was still standing once the dust settled. In this sort of game, idealism counted for strikingly little, and adaptation counted for much. Indeed such was the natural order of all life everywhere, adapt and survive, resist change and die. Zander had followed the shifting winds, always staying one step ahead.
He’d started by joining a group called the Organization, and had even risen to a position of prominence among them as a group leader. That had been when he’d captained the Arcane Storm. But, as it became clear that the Organization, for all its passion and effort, was a force of nationalist idealism that was outmatched on every level by their sworn enemy, the Phoenix Ring, Zander had known it was time to adapt or die. And so, when the opportunity was ripe, Zander had changed sides. Taking some small amount of his crew with him, the ones he could persuade and trust. The rest had been tricked, gassed, killed, and jettisoned into space. They had failed to adapt and therefore nature had deselected them.
He’d then worked for Phoenix Ring in their dealings with the Enclave, and during that time Zander had taken his orders from Zane Martel himself, the linchpin of the entire Phoenix Ring network. That arrangement had enriched Zander greatly. But in doing that work, he’d learned of the superior might of the Rahajiim, and the expert craftiness of the shrewd and cunning Enclave. He could smell a foulness in the wind and knew it was time to change loyalties again, and so he had. And the Enclave had used him, used him to safeguard half of the weapons as they went to sell the rest to the Rahajiim, in defiance of their deal with the Phoenix Ring. And, just as Zander had predicted, the Phoenix Ring had collapsed after that. Its leadership slaughtered and hunted. It was still a mystery exactly who had been behind it, though reports of their violent deaths had spread far and wide, but Zander was sure the Rahajiim had been the ones to order the killing blow. Ridding themselves of a dangerous enemy and eliminating their only true rival in one swift stroke.
And ever since, the Rahajiim had done everything possible to make good on their deal with the Enclave, despite the failure of the Enclave to perform their part of the bargain and deliver the weapons on Remus Nine as agreed. The Rahajiim knew that there were still fifteen more warheads, and that they were in the Enclave’s possession, and more than anything they wanted them. And so they’d been all about forgiveness and second chances, bending over backwards to please the Enclave and secure the remaining isotome weapons from them. Doing everything possible to get their hands on weapons for which the rest of the galaxy had no answer.
The Enclave, persuaded by the Rahajiim’s efforts, seemed bent on repossessing the weapons and transferring them to the Rahajiim right away, just like the Rotham group wanted. And had sent notice to Zander to deliver them accordingly, promising him he would be compensated for his efforts. After all, he’d had to abandon the Arcane Storm and change ships, and even hide the weapons, in order to keep them safe from the Organization which, by all accounts, still vehemently pursued them. Compensation was owed to him.
But would it be enough? Zander wondered. I have in my possession the most valuable cargo in all the galaxy. And I am expected to simply hand it over in exchange for some small fortune of money?
And that was assuming the Enclave would honor their agreement with him. He expected they would, they seemed to see the business sense in remaining true to their deals—other than the one they’d broken with the Phoenix Ring, though that betrayal of contract had been part of a larger bargain they’d made with the Rahajiim. But still… a part of him sincerely wondered if, once he gave them back their weapons, they wouldn’t simply kill him, and his crew, to better protect the secret and avoid having to pay out.
It was a thought that gave him chills and kept him awake at night. If the Enclave was after him, or the Rahajiim, then nowhere was safe. Even Zane Martel and all of his compatriots, for all their wealth, and power, and cunning, had been no match for the Rahajiim’s wrath once they’d decided it was over. How could Zander expect things to be any different for him?
The safest thing, for all its implied dangers, was to do what they wanted. Give them back their weapons, accept whatever compensation they offered, no matter how meager, and then be on his way. Seeking out the next business opportunity.
But, while that might have been the cautious thing to do, it was also the least opportunistic. And that grated against his instincts. He often dreamed of the vast wealth governments would give him for these deadliest of weapons.
The Imperial military was a potential buyer, though the government seemed to be fracturing into a state of civil war, the respective sides in the conflict still had significant wealth and incentive to want the isotome weapons.
Another prospective buyer was the Polarian military, or any of the independent states of the confederacy. None of them could marshal the kind of wealth the Empire could, or even that of the Republic, but they were a warrior culture and one with a deeply ingrained sense of honor and truth of word. He could trust them to both want the weapons covetously and to honor whatever bargain was struck.
Of course, the Rotham Republic itself presented a great mountain of opportunity as well. Even though the Polarians fostered the culture that most reveled in the glory of violence, history had shown it was actually the Rotham who were most willing to strike the first blow and seize opportunity to advance the Republic and annex more territory. Their latest efforts, which had resulted in the Great War, had been decidedly thwarted and in recent memory their fleets, mighty as they were, had been kept at bay by the even mightier war-machine of the Imperial Navy. Though a handful of isotome weapons could tip the scales, especially after the vast Imperial fleet destroyed itself in the seemingly inevitable political contest for the throne. Now that the King was murdered.
Zander even considered cutting out the middleman and selling the weapons directly to the Rahajiim itself. They were more dangerous and more cunning than even the Enclave, many hundred times more, and they would no doubt pay handsomely for the weapons regardless of the identity of the seller. So long as it meant they got what they wanted. They could even protect him from the Enclave’s wrath, if they wanted to. He could make it a term of the sale, but that didn’t mean they’d keep their word. Indeed everything he knew about the group caused him to harbor very deep suspicions. All groups, like all people, were motivated by self-interest, but the Rahajiim seemed particularly effective at finding ways to promote their own benefit and not care about the welfare of those who were no longer of any use to them, which would certainly be Zander the instant he’d transferred them the weapons.
What to do, what to do? He thought. Wrestling with the dilemma. Knowing that the extra time he’d purchased himself was soon to run out. And once it did, there was very little he could do to delay further without openly defying the Enclave.
Meanwhile his crew remained in the dark as much as Zander could keep them, doing as they were bid, accepting pay and following his instructions. They had some idea that their cargo was valuable, and Zander had promised them a share of the profits once they closed the deal—he’d had to in order to insure against betrayal—but they didn’t understand how truly valuable their cargo was. And Zander meant to keep it that way. No matter what he ultimately decided.
“We are being hailed,” said Rolland. He was one of the few who’d been with Zander since the beginning, when they’d worked for the Organization. Of all the souls on the ship, Zander doubted there was one he trusted more than Rolland. Not that it had made any difference, Zander had kept Rolland in the dark just as much as everyone else.
“By whom?” asked Zander.
“It’s Anton again.”
Damn. Of course it is.
The crew knew that name, Anton had been in regular contact with them for a long time. Since even before the sale on Remus Nine had gone haywire. The crew also knew that Anton was a representative for the purchaser of the cargo they carried, though most of the crew did not know—didn’t even suspect—that their buyer was the Enclave itself, and that Anton was a member. One of the nightmarish Remorii that seemed to thirst for human blood and the taste of flesh between his razor-sharp teeth.
“What does he want?” asked Zander. Annoyed that the Enclave was calling again, no doubt meaning to pressure him into delivering the weapons to them as soon as possible.
“He demands to know why, when his ship passed through the Kynar Asteroid Field, he found no one there to meet him,” reported Rolland.
“What?” said Zander, confused. He’d deliberately sent Julio and Todd in a shuttle he’d purchased with his own private money into the asteroid field to meet with Anton and buy Zander some time. And then Zander remembered how he’d let it slip to Julio and Todd that they would be meeting with the Enclave, and to expect approach from an almost undetectable Hunter ship. Damn those cowards, they must have run off in a spray of their own piss, Zander realized. He cursed himself too for letting them know too much.
“Yes,” said Rolland. “Anton says his ship made a pass of the coordinates we gave him and found nothing,” said Rolland. “He demands to know why we wasted his time. He says we were supposed to deliver the cargo to him there and collect our reward.” Anton had been expecting to meet with Zander in the Kynar Asteroid Field and the fact that Zander had sent Julio and Todd in his place, with none of the weapons, promised to be an unpleasant surprise. No wonder Julio and Todd had run off, they must have calculated that Anton and the rest of the Enclave would be livid.
Zander knew he had to come up with something good, but unfortunately he was under the gun and had no time, so he went with the first thing he thought of. “Tell him that we were unable to make the rendezvous because of a systems failure, but we’re on our way to meet him. We just have to stop at port for repairs first.”
Rolland looked at him blankly for a second, before relaying the message. He knew there had been no such systems failure, and that they were lying to Anton, which didn’t make sense to the rest of them because Anton was their buyer. And the crew wanted the reward they’d been promised. Why delay, and why risk offending their buyer to do so? But Zander wasn’t quite ready to hand over the isotome weapons just yet. Not until he’d made up his mind for certain what he should do.
For all he knew, the reward the Enclave had in store for them was death. And Zander just couldn’t stop thinking of the tremendous value the weapons had and how, once he emptied his cargo bay, the opportunity would be gone forever.
“He wants to know our position,” reported Rolland. “He says he’ll come to us.”
“Tell him to meet us at Izar Ceti,” said Zander, picking one of his favorite ports. It was a small place near the edge of the Empire with no local colony to protect and so it was given very little attention and maintained only a small garrison. Activity there was often… less-legitimate. Of course, there wasn’t truly any need for the Duchess to make port, no repairs were necessary and the ship had enough stockpiles of fuel and food to last a couple of weeks. But it was the only thing Zander could think of to delay Anton further. “Tell him it will take us some time before we are able to get there. We are far away and need to finish some minor repairs before we arrive at Izar Ceti to undergo major repairs.” So many lies, Zander wondered how many he could tell before one slipped back to the Enclave and they decided to end him.
“Okay…” said Rolland. He relayed the message and Anton told them he was on his way. And that they should leave the minute they were able. But Zander had other plans.
“Setting course for Izar Ceti,” said Jasmine from the helm.
“Not just yet,” said Zander. Deciding then and there what he was going to do. “We have to make a stop first, on the way.”
“Where?” Jasmine spun her chair and looked at him. The crew was getting tired of him delaying the rich payout they all expected. And he knew, if he kept this up, they’d eventually mutiny.
“There is one important stop we must make,” explained Zander. “And then we will go to Izar Ceti and claim our reward. I swear it.”
“And what is this stop?” Jasmine’s dark eyes probed him, and Zander felt almost naked before her.
“Open space,” said Zander with a knowing smile. “One point two clicks on the far side Rana Kentaurus.”
“That’s really, really far away from Izar Ceti…” said Rollund, looking confused.
“Yes, I suppose it is,” said Zander. “It’s also out of sight from even the most prying of eyes.” Of course just about any position in open space, that wasn’t near a shipping lane, was well out of sight. But Zander liked the delay going to Rana Kentaurus would create. It was a worthless neutron star with nothing of value anywhere near it.
“We can’t claim our reward yet because first we have to go make a stop in the middle of nowhere?” Jasmine pressed him.
“Patience,” said Zander. “All will make sense in time. Now go.”



Chapter 19
 

Calvin was the first through the Nighthawk’s jetway; it was an experience he always loathed because he could imagine himself being blown out into space, and he didn’t feel secure again until he found himself on the other side of the airlock on Aleator One. The rest of his team followed, they were an unlikely bunch: Rez’nac, a large and powerfully muscular Polarian with fierce bruises and scars; Alex, a cunning-eyed Rotham who looked extra small standing next to Rez’nac; Rain, a harmless, almost naïve-looking human doctor with fiery red hair, intensely blue eyes, and a relentless smile; Miles, a big-framed, nervous-looking human who was at the same time thrilled to be re-united with Calvin and terrified be back on Aleator; Rafael, who looked like he could actually blend-in here with his eye-patch and scars; and of course Calvin himself. They were each casually dressed, as Calvin had ordered, and most of them had a concealed side-arm, everyone but Alex. Who Calvin was not ready to trust any more than he had to.
The Nighthawk’s two prisoners—an older man named Todd and his younger, scrawnier counterpart Julio—also exited the ship. They were escorted by a man and woman from special forces and both prisoners were kept in restraints to minimize risk.
True to his word, Grady Rosco was waiting for them, along with about a dozen Rosco soldiers, each expertly-dressed and armed with sub-machine guns.
“This visit won’t be a repeat of last time,” said Grady, once Calvin had come aboard. “I promise you that,” he looked at his soldiers and then back to Calvin, obviously pleased. “And honestly, if you’d only told me last time that you were coming, things would have been different.”
Calvin recalled the bone-chilling terror of his last visit, when he’d been forced to race through the halls to evade unlikely enemies, CERKO soldiers who’d tried to kill him. And how Titus Antony, a man Calvin had never previously met, had given up his life to keep him safe. The Roscos had considered the incident a grave embarrassment, they prided themselves in keeping a house of order—despite the number of crooks and criminals who frequented their establishments—and had a zero-tolerance policy toward anyone who upset the natural order of things here. In their den, the Roscos were untouchable and fancied themselves like gods.
“I have no doubt,” said Calvin, reassuring Grady. “Now, I understand that you’re able to take these prisoners off my hands?”
“Of course,” Grady nodded and two of his soldiers broke away from the others and accepted custody of the prisoners. Both Todd and Julio looked horrified, no doubt they were familiar with the Roscos reputation for severity when provoked.
“And you’re to see that they are transferred to the queen’s fleet,” added Calvin, “alive and unharmed.”
“Alive I can guarantee,” said Grady. “But unharmed… that depends on them,” he gave the prisoners a menacing look, clearly a warning.
“Fair enough,” said Calvin. He only wished he’d had time to interrogate the prisoners himself but between prepping for the mission and trying to get a little rest, it hadn’t been an option. I’ll just have to trust that Summers really did get everything out of them, thought Calvin. And that it will lead to the destruction of the isotome weapons.
He considered, very briefly, asking the Roscos to interrogate the prisoners further but then remembered how their method of interrogation involved torturing the subject to death, and deceased individuals made poor interviewees. He put his mind at ease knowing that the queen and her people would continue the interrogation. And that Summers had done as good a job as anyone could expect. He trusted Summers now, he really did, but he also knew she was a naval officer and didn’t have the benefit of Intel Wing training. So she might not have conducted the most effective interrogation… No, I have to stop thinking like that. Doubts circled in his head but he forced them away, knowing there was nothing he could do. He needed to have faith in other people—something that was difficult for him—and focus on the task at hand.
“Take them away,” Grady ordered his men. Two of them left, taking the prisoners. As they went, Grady gave Calvin’s team a good, hard look. He seemed amused at the sight of the aliens in particular and Calvin remembered how the Roscos conducted all of their business exclusively in human. Though they tolerated aliens on Aleator and accepted their money, the Roscos had no fondness for them and had never tried to keep that secret. “As for you lot,” Grady’s eyes returned to Calvin. “Please come this way.”
Grady led and Calvin followed along with his team. The remaining Rosco soldiers escorted them as they made their way through the corridors of Aleator One which, Calvin noted, no longer showed any sign of the firefight that had almost killed him not very long ago.
There were lots of people coming and going through the corridors of Aleator One: aliens, mercenaries, gangsters, smugglers, pirates, con-men, thieves, fugitives, prostitutes, people of every sort and caliber. But each and every one of them scrambled to get out of their way, happy to dart aside and make a path for Grady and the other Roscos. Many of these people were cheats and criminals who played their own games by their own rules, and most undoubtedly had a very creative grasp of ethics. But all of them had the wisdom to know and abide by the one commandment that governed Aleator: Don’t piss off the Roscos.
Their route took them past the Rodeo Den casino. Calvin looked at it curiously as they walked by the main entrance, smelling the cigarette smoke wafting out into the hall. It really hadn’t been too long ago that he’d gone in there, under cover, seeking out signs of Raidan. Not having the foggiest clue what he was getting himself into, and what was about to happen. He never expected to be back here again, especially so soon. What a small galaxy it is, he mused.
The Roscos took them to Grady’s office and Grady invited Calvin inside to discuss details, everyone else remained outside, including the soldiers.
Once the door was closed and Grady and Calvin had both taken their seats on opposite sides of the table—Calvin wanted to stand but Grady insisted otherwise—they got right down to it.
“We need to leave as soon as possible,” said Calvin. “Time is short. The sooner I collect the intelligence I need, the sooner I can send it to the queen and prevent a slaughter.”
“I have no love of the Empire,” said Grady in a cautious tone. He took a moment to light up a cigar. He offered one to Calvin but Calvin declined. After a good, long taste of the smoke he exhaled it and continued. “Yes, no love indeed. However I do have a love for humanity. We Roscos haven’t forgotten what we are. You say humanity is in danger?”
“I do,” said Calvin. “It’s no secret to anyone that the storms of civil war are brewing. The queen has gathered her fleet and the Assembly, under the direction of Caerwyn Martel, is mustering its forces as well. The two will inevitably collide. It’s not a matter of if, it’s a matter of when. After that happens—”
“The human military will be crippled, and then the aliens can flood the borders. Conquering human worlds without opposition,” said Grady knowingly.
“Yes,” said Calvin. “And I mean to prevent that,” he wasn’t entirely sure how. But, unable to marshal any other hope, he’d convinced himself that, once he showed the queen and her knights indisputable proof that the Rotham were gathering their fleets, and that the Alliance could not deter them, then the queen would delay engaging the Assembly’s fleet. Possibly even use the intelligence to convince the other side to agree to some sort of compromise, or temporary alliance. For the sake of human security. Whether a system bled for the queen or bled for the Assembly, no system wanted to find itself on the business-end of a Rotham invasion, Calvin was sure. Well, none except Renora. But ever more that system seemed to be a lost cause…
“Indeed, a civil war would not be profitable for anyone. Not for the Empire. Not for Aleator. Not for the Alliance. Not for any humans anywhere,” said Grady. “It would only benefit the aliens. And maybe the Khans,” as he spoke the name his voice carried a special amount of loathing. “You have my full support,” said Grady. “And it’s true we owe you a favor. A particularly important favor, one that has been eating against Rosco honor as an unpaid debt for far too long.”
Technically they owed the debt to Calvin’s father, Samil Cross, for something he’d done for them, something Calvin could only speculate at, and technically Samil was still alive. However the Roscos believed him dead and, as much as it pained him, Calvin needed the favor they were offering. So he chose not to inform them that his father was alive on Tybur. If one could consider the sad situation he’d gotten himself into life of any sort…
“I have gotten you a ship, just like you asked, it’s in launchbay five,” said Grady. “It’s a Rotham ship. Nothing too special. An unarmed commercial freighter, a small one. Actually it’s more a cargo-vessel than a proper freighter.”
“And it has no weapons at all, right?” asked Calvin, for his ruse to work their ship had to have absolutely no offensive capability. Otherwise the treaty that allowed such ships to pass through Alliance space would not be in force, and they could be stopped, boarded, and even destroyed.
“No weapons, just like you said.”
“Good,” said Calvin. “And what about the other details?” He knew the Roscos were going to steal him a ship, so he’d asked them to make certain its disappearance was not traceable. If its identity wound up on some roster of missing ships then, the instant they were spotted by a Rotham patrol, they’d almost certainly be boarded and captured.
“The ship’s owner is also its pilot. It’s usually flown by just one Rotham, I don’t remember the bastard’s name but I’ve got all the details right here.” He patted an electronic device that Calvin hoped carried all the documents and intel he would need. “He docked his ship here a few days ago. It fit all the specifications you asked for and, even better, the owner owes us some money so we seized his ship, privately of course. Feel free to take it. Consider it a gift. And the payment of a favor long overdue.”
“I will,” said Calvin. “What about the original owner?”
“He’s somewhere safe. Somewhere no one will find him. Don’t worry, no one knows we have him—and no one’s gonna know—so you can use his identity and get away with it.” He took another long puff of his cigar. “Have your own Rotham bastard pretend to be him, no one will be the wiser. By the way what’s the deal with him anyway? Is he your pet or something?”
“No, not my pet,” said Calvin. Though he wasn’t quite sure how he’d describe his relationship with Alex. A semi-trusted, dangerous intelligence operative who happens to share our goals and so we’re working with him even though he might kill us in our sleep? Calvin chose not to elaborate.
Grady shrugged. “Well, whatever. Your business is your business. You’ll find the ship ready to leave immediately. It’s stocked with all the supplies you asked for. Any documents you need are here,” Grady handed Calvin the electronic storage device.
“Thank you.”
“Consider the debt paid,” said Grady with a serious expression. “In full.”
“I do,” said Calvin. “Except for one more thing.”
Grady looked at him curiously. He didn’t say anything but he raised eyebrow and took another draw from the cigar. Breathing it out almost smugly. “God that never gets old,” he said, patiently waiting for Calvin to elaborate.
Calvin tried not to choke on the disgusting cigar smoke. Not sure how Grady managed to enjoy it so much. “You told me you had connections in the Alliance and that they would help.”
“Ah yes,” said Grady. “I almost forgot about that.” He took another draw from the cigar.
“Well?” asked Calvin, as he waited for Grady to breathe out the smoke and continue.
“You see,” said Grady. “That’s sort of the bad news.”
Calvin felt his heart stop. “Bad
news?” The use of any Alliance contacts that the Roscos had would significantly improve his chances of getting through this mission alive. If something had happened to them, or worse if Grady’s dealings with them had somehow given away to the Alliance government that Calvin was coming… he was a goner for sure.
“I tried to contact them, I really did,” said Grady. “But… nothing.” He shook his head and enjoyed another taste of his cigar.
“What do you mean nothing?”
“I mean nothing. They’ve gone dark. Vanished. Vamoose. Disappeared. Gone. Poof. Take your pick.”
“You haven’t heard anything at all from your contacts in the Alliance?” Calvin pressed him. “When did you stop hearing from them?”
“Must have been a few days ago. I’m not really sure. Our connections there have always been too few and too risky to get much out of, and we don’t stay in very regular of contact. It’s too risky. We just try to keep tabs on the Khans, that’s it.”
“And?”
“And I tried to get them over kataspace and got nothing. Bupkiss. Zilch. I don’t know why. Maybe they’re dead.” He took another draw from his cigar and shrugged. “Whatever the case, they won’t be able to help you.”
“I can’t believe you weren’t going to tell me this,” said Calvin as his mind tried to process what this meant. He had a very ominous, dark feeling. And all he could assume was that something had happened inside the Alliance, something dreadful. Perhaps the Rotham had already made their move. Like Samil had tried to warn them. And Calvin would get there too late, and by the time he did… by the time he saw what was there and tried to warn Kalila…
“I was going to tell you,” said Grady, looking offended. “Of course I was. It just hadn’t come up yet.”
“Look, I have to leave right away.”
“Like this very minute?” asked Grady.
“Like yesterday, or even a week ago,” said Calvin, practically jumping up from his chair. “See that the ship is cleared for immediate departure.”
“I will,” said Grady, taking his time to stand up. “But first you have to do one thing for me.”
“What?” asked Calvin, annoyed by any delay.
Grady extended his right hand. Calvin looked down at it confused, like it was an alien he’d never seen before.
“Shake my hand,” said Grady.
“Why?” Calvin didn’t understand how a handshake merited such urgency.
“Shake my hand to symbolize that the debt is repaid. That the deal we struck was agreed to.”
“Okay, fine,” Calvin reached out and shook Grady’s hand for a second. Then he spun and raced for the door. Calling behind him, “get the ship cleared!”
Once he emerged from Grady’s office, Calvin gave orders to his team. “Let’s move, now.”
He bolted down the hall and his team hurried to catch up.
“What is it?” asked Rafael. “What did he say?”
“Yeah, what’s the dealio?” asked Miles.
“Our ship is in launchbay five, this way,” said Calvin. “We have to launch ASAP.”
“Why the sudden urgency?” asked Rafael. “What did the Rosco boss tell you?”
“The Alliance has gone dark.”
 

***
 

More of his colleagues and co-conspirators were turning up dead. Or had gone missing—which was basically the same thing. The only difference was whether or not the body had been found. Guillermo wanted to stop listening, more than anything, he wanted to close his eyes, plug his ears, and pretend that everything was going to be fine. That he wasn’t being hunted like the others. That the killings had stopped. But he couldn’t stop himself from hanging onto every scrap of news that came he way, motivated by grim curiosity, deep paranoia, and an obsessive sense of self-preservation. Neurotically possessed by any information he could find.
Who are they and why are they coming after us? He wondered over and over. Even though he was fairly certain he knew the answer. It was the Rahajiim. Or maybe it was the Enclave. It could even be both. The Phoenix Ring had never been very friendly with the Rahajiim, and the cooperation between the two groups had only lasted long enough for the development of the isotome weapons. But Zane had always made it clear that the Rahajiim were a serious threat, and would need to be dealt with. Just like how Zane feared the Enclave, and had made arrangements to ensure their cooperation and their loyalty as well.
But in the end, Zane himself had been fooled. Tricked and betrayed by the Enclave. Allowing the isotome weapons to slip through his fingers. And then, somehow, in spite of his great power and tremendous wealth, and all his many layers of protection, they’d still gotten to him, and he’d been killed. Murdered from inside the safety of his own sanctuary. He’d been deeply hidden on Capital World in a secret place that was guarded like a fortress, but in the end none of it had done him any good. And now he was dead. The Phoenix Ring leadership was dead. And anyone connected to the Phoenix Ring, no matter how remotely, was winding up a corpse somewhere. Or disappearing.
Guillermo was not only the highest-ranking Phoenix Ring member still alive that he knew of, he was also the only remaining member. Celeste Ortega-Gasset was still alive too. But she’d never been a member of the Phoenix Ring, not truly. More like a paid informer. Maybe even an ally. But not a true member. Even though, by the end, she’d had significant power within the group and probably merited a seat at the table, Zane had never allowed her to be fully embraced. He’d always held her at arm’s length. And perhaps that was why she was still alive. Maybe they aren’t hunting for her, thought Guillermo. But he knew that couldn’t be true. The extermination of the Phoenix Ring had proven both thorough and uncompromising, whoever was behind it had to be hunting for her too. Just as much as they were hunting for Guillermo. Celeste was only still alive for the same two reasons Guillermo was. A little bit of luck and a whole hell of a lot of cleverness.
We’ve stayed one step ahead, he thought. For now anyway. He stared at the bland walls of his quarters on the nondescript, inconspicuous, tiny civilian transport vessel Rutherford. It was the latest in a series of ships he’d transferred to and employed to gain a little more distance from Capital World and, hopefully, from the dangers fast on his heels.
He changed ships frequently, almost at every port, as he tried to stay ahead of any potential pursuers. Never knowing for certain how close they were, but certain his death was only steps behind him. And that if he were to let up, or lose sight of his caution for even a moment, it would prove a fatal mistake. And so he’d raced across the Empire, switching from ship to ship, as he zig-zagged his way across deep space, ever distancing himself from Capital World while trying to make his ultimate destination seem unpredictable. Which was the small, very obscure colony-world of Pollux Beta Minor or Tranquility as the locals referred to it. It sounded like a good place. And if there was anything Guillermo needed right now, it was some tranquility. Some relief from his heart-pounding race against certain death. Five more flights until he got there. Until then he knew he had to remain vigilant, treading lightly and keeping a low profile.
This strategy of evasion had been suggested to him by none other than Celeste herself. Who, from her own admission, was doing the same thing. And it was working. They were both alive. Guillermo hoped from the bottom of his heart that they both succeeded in escaping their pursuers, that they both got to live out long, full lives. However, if it came down to it, and only one of them got to escape, he would make damn sure it was him.
I have to live, he told himself frantically. I just have to. I’m going to live. I will. I’m going to beat this. Everything is going to be okay. That was his mantra. That was what he needed to make himself believe, even if it meant repeating it a thousand times a day. He had to cling to hope. But unfortunately, dreams of death tormented him at night and constant, heart-squeezing panic tortured him during the day.
This is hell, he thought. Hell is real and I’m living it. As the hours and days passed in alteredspace flight and he kept himself busy reading the news and infrequently contacting Celeste for short windows of time, he felt trapped in the terrifying uncertainty and couldn’t imagine anything worse. Or so he’d thought until the Rutherford suddenly and inexplicably dropped out of alteredspace…
He glanced out his window and saw stars. I shouldn’t see stars, he thought in a panic. We aren’t there yet. We won’t be for three more hours I should see blackness!
He bolted from his quarters and ran to the bridge. The Rutherford was a small ship with only two decks, one for people and one for cargo, and the vessel carried no more than six passengers and three crew. In mere seconds Guillermo burst through the door and found himself on the bridge. The captain, who was also the pilot, sat at the front with a co-pilot on his right.
“What’s going on?” demanded Guillermo. “Why have we stopped?”
The captain looked too focused to acknowledge him. He was entering commands into his computer with intensity.
“You can’t be here,” said the co-pilot, turning his head momentarily to see Guillermo. “All passengers need to be in their quarters. Go. Now.”
Guillermo did nothing of the sort. Instead he stepped forward, trying to read the ship’s instruments for himself. If they weren’t going to tell them what was happening, he’d make damn certain he found out for himself.
It appeared that another ship had forced them out of alteredspace. He caught a glimpse of it on the 3d display and nearly hyperventilated. It was a Rahajiim ship, one of the rare Hunter ships, a class of stealth vessels used for deep recon missions. They were a new technology and one of the reasons, according to Zane, why space travel was not as safe as everyone thought it was. There weren’t many Hunter ships—at least not yet—but what few existed could be anywhere. Since they were completely undetectable while in alteredspace.
“You’re still here?” asked the co-pilot, glancing over his shoulder once again.
“Jump!” said Guillermo. “Run! You have to get us out of here!”
“We’re going to power down our defenses and come to a full stop like they’ve instructed,” explained the captain. “I don’t want to provoke them, they have us completely out-gunned. I’m sure they’re just pirates.”
“You fools!” yelled Guillermo, running to the controls. “They’ll kill us!” He reached the console just as the co-pilot was on him. Tackling him before he could try to force the ship back into alteredspace. “They’ll kill us all!” he screamed.
“Get him out of here,” barked the captain, still manning his station. Guillermo wrestled with the co-pilot for a moment, knowing that if he failed to make them jump the ship. He was a dead man. They all were. The Rahajiim are here! If only he could make them understand.
The co-pilot proved much stronger and in better health; he managed to pin Guillermo, get him to his feet, and escort him off the bridge. Guillermo fought and wriggled all the way, desperate to get free, but it was no use. Arriving at the door, he was thrown from the bridge with a hard shove. By the time he’d regained his feet, the co-pilot had sealed the door shut. Guillermo tested the switch, it was locked tight. He banged on the door for a moment but it was no use. They weren’t about to open the door and see reason. And he couldn’t breach the door with his bare hands.
Damn it all, he thought. Using what would surely prove to be his last moments of life, he raced back to his room in conflagration of intense panic and bitter despair. I’m dead. I’m dead. I’m a dead man.
He decided to use what time he had left to warn Celeste. Fortunately the ship’s kataspace connector was still online. He connected the call, maximum priority, encrypting it with the same coded sequence he and Celeste had relied on to communicate back and forth since they’d plunged headlong into space, deciding to take their chances among the stars.
“Hello,” said Celeste’s voice.
“Celeste,” said Guillermo urgently. He had to pause to catch his breath, his anxiety had reached such levels he wasn’t getting enough oxygen.
“Is this about the prison? I told you I am in the process of burying the evidence,” said Celeste, sounding more annoyed than apologetic. “Our critical personnel have begun leaving and dismantling things. The rest will be swept away in—”
“I don’t care about any of that,” said Guillermo, interrupting her the instant he had sufficient breath. “Listen, I don’t have much time. The Rahajiim… they found me! I don’t know how but they found me!”
Guillermo expected to hear a shocked reaction from the other end, or at the very least some sympathy, but all he heard was silence. “Celeste?” he asked, wondering if she’d been disconnected.
“So they’re there now?” she asked.
“Yes! They’ve stopped the ship. I don’t know what they’re going to do but… it won’t be good.”
“I’m really sorry about that. Truly, I am.” She disconnected.
What? Thought Guillermo. And then suddenly he realized how the Rahajiim had found him, how they’d found so many of the others, and why Celeste was still alive. In an instant it all clicked together.
That bitch! He felt a wave of rage crash through him. She sold us out! She betrayed us! At that moment a bright flash of light shined through the window.
It was the last thing Guillermo ever saw.
 

***
 

Dawn was breaking. The sun was nowhere to be seen, hidden behind mountains and trees, but there was a faint orange light. It would be day soon.
Nimoux looked up from where he lay sprawled out on the ground. His body ached all over, and his head throbbed, and for a moment he couldn’t remember where he was or how he’d gotten there. Then it all came back in a flood.
I was walking, as fast as I could. Walking toward the mountain…
He got to his feet, painful as the experience was with every muscle in his body protesting, and he took stock of his situation.
Though the details were cloudy, it seemed he’d managed to get to the base of the mountain. Where he’d collapsed and lost consciousness. I’m lucky I didn’t die, he realized with a shiver. It wasn’t as cold here, the mountain did a good job of blocking the wind, but it was only warm enough by a few degrees for him not to have frozen to death. Or so it felt.
They’ll be after me soon, if they aren’t already, he thought. He knew the dead guards would’ve been spotted by now and the prison searched. They knew he was outside the compound.
I need to keep moving.
It was hard. His muscles ached and his body felt stiff, some of his extremities even seemed numb. He shook them, doing what he could to get the blood pumping. He jogged in place for a minute, trying to get his heart-rate up and warm his body.
He doubted he’d slept more than an hour. It would have been almost dawn by the time he reached the foot of the mountain, so he couldn’t have slept for long. He wished more than anything he could crawl into bed somewhere, underneath some warm covers, and sleep for days. But unfortunately there was no such option, and he knew if he didn’t get moving he wouldn’t last. Either they’d find him or he’d freeze to death, or—if he was really lucky—maybe he’d be eaten by some kind of strange alien wildlife.
He picked up the pedestrian transmitter and, after strapping it to his back, continued onward. Although dim, it was now light enough that he could begin to ascend the mountain without risk that he’d unknowingly step off the edge of some cliff and fall to his swift demise.
He began the hike. Finding he had more strength left than he would’ve thought possible. His heart kept pounding, sending the blood where it was needed, and he found the mental and physical strength to soldier on. Reminding himself just what was at stake, and how it was so much more than his freedom and survival. Whether or not he got off this planet alive, and managed to send warning to the Empire about their abducted and replaced leaders, might determine if billions of people lived or died. He hoped not, he wanted to believe the situation was not so dire as that, or that Calvin Cross was already handling it sufficiently, but he knew he couldn’t depend on that. And his worry helped propel his footsteps, ever forward and upward. Pausing only when he absolutely needed to.
Though I tread the path of sorrow, I shall not wander. Nor shall I fear. Because the light of life dwells forever in here, he pointed instinctively to his heart. And comfort is always near. The road ahead is twists and turns. And fires and winds that may give me burns. But I shall not bend. Nor shall I break. To give in would be a great mistake. I shall conquer. I shall win. I shall find the strength within.
It was a foolish, nonsense children’s rhyme that he found himself instinctively reciting. One he’d been taught in primary school, along with the other children, to help them overcome scraped knees and bee stings, not literally conquer mountains with death at their heels and the fate of the Empire in the balance.
I must be delirious, he thought. If I am reciting children’s rhymes. And yet, oddly enough, it helped. And he kept going. Kept fighting for the peak of the mountain, which always seemed just a little bit farther.
By midday, he was terribly thirsty. His last taste of water had been at a brook he’d chanced upon at the base of the mountain before beginning his ascent. Now, several intense hours later, his throat was parched. Sweat seemed to glue his clothing to him and he was filthy and hungry besides. But at least I’m not cold anymore.
A few more hours passed and he reached it. It wasn’t the very topmost peak of the mountain, that seemed inaccessible from this side unless he wanted to climb a sheer face of rock and cliff with his bare hands. But he reached the highest point that he could get to. Just beyond was a narrow col leading to more mountains and cliffs farther away.
I hope this is good enough, he thought, setting down the pedestrian transmitter and prepping it for kataspace transmission. There was no guarantee that it still worked, but he hoped desperately that it would. And believed he’d gained enough altitude, and gotten far enough away from the basecamp to minimize interference. In fact even the clouds had parted and opened up to clear blue sky. Everything seemed to be on his side. Now, if only…
The transmitter activated and went live with its kataspace connection. Nimoux instinctively keyed the digits to connect directly to the Desert Eagle. Once I tell my crew I’m here, they’ll race to my rescue. He thought of his loyal officers. Jorgensen, Danza, Parkhurst and the others… and then he froze.
I’m so stupid, he thought, annoyed with himself. Frustrated that his senses had become so dulled. He cancelled the transmission and deleted the code, fortunately before the transmitter had sent anything. So no one on the Desert Eagle would be alerted to any distress call.
If all the prisoners on this world are here because they’ve been replaced with some look-alike, then surely I’ve been replaced too. Which means another Nimoux, a fake one, is on the bridge of my ship. He’ll never allow the ship to come to my rescue. If anything he’d warn his friends that such a transmission was made. Perhaps have his allies, or his employers, or whoever the hell these people are, send additional ships to block the system. Or reinforcements down to the prison. Maybe they’ll use it as a reason to give the final order and eliminate the prisoners...
No, he couldn’t trust sending his distress call to the Desert Eagle. He had to assume it was compromised. But if he couldn’t trust them, then who?
Instinctively he entered the command code to the Nighthawk, which he’d memorized while studying the ship during his pursuit. Back then he’d been under orders to capture or destroy the vessel at any cost. Now he was about to ask them for help. I hope you’re not mad at me, Calvin, he thought, as he typed in the command code and activated the distress signal. Unfortunately, try as he might, he couldn’t figure out how to make the transmitter send any voice messages or even text. All he could make it do, perhaps all it was still capable of doing after the long, hard march through such terrain, was send a generalized distress message. And the only tag he could add to the transmission was a location stamp. He keyed in Gamma Persei Three and then marked the priority as highest.
Now all he could do was wait. Wait and keep moving. He needed to stay ahead of his pursuers and find better cover to hide in. And better shelter from the cold, brutal night that would set in in just a few more hours.
I hope you’re out there, Calvin, thought Nimoux. I hope you come. He picked up the transmitter with a heave and moved on.



Chapter 20
 

It was White Shift and Sarah was on the bridge, keeping an eye on the Nighthawk’s navigation and communication systems.
As important as the job was, it was often boring. And now was one of those times. They’d left Aleator, after dropping off Calvin and some others, including the aliens they had aboard, and now they were sitting in open space. Waiting. Lying within arm’s reach of several systems and outposts that their intelligence told them were often frequented by Zander, the man they believed to have the isotome weapons. It was an important mission, Sarah knew, but she hated sitting around. It felt like they were doing nothing. Hoping, probably against the odds, for some sign to magically appear. For something in this grim, depressing galaxy—that seemed to be getting grimmer all the time—to finally go their way. Because, considering that Zander could be anywhere by now, and there was no guarantee that he’d even make port again, or that he’d go to some spot where they had eyes, it seemed to Sarah that they were hoping for a miracle.
And, despite the coolheaded, grace-under-pressure, optimistic face she tried to show her friends and colleagues, more often than anyone knew, Sarah found herself struggling. Found herself sad and wanting. Found herself confused and lonely.
She wished Calvin had taken her with him on his top-secret mission. But he hadn’t. Instead he’d left her behind on the Nighthawk with him. She looked at the back of Shen’s head, he was seated at ops and looked busy doing some kind of adjustments to the ship’s systems.
What is the matter with me? She wondered for what seemed like the millionth time. Why do I even care at all? Shen wasn’t good enough for her. Sarah knew that. She could do better, she always had. It didn’t matter that Shen had rejected her. In fact it was for the best, Sarah had someone else far better waiting for her. Somewhere. And as for Shen… he was damaged goods. He’d always been too shy and too lacking of confidence, but in a lovable side-kick sort of way. Now though… now that he’d gotten back from Remus Nine, and barely escaped lethal infection, now he was different. He was changed. He was darker.
And, despite everything, Sarah couldn’t help but feel reeled in by Shen’s somber expressions, his newfound confidence, the grim, hardened, more manly way that he looked at her. The hint of fire in his eyes. The way he walked now, no longer anxious, or timid, no longer with shoulders slumped, now he walked where he wanted when he wanted. He did whatever he wanted. He didn’t care. Didn’t worry. And somehow… for all his issues and problems and difficulties, Sarah couldn’t stop thinking about him. She couldn’t resist the urge inside her to rescue him, to comfort him, to fix him. Make him happy with life again.
Yep it’s official. There is something definitely wrong with me, she thought. Forcing herself to look away from Shen and try not to think about him. It was difficult, since the ops position was at the front of the bridge, so if she looked forward at all she saw him. So she turned her chair left, to the center of the bridge, and her eyes found Summers.
“Are you all right, Lieutenant?” Summers asked. Despite her all-business, emotionless, professional way of doing things, the part of her that was human—whether that was five percent or fifty—was getting better at reading the crew’s emotions.
Sarah sat up and rubbed the slightest hint of a tear from her eye. “Yes, of course,” she said coolly. “Why do you ask, Commander?”
Summers looked at her for a moment. Then said, “no reason.”
Sarah turned her attention back to her controls and tried to busy herself with monitoring the kataspace frequencies and checking on the helm. But, since nothing seemed to be happening, and there was nothing to do, it was only a matter of time before her thoughts drifted back to Shen. As did her eyes.
She stared at the back of his head, watching him work, and she thought of the moment they’d had in his quarters. What she’d said, what he’d said, how she’d opened herself up—for god knows what reason—and he’d rejected her. And how very different it had been from not too long ago when he’d cooked her a homemade meal and the situation had been reversed; back when he’d taken a chance on her and she’d turned him down.
It had been so easy then, she thought. Things had made so much more sense. They’d been clearer. Now… I don’t know why but suddenly everything seems more complicated. And feels so different…
She let out a quiet sigh and shook her head. Silently berating herself for the feelings she felt. Knowing that it was stupid that she had them at all. As the silence droned on—Summers preferred to limit the chatter on the bridge—and everyone managed his or her post, watching, waiting, Sarah found herself increasingly agitated. She hated the silence. She hated the awkwardness. Most of all she hated how she felt so confused and conflicted. She hated that she had feelings.
Why can’t I be more like her? She thought, looking at Summers. Whose hard face and steel eyes seemed unmovable. Despite the commander’s physical beauty, and the fact that every heterosexual man that crossed paths with her seemed caught in her web, Sarah had never considered Summers very womanly. She lacked warmth, she lacked passion, she lacked feeling. Sarah had always thought less of her for that, even pitied her. Now though, now it didn’t seem so bad.
I could be stoic, thought Sarah. Knowing immediately that it wasn’t true.
Oh damn it all, I am who I am. She decided then and there that she needed to break the silence. That she needed to tell Shen exactly what she thought. That she wanted her old friend back. And she wanted the silence and the awkwardness to end. Yes, he might not take it well. And yes, Summers will snap at me for bringing up unprofessional conversation on the bridge. But to hell with it all. I have to say it, I do. She knew that if she didn’t, if she just sat there, allowing this to go on, the awkward silence would drive her completely mental. At least if she opened up, and got her feelings out on the table, she’d get some measure of peace, regardless of how they reacted.
“I—” she started to say, but, before she could continue, her comm panel lit up. A high-priority alert flashed. “Sir,” she said, switching gears immediately. Summers spun her chair to face Sarah, a look of concern showed on her face.
“What is it, Lieutenant?”
“I have a high-priority alert coming in over kataspace,” said Sarah. “It’s a distress call.”
Summers stood up in a snap and walked to the helm. “Do you have any further details, Lieutenant? Such as its source.”
“Yes,” she said. “It’s a generalized distress call, there is no attached message, but the priority is set to maximum. And the message’s code indicates it’s originating from Gamma Persei Three.”
“The Gamma Persei system?” asked Shen, he’d spun his chair to face the helm too. “That’s about nine hours away at deepest jump.”
“And get this,” said Sarah, keeping her attention on Summers, who seemed to be resisting the temptation to hover over Sarah’s shoulder and examine the display screens for herself. “The message was sent exclusively to the Nighthawk.”
“What?” demanded Summers, voicing the surprise they all felt. “How is that possible? They’d have to know the Nighthawk’s transponder code exactly.”
“You’re right,” said Sarah, feeling a rush of excitement. “And whoever it was must have, because they did just that. It’s a critical emergency message, and it’s being trusted only to us.”
“Calvin…” Summers mumbled, barely even a whisper.
“Unlikely,” said Shen, somehow hearing her. “Calvin and his team left Aleator in the direction of the DMZ. Gamma Persei is the other way.”
Summers folded her arms, seeming momentarily unsure what she should do. Sarah decided to help her out. “We need to jump there now. By the time we get there, whoever it is… they could be dead.”
“It could be a trap,” said Summers.
“What?” Sarah looked at her with genuine surprise. Is she paranoid?
“Consider it,” said Summers. “Who knows the Nighthawk’s transponder code?”
“The crew… some people at Intel Wing,” Sarah thought hard.
“Anand Datar does,” said Summers. And in a flash Summers’ worry seemed less like paranoia and more like due caution. “And he’s out there somewhere, on the bridge of the Phoenix, actively trying to find and destroy the Nighthawk. He’s already tried twice. What do you think the odds are that he’ll try a third time?”
Sarah nodded. “That’s true, you could be right,” she admitted. Remembering how she’d used to flirt with Anand for hours on end and how she’d once dreamed of their life together. What a fool I was… what a fool I still am!
“It could be a lure,” Shen admitted. “But if it is, I don’t think it’s a very good one.”
“Explain,” demanded Summers.
“If we approach the system and the Phoenix is there waiting for us, we’ll detect a ship-sized object long before we drop out of alteredspace. We’re a much faster ship so, in that event, we could easily change course and pass the Persei System by, or even turn around, without ever putting the Nighthawk in any real danger. And that’s assuming the Phoenix could even detect us while stealthed—which, frankly, seems extremely unlikely.”
“Other ships have detected us before,” Summers pointed out. Which Sarah had to agree seemed like a fair point.
“Other ships were an alien fleet, whose technology we don’t really have a complete understanding of, and the Desert Eagle, which—you can bet your life-savings—has better scanning equipment than a warship like the Phoenix.”
“If the Phoenix is at Gamma Persei waiting for us, they might not be alone. Perhaps the Desert Eagle is with them, or some Rotham ships. Who knows,” said Summers. “It could be anything.”
“True,” admitted Shen. “But that just makes it all the more likely that we’d see them before we arrived. And, like I said, there are very few ships the Nighthawk can’t outrun.”
Summers seemed to consider his point. Sarah could tell that a part of her was curious about the distress call—and some deeply-engrained, duty-driven portion of her soul seemed borderline compelled to charge to rescue when a distress call was heard nearby regardless of prognosis. But another, more cautious part of her, seemed worried that it was trap. And since she held the lives of the crew in her hands she wanted to weigh all of the risks.
“You seem to think that we should go to Gamma Persei,” said Summers, still looking at Shen.
“It’s your call,” Shen shrugged. “But I don’t think going there poses much of a risk to us. That’s all I’m saying.”
Summers folded her arms thoughtfully and returned to the command position. “And this Gamma Persei system, how far off course is it?” she asked. “Remember, our priority, the mission that matters above all else, is eliminating those isotome weapons. That means, once Zander shows his ugly head, we have to be ready to pounce. We cannot afford to be tied down elsewhere. No matter how serious the emergency.”
“The list of places Zander frequents represent a rather large swathe of space,” said Shen. “We are positioned at almost the exact center. But Gamma Persei is near the center too, as are about a thousand other stars—the vast majority of which are completely uninhabited of course. But seriously, when Zander finally does rear his ugly head, as you say, I see no reason to assume that where we are currently will prove any nearer to him than Gamma Persei will. Sure, there’s a chance. But there’s just as good a chance that Gamma Persei will end up being closer. So there isn’t much compelling us to stay here in open space.”
Summers seemed to ponder this only briefly before making up her mind. Apparently she hadn’t needed much persuasion.
“Lieutenant Winters,” she said, turning her chair to face the helm. “Set course for Gamma Persei right away. Maximum safe jump.”
“Aye, aye,” said Sarah. She’d already done the pre-jump calculation, thinking it was likely Summers would give the order for them to go. “Mister Iwate,” Summers continued. “Keep a vigilant eye on our scopes. If there is someone at Gamma Persei waiting for us, I want to know long before we drop out of alteredspace.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And Winters,” Summers added. She gazed at Sarah with eyes of steel. “Keep your ears open, if there is any mention of Zander, or even the slightest hint of him pops up over kataspace, you are to change course immediately and commence pursuit. You will then notify me as quickly as possible. Is that clear?”
“Crystal, sir.”
“And when Red Shift begins you will instruct your replacement to do the same.”
“Yes, sir.”
“That goes for you too Mister Iwate.”
 

***
 

It was a weird feeling being on an alien ship, made even weirder by the knowledge that he wasn’t just a stranger passing through a strange land, he was the captain. Master of the vessel in all its Rotham glory.
The Wanderer, Calvin called it, since its proper name was something in Rotham that he could neither pronounce nor understand. It was a small alien cargo vessel with corridors that were a bit too narrow and ceilings that were a bit too low. Despite its unusually jagged contours, strange colors, and odd décor, it was his home for the next little while. And, Calvin reflected darkly, it might even be the last ship he ever captained. Since the odds were uncomfortably large that none of them would survive this mission.
After leaving Aleator, he’d taken the captain’s cabin for himself and quartered the others as best he was able. Mostly that meant housing people in the various cargo-holds. Rez’nac had offered to be anywhere, even the engine room if necessary. Calvin was grateful for Rez’nac’s willingness to cooperate and not make a fuss, but worried the Polarian was grappling with serious depression and intense feelings of guilt. Calvin quartered Rez’nac in the primary cargohold and decided to have Alex stay with him. Discreetly he’d told Rez’nac to keep an eye on their Rotham colleague and making them bunkmates would, Calvin believed, would simplify that task.
Rain converted the secondary hold into a makeshift infirmary, and made herself comfortable in there. And as for Rafael and Miles, Calvin put them together in the tertiary hold. It was by far the smallest of the three, but in some ways the most livable because it was completely devoid of cargo.
“Not exactly five-star accommodations,” Miles had remarked. “But I guess it’ll do.”
“It’ll have to,” was Calvin’s reply.
Arranging watches proved somewhat difficult. The Wanderer, small as it was, only required one person to operate it. But the team he’d assembled didn’t offer much by way of capable pilots. After studying the controls, Calvin determined that he could fly the ship. It wasn’t too different from human-designed small transport vessels, other than the fact that every readout was in Rotham. There were optional configurations, one of them supposedly translated the Rotham words and numerals into standard human. He found the quality of the translation to be poor and often confusing but at least he could usually get the gist of what his displays were trying to tell him.
Other than himself, however, there were no other trained pilots. Rafael had proven a capable co-pilot but he’d never flown any kind of ship before, there hadn’t been any need—he was an intelligence analyst. Miles could expertly run weapons systems, of which the Wanderer had exactly none. Rain was a physician, and Rez’nac was a warrior. Luckily, or perhaps unluckily—Calvin wasn’t sure which yet, Alex could pilot the ship. Calvin didn’t trust the Rotham to have unsupervised access to the bridge so he arranged watches so that there were always two people on the bridge at any given time.
Calvin and Alex rotated shifts piloting the vessel. When it was Alex’s turn, Calvin assigned Rafael to act as co-pilot and keep an eye on things. Both because he trusted Rafael and because Rafael was fluent in the Rotham language—which Calvin believed Alex didn’t know. If he tries anything, we’ll be onto him, Calvin thought. Knowing Rafael was most qualified of anyone here to monitor Alex’s activities.
As for Calvin’s shift, when he was piloting the Wanderer, he chose Miles for the role of co-pilot and supporting officer. Mostly because Miles was the only other trained Intel Wing officer on the team, but also because Miles made for entertaining company. And Calvin didn’t require any meaningful assistance flying a ship this simple. Miles, of course, took it as a huge compliment that, out of everybody, Calvin picked him to share shifts with. “That’s because we go way back,” Miles had said. “You and me, everybody else wouldn’t understand, we go way back. We’ve got each other’s backs since… you know, way back.” This resulted in a great deal of gloating from the large man. It made Calvin smile and he never saw the need to tell Miles otherwise.
As for the rest of the team, Rez’nac kept an eye on things throughout the ship, generally making sure Alex wasn’t up to something. And Rain mostly stayed in the infirmary, keeping her own schedule. She made it abundantly clear to Calvin that she was never unavailable to treat injuries or assist in any way she could, regardless of time of day. Calvin knew she’d be a lot more useful once the bullets started flying and the Wanderer got itself into a sticky situation, but for now he was glad Rain didn’t have anything to do.
A day and half passed without incident. The ship was slow, much slower than Calvin would have liked—the Wanderer’s alteredspace drive couldn’t achieve the jump depth a state-of-the art military starship like the Nighthawk could—but even so, Calvin had the constant, unnerving suspicion in the back of his mind that they should have seen something by now. Either a ship on their scopes, or some chatter over the kataspace frequencies, something. They were fairly deep inside the DMZ now and yet all remained quiet. And black as night.
“Twenty-two-hundred hours,” said a voice from behind with an almost ominous hiss. “It is now my watch, human commander.”
Calvin spun the pilot’s chair and stood up. Looking at Alex as the Rotham stalked closer, ready to take his seat. Because it was the only proper station on the ship, the pilot’s chair also doubled as the command position. And whenever Calvin gave up the chair to Alex, he always felt some lingering hesitation. As much as Calvin hated being trapped on the bridge for hours at a time, whenever he had to hand the controls over to the Rotham ex-Advent operative, he always felt disconcertingly like he was handing the alien a loaded pistol.
“Best of luck,” said Calvin with a nod. “Make sure you keep her in one piece.”
Alex looked insulted as he took his seat, though it was hard to tell for sure on his alien face. “Don’t worry, I will,” he said, turning to examine the controls. He switched the language configuration back to Rotham.
Calvin patted the console twice, feeling irrationally protective of the controls. And then turned to leave, glancing quickly at Miles who was sitting on the floor looking bored out of his mind. “Time to go.”
“Thank freaking god,” said Miles, springing to his feet.
“Don’t worry, Calvin,” said Rafael reassuringly, he’d followed Alex to the bridge. “The ship’s in good hands.” The light danced off his eye and he nodded toward the exit and Calvin knew what he meant. That Rez’nac was listening not too far away and, should Rafael cry out, the muscular Polarian would charge to the bridge and subdue Alex.
“Thanks,” said Calvin. He left the bridge, Miles in tow.
“So now that that crap’s over,” said Miles. Making sure to keep up. “I was thinking we should do something. Y’know? Maybe a game of cards. I haven’t kicked anyone’s ass in poker in a while so I kinda figured…”
Calvin turned and gave Miles a polite smile. “Sorry buddy, I’m not feeling it tonight. Maybe tomorrow.”
“Oh yeah, ‘course,” said Miles, his face flushed red as a beet. “I’m not feeling it tonight either. Yeah, a card game tonight would be stupid.”
Calvin tried not to chuckle. Miles, Miles, Miles, he thought. Thinking of all the crazy things they’d been through and somehow survived. I hope you never change.
“I’ll just… be in my quarters then,” send Miles. “In the cargo bay. You know. Whatever. No big deal.”
Calvin clapped him on the shoulder and the two parted ways. At first Calvin went to his cabin, the only proper quarters on the ship—which were Rotham-sized and therefore too small. He couldn’t even fit comfortably on the bed so he’d thrown the linens on the floor and just slept there. But this time, as he lay there, he found he couldn’t sleep.
They were going into Alliance space—where the Strigoi lived—and that made him think of Christine. And how the savage creatures had taken her away from him forever with their vile poison. He tried to blink away the horrific memory and sleep. But when he closed his eyes all he could see was Christine’s gaunt, tormented face. He remembered the agony in her blood-shot eyes as she’d begged for the pain to end. For the doctors who’d awoken her to let her die.
She never deserved any of that. It was mere chance that the creature attacked her instead of me. She should have lived. Someone else should have suffered. Anyone else. Not her!
He felt his insides writhe, tortured by the memory. The terror. The uncertainty. Having to see her deteriorate, hooked up to so many machines and not one of them could save her. He saw the hospital room with frightening clarity. The images, the scents, the sound of the machines beeping and churning… it was like having a dull razor plunged directly into his heart. The worst he’d felt in a long time. His instinct was to reach with shaky hands for the orange equarius bottle. But it wasn’t there. There was no equarius. He had to face his demons alone.
I can’t do this, I have to clear my head. He got up and left. Thinking a change in scenery would help him forget his woes. And it did help a little.
As he roamed the tiny ship, trying to remind himself that he was part of something important that could save lives, he eventually found himself in the secondary hold where Rain had organized their medical supplies into a provisional infirmary.
“Hey Cal, what can I do for you?” Rain asked, sweeping a tangle of red hair out of her face. She smiled at him with such honesty and enthusiasm that Calvin was somewhat taken aback. He thought of the time Rain had confided in him that she had a terminal illness and only a few years left to live. He remembered thinking how young she was, and how unfair that a woman no older than thirty was going to lose out on so many opportunities. He’d expected her to be bitter or angry or depressed because of the prognosis. But she hadn’t been, and still wasn’t. Rather she’d told him how lucky she felt to have ever existed at all, against defying odds, and instead perceived the universe through a lens of awe and gratitude. Her words had stayed with him and he really admired how she focused more on enjoying the moment rather than obsessing about the future or the past. That was something Calvin wished he was better at.
“Oh there’s nothing I need in particular,” Calvin said, downplaying his upset feelings. Honestly he wasn’t sure why he’d come here. He just had. Probably because there wasn’t really anywhere else to go, he thought. He knew he could go play cards with Miles, and that his old friend would like that, but Calvin was not in the mood.
“Oh okay,” said Rain, she looked happy to indulge him all the same. Even if he didn’t have a legitimate medical reason for being here. “Having trouble sleeping?”
“Yeah, you could say that,” said Calvin. He folded his arms and leaned against the bulkhead. Staring past her and out the window into the blackness of alteredspace. He sighed.
Rain gave him a sympathetic look and then moved closer until she was standing next to him. Leaning against the bulkhead too. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked gently.
No, he wanted to say. No I don’t. But when he opened his mouth he was surprised to hear different words come out. “I miss Christine,” he said, barely louder than a whisper.
“Who’s Christine?” asked Rain.
“Do you remember when I told you about the ship I was on called the Trinity?”
“Yes, I remember,” she said, looking sympathetic. “You told me about the trauma you encountered on that ship. Really, you’re a very strong person to have gotten through it.”
“Yes, well, I didn’t tell you everything,” admitted Calvin. He couldn’t believe he was bringing this up, and yet he couldn’t help it. “When I served on that ship… before, you know, everything happened… there was this other officer named Christine. I loved her more than anything.” The memories flashed through his mind, her tender smile, the teasing looks she gave him, all the beautiful moments they’d shared, and how he’d believed they’d have a long life together. Filling the years and decades with delightful memories. And then suddenly, in a flash of terror, it had all been ripped away. Savagely. Brutally. Irrevocably. “Anyway,” Calvin cleared his throat, feeling tears well up in his eyes. He resisted them. Trying hard to make himself not feel any emotion at all. Like a stone. “She uh… she didn’t make it out. She… she died. And… I miss her. Hardly a day goes by when I don’t think of her.” He knew his eyes were red but he kept the tears at bay. Doing whatever he could to pretend he didn’t feel any of the regret, or the anger, or the tremendous sense of loss that choked him inside.
Rain didn’t say anything. Instead she put her hand on his arm sympathetically. It was a small gesture, but one from the heart. And Calvin found it oddly soothing. He even felt the urge to place his hand over hers, but he resisted. Choosing neither to take her hand nor brush it off.
“I guess, in light of everything that’s happening,” Calvin found himself explaining. He didn’t think about what he was trying to say, nor did he filter the words, he simply let them flow. “The king’s death, the Empire’s division, everyone arming for war, the isotome weapons, the dangers abroad, the chaos on Renora, the slaughter at Cepheus… the fact that we’re here now,” he paused, finding himself trapped in Rain’s stunningly blue eyes. “I guess in the teeth of such bleakness, it makes me wonder about what really matters.” He expected her to say something, but she didn’t. She just listened. And Calvin couldn’t stop himself from rambling. “I mean… we all die, right? In the end. But until that happens… how we live, who we spend our time with… I mean, maybe that what really matters, you know? At the end of the day.”
Rain took a deep breath and, just as Calvin was kicking himself inside for opening up so much, She gave him a heartwarming smile and said, “you’re right.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah,” she said reassuringly.
“Sometimes…” he hesitated. “Sometimes I feel like, regardless of how hard we try, in spite of how much we care… does any of it even matter? I mean really matter? Sure it seems like a big deal now but what about in a hundred years? Or a hundred million?”
“I don’t know what the answers are, or what awaits us and the universe and everything else when we die,” said Rain. “Maybe it’s nothing,” she shrugged. “Or maybe it’s something glorious. But I do know this, as much as we might want to, we can’t control everything. Events happen. Sometimes they’re wonderful. Sometimes they’re tragic. I don’t know why terrible things happen. But I like to think that there is a reason. Even though I don’t know what it is, or indeed even what it could be, I can’t help but hope that there’s some order to all this chaos. Some significance.”
Calvin nodded. He’d often hoped the same thing, it was a more pleasant way to process the universe, but unfortunately a more cynical, possibly even more realistic, part of himself just couldn’t manage to believe that all the horror, and the needless suffering, and the unequal distribution of happiness and sorrow, was all a part of some grand design. More and more everything seemed random, the product of chance, an elegant unplanned chaos. Things happened. Sometimes those things were brutally awful. And that was all that could be said of them.
“I don’t know if there’s some kind of cosmic purpose behind everything that happens,” said Rain, as if reading his mind. Her eyes were so sincere and her face so candid, Calvin found himself lost in those pale blue irises, and drawn in by her slightly crooked smile and tangles of wild hair. “I don’t know if there is any grand, universal meaning to anything. But I know that the things we experience, what we value, what we believe, do have significance. Because they mean something to us. Maybe the meaning doesn’t last forever, because we don’t last forever, but in the moment, for however long we have it, whether it’s gone in a flash or lasts a lifetime, the things that have meaning to us do matter. And in a very real way.”
“Yeah,” Calvin nodded, supposing that was true.
“What you had with Christine, those feelings you shared. The feelings you still live with,” Rain looked at him intently. “Those are real. They were real to her and they’re real to you now. Because of that, they matter. The grief you feel, the longing for that time that used to be, that is very normal. And very human And very understandable.”
He felt uncomfortable and his eyes instinctively darted away. Rain brought them back by placing her fingers gently in both sides of his face and turning his head to face hers. He felt captured by her eyes. “And Calvin, it’s very important you understand that it’s okay. It’s not a bad thing that you feel those feelings,” her eyes seemed almost to plead with him. “It’s okay. It really is.”
He took her fingers gently in his hands and removed them from his face. Then he let go and looked away. Slowly processing what she’d said. Realizing that her words rang at least a little true. He’d never really allowed himself to be okay with the fact that he felt such crippling grief, no more than he’d allowed himself to be okay with the reality of Christine’s death. He’d buried and tried not to think about it. He’d believed that was what moving on meant. But he’d never tried to accept it and get through it. He’d always just wanted to get over it and be instantly whole.
“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable,” said Rain, looking embarrassed. Her pale face turned red and she took a step backwards, giving him some more distance. “Sometimes I don’t have a very good sense of boundaries, I—”
“No,” Calvin interrupted. He traced her face with his eyes and a faint smile formed on his lips. “You helped. Thank you.”
Rain nodded. Perhaps not believing him.
He thought of how kind Rain was, how much she wanted to reach out and heal others—physically and emotionally—and how her instinct was to help in any way she could, even if she didn’t know how, and she looked different to him. Like he was seeing her in a different light. It occurred to him that she was rather pretty. Beautiful even…
“Seriously, Rain. Thanks for the talk,” said Calvin. “It was just the thing I needed.”
Rain smiled weakly, still looking embarrassed. “Good, I’m glad.” The words came out softly and she had to clear her throat. “I, um, I have some sleep aids here if you’d like to take something to help you get some shut-eye.”
“Thanks, but I think I’ll be all right now,” said Calvin. He wished her a good night and left. The universe still felt grim and dark and cruel, and there was still a certain haunting hopelessness that seemed to hang in the air, but for the first time in a long time, it didn’t seem quite so bleak.



Chapter 21
 

It was an alien ship. True, in many superficial ways very different than the human ship Nighthawk, but it was still every bit as alien.
As Rez’nac walked throughout the tiny vessel, sometimes pausing to place his hand flat against the bulkhead and feel the life of the ship, he found that there was none. No soul. No energy. No being. Simply a skeleton of metal and conductors and wiring and computer chips and other scraps of technology that, amazingly-enough, somehow allowed them to glide between the stars.
The Rotham and the humans saw their technology in the same way. An artificial enterprise of breaking and forcing and compelling the beautiful, intricate patterns of nature into forms and functions suitable to their desires. For Polarians it was different. Though metals and alloys and computer chips were still essential, they were weaved together with a gentle, spiritual consideration. The souls of the materials were always taken into account and the resulting products were ships that, in a very real—though admittedly subtle—sense, lived and breathed and glowed with spiritual energy. With life-force. Unaware and unintelligent but possessed of spirit notwithstanding.
The Essences which guided and governed all things were the beacons of meaning that filled the universe with a light so transcendent, that it could only be seen by those with awakened eyes. Rez’nac had never known whether that light was something physical or if it was more of a feeling, but the Oracles and the Seers received guidance and higher orders of knowledge because of the light, and no one more so than the High Prelain. The transcended being who was the spiritual shepherd of all the Polarian people. The embodiment of the Message. The physical incarnation of hope, destiny, and all that could be considered divine. Rez’nac had never been privileged enough to know the subtlest truths of the universe—that had never been his role, it wasn’t his Essence. But he’d seen the effects of the virtues and truths of the Essences everywhere, every day. Most telling was the story of how the Polarians had emerged from their dark, primitive history after abandoning the Old Ways and finding the Essences. Now they roamed the stars and tamed the beasts that lived there.
It was a rare and profound honor to be born Polarian. To be gifted with Essence from birth. No other species had such a privilege. Sure the Rotham and the humans were complex, intelligent life that had also discovered a way to dwell in the very heavens themselves. But they were finite. Here for a moment, as the Essences saw fit, but ultimately destined to fade away and disappear. There was never any promise for them to inherit the stars and tame the beasts. That gift had been granted to the Polarians.
The other species, through no fault of their own, lacked the capacity for enlightenment and afterworld glory. They lacked the Essences. They were rakh.
But the Polarians, they were kissed with the very breath of life, raised from inception to be creatures of greatness. After life’s end, each who proved worthy would be added upon and brought into the warmth of the ancestors, joined forever to an Essence. The throes of death have no power over us, thought Rez’nac, if we are worthy. The unworthy, however, did not share in the promise and were devoid of all hope. They were no better than the rakh. Indeed, they were worse off. When a rakh died, he stopped existing. But when an unworthy Polarian falls from the true ways and disgraces himself and his Essence, he is forever cast out, dispelled of his Essence, of his innate value, and he becomes a dark spirit—a Dark One. And when he dies, his spirit will wander alone in darkness forever. With no knowledge. Only misery.
Rez’nac had lived and served and bled for his Essence. Ever since the seer had discovered for him that he was of Khalahar. One of the mightiest and most privileged of the Essences. But in one stroke he’d undone it all, revealing his unworthiness. He’d shown the Essences that he lacked the strength of will to complete the Arahn-Fi and slay his son. A son who had constantly defied him and had shed innocent blood. Had Rez’nac been strong, had he true to Khalahar, he would never have hesitated. He would have dealt justice and preserved the balance.
But I did not, he reflected sorrowfully. And yet, strange though it was, he did not regret his decision. For it had been genuine, and had revealed his truest self. It had been a test of his Essence and he’d failed it. Revealing that he was unworthy. That he would not be joining the Essence of Khalahar after his life ended. His unjoining had been a tragic blow to his sense of self, destroying his pride and even stripping him of his lifelong identity, but because of it... Grimka had lived.
Grimka was not a perfect son. Indeed he left much to be desired. He lacked knowledge. He lacked empathy. He lacked grace. And perhaps most of all he lacked wisdom. But, because of Rez’nac, his lungs still drew breath. And in time, Rez’nac hoped, the young Polarian would be fostered by the Essences, filled with experience beyond measure, and develop the wisdom and virtue that would make him a great honor to his Essence. Had I slain him during the Arahn-Fi, as our ways demanded, then he would not have had any hope, thought Rez’nac. Through his disgrace, he’d purchased for his son a second chance, and though the consequences were eternal and without end, Rez’nac knew it was true to himself to do what he’d done, even if it hadn’t been true to his Essence.
The Rotham ship sailed on through the empty void of alteredspace, ever onward toward some mortal mission. Something that, to everyone else on the ship, seemed unspeakably urgent and profoundly meaningful. But Rez’nac knew it wasn’t. Their actions now, indeed their very lives, were but mere breaths. Blinks of the eyes. Mere flickers of light sputtering against the unceasing darkness, there one moment and gone the next. They had no Essences, no enlightenment, no higher purpose nor transcended meaning. And now neither did Rez’nac. I am rakh like them, he thought. Accepting that he was nothing to the Essences now, devoid of all his potential, but refusing to believe he was truly a Dark One. Even though the High Prelain, had he been there, would undoubtedly tell him he was.
Still, despite all of the emptiness that seemed to burden every action, Rez’nac remained a man of his word. Though his word was technically of no value, at least in the sight of the Essences, he knew he would never, indeed could never, betray his friends or his oaths. And so, out of respect for the other rakh he was serving with on this strange, Rotham ship, he made every effort to do his part. Followed the instructions of the human captain, Calvin Cross, as exactly and completely as he knew how. My life is as naught, he reflected, but, even though it is of no value, it belongs to Calvin and the humans. As a price for how Grimka wronged them by slaying their brother Patterson, and as penalty for my decision to stay my hand during the Arahn-Fi and choose for justice to go unfulfilled…
After the ship had been travelling for some time. Rez’nac found himself alone in the cargo bay, where he and the one named Alex, a Rotham, lived. He set about performing the rite of the Pon’yor. The Offering. An act of immense gratitude to the Essences, pledging one’s loyal service to them in exchange for safe passage through the dangerous black ocean of space. It was the way all journeys were supposed to begin, and a measure of protection against the threat of being lost forever in the cosmos.
As he performed the ritual, Rez’nac knew his gesture was empty. That the offering he made would neither be heard by the Essences nor accepted. He was dark in their eyes, invisible, indistinguishable from the blackness of space itself. The light he’d once carried within him, the very torch of his soul, had been extinguished forever by his unjoining. And so there wasn’t any point to the Pon’yor anymore, not for him. And yet he couldn’t get himself to refrain. He’d begun every journey this way. Even on the Nighthawk, after he’d returned in disgrace, he’d still felt compelled to perform the Pon’yor. And he had. Completing it in the privacy of the quarters they gave him, alone, in the sight of no one and no Essences. A waste of time, he’d known. But he’d done it all the same. And now here he was again. Wasting more time. Walking himself carefully through the chants and actions of the ritual, with sharp attention to every detail, making certain every aspect was done with perfect exactness.
When he was nearly finished with the Pon’yor, the door opened and Calvin entered the cargohold. It seemed to take him a moment to realize what Rez’nac was doing and then the human looked apologetic. He seemed about to leave, clearly not wanting to interrupt the ritual, but Rez’nac did not want him to go. It was nice to not be alone. Polarians were not meant to be solitary creatures, in life or in death. It was unnatural.
“You are welcome to stay, captain,” said Rez’nac, pausing the ritual. It felt a little strange to be speaking the human language directly after chanting so much in his native tongue, but Rez’nac knew that Calvin—like most humans—was unfamiliar with the Polarian language.
“Are you sure?” asked Calvin. “I don’t want to disrupt anything.”
“You are no disruption,” said Rez’nac. “You are master of this ship and master of my destiny,” he bowed. “This ship and I both belong to you.”
Calvin seemed unsure what to say. And so Rez’nac resumed the Pon’yor, exactly where he’d left off, and Calvin watched from the side. Seeming every bit as curious and confused as he had the last time he’d witnessed the Pon’yor. Back when Rez’nac had still been of Khalahar, and his own master. Perhaps Calvin’s confusion was because the Pon’yor was performed differently when done by an individual.
Rez’nac passionately went through the motions and chants that concluded the Pon’yor and at no point did Calvin look comfortable, but to his credit the human maintained a respectful silence and Rez’nac found it easy to keep his concentration. Once the echo of the last utterance ceased and the cargohold fell silent, Rez’nac felt a sad smile spread across his face and he turned to Calvin.
“It is finished,” he said. “Thank you for indulging me.”
“No problem,” said Calvin. “You’re welcome to do whatever religious rites you want to here in the cargohold. Whatever makes you more comfortable.”
“I am grateful,” Rez’nac nodded respectfully. “And I am sorry to have kept you waiting. Is there something I may do for you?”
“I was just checking on things,” said Calvin. “I’m actually on my way to my cabin to get some rest before my next watch. But I wanted to make sure everything was going well for you.”
“That is understandable,” said Rez’nac. Remembering how he would see to the needs of those who’d belonged to him.
“So… are things going well?” asked Calvin, giving Rez’nac a probing look.
“Well is a difficult state to define,” said Rez’nac. “But things are as they should be, as the Essences desire.”
“I mean, how are things going for you in particular?” Calvin clarified. He took a few steps closer. “I know it must be hard, going through what you’ve gone through. Having to part ways with your comrades.”
It was obvious that Calvin had no idea what Rez’nac had gone through, but it was kind—in a strange, human sort of way—that he thought he did, or was at least making an effort to pretend to understand. Even though you are rakh, thought Rez’nac, you are an honorable creature in this universe. If you had been Polarian, no doubt you would have remained true to your Essence. I am quite sure you have more honor than I. But Rez’nac kept those thoughts to himself and instead decided to say, “I am what I am. I cannot say if I am well. But I can say that I am willing. Show me the way and tell me what to do, and I shall do it.”
Calvin nodded. His face seemed to change color a little. Human faces had that tendency. It was a curious attribute of the species. “If you don’t mind my asking,” said Calvin, sounding hesitant.
“You may ask anything of me at any time,” said Rez’nac. “And I shall always be glad to answer.”
“Okay…” Calvin hesitated, then spoke. “What exactly happened with Grimka?” He folded his arms, keeping his eyes locked on Rez’nac. Curiosity and confusion seemed to glisten in his very irises. “I mean… the last time I talked to you, before I went to Capital World, I gave you the evidence that implicated Grimka in the murder of Staff Sergeant Patterson. And now you’re here by yourself, without the rest of your division. What happened?” He then quickly added, “you don’t have to answer that. If you don’t want to.”
Rez’nac stared at the human, looking down at the shorter person, and searched deep within his soul. Indeed, what had happened? He remembered the events in perfect detail and yet he felt as though he didn’t understand what’d happened any better than Calvin did.
“I suppose the answer is this…” said Rez’nac, in sober reflection. “It is difficult for a father to end the life he created… Or, at least, it was so for me. And… I found myself unequal to the task.”
Calvin’s eyes filled with pity and he seemed to regret asking the question. But Rez’nac did not mind answering it. He was well aware of his shame, and its resulting consequences. It would be pointless to avoid the subject. And empty to pretend that anything other than the truth was so.
“As a result, I am unjoined. No longer of Khalahar. No longer a true Polarian,” he stated it matter-of-factly, showing none of the broken feelings that tormented him inside.
“Oh I’m sure that’s not true,” said Calvin. In a well-meaning, totally ignorant, display of human sympathy. “You’re still you. You’re every bit the hero you proved yourself to be on Remus Nine. And on top of that…” Calvin went on to tell him how strong and brave he was. Launching into a series of statements designed to reassure Rez’nac and prop him up emotionally.
It was not his place to interrupt Calvin, Rez’nac knew, nor was it his place to contradict his master or disagree. And so he listened respectfully to Calvin, knowing the human meant well, even though his words were empty, and wrong, and ignorant, and perhaps even blasphemous. But he didn’t know any better. And his culture, that of the humans, was one of constant moral encouragement, even when encouragement was undeserved. And Rez’nac had always found it interesting that, unlike the Polarians and the Rotham, the humans seemed to coddle their adults—and not just their infants—and had a strange and pervasive need to wrap their fragile emotions in a protective-tape of false compliments and insincere praise. Calvin, no doubt, was trying in his own human way to be a good person and show kindness. Rez’nac would not dishonor him and so he listened politely, neither agreeing with Calvin nor disagreeing. Eventually the human ceased his effort. Probably believing that he’d helped undo some of the shame that had befallen Rez’nac, through his positive—and entirely empty—words of encouragement.
After that, Calvin left. And Rez’nac found himself alone once more. Having completed the Pon’yor and knowing there was nothing else productive to do, Rez’nac went to the corner of the room and sat. He closed his eyes and quieted his mind, allowing himself to listen to the silence.
 

***
 

“Three. Two. One.”
Summers watched the 3d display intently, deeply concerned. Even though their scans had shown no military vessels present in the system, she couldn’t get past the nagging suspicion that the Phoenix was there. Waiting to slaughter them all. Have I ordered us all to our deaths? She wondered. Trying to play it as safe as possible, she’d ordered the White Shift back to duty. She wanted her best people on the bridge in case this proved to be an elaborate trap.
“We have returned to normal space,” said Sarah. Instantly the window filled with stars. And the 3d display showed the Nighthawk alone. “Currently five million mc’s from the Gamma Persei star.” The unassuming yellow sun could be seen out the window. A round speck about ten times brighter than any other.
“All stop,” ordered Summers.
“Answering all stop,” said Sarah.
“Mister Iwate, what do we see?”
“There are four small vessels in close orbit around the third planet from the sun,” said Shen, examining his displays. “It’s the only planet able to support life.”
“Starships?” asked Summers. Wondering why their scans hadn’t detected them until the Nighthawk was physically within the system.
“No, not starships,” said Shen. “They are very, very small craft. Looks like surface-to-orbit planetary vehicles. No alteredspace capability. The largest one is not much bigger than a gunship.”
“Are they a threat to us?” Summers folded her arms.
“No. Not even remotely.”
“Why didn’t we detect them sooner?” asked Summers.
“The vessels are in such a low orbit that they’ve actually entered the planet’s atmosphere,” explained Shen. “One of them is in the lower thermosphere, two are in stratosphere, and one is in the mesosphere. There is also debris on the planet surface that is of similar consistency. Their orbits have decayed and all craft are losing altitude.”
“Why have their orbits decayed?” asked Summers. Now wondering if these vessels were the source of the distress call. That would explain everything except for the fact that the distress call was sent exclusively to the Nighthawk.
“The vessels seem not to be producing any thrust and they have insufficient momentum to compensate for atmospheric drag,” said Shen.
“Begin standard approach,” said Summers, not wanting to leave the ships stranded. Even though she was still worried that this was some kind of elegant ploy, meant to lure them into the jaws of a trap. Perhaps a more dangerous ship was hiding just on the other side of the planet, or was stealthed.
“You got it,” said Sarah.
“Defense systems stand by,” said Summers as the Nighthawk changed angle and accelerated.
“Shields and weapons are at the ready,” reported Mister Donaldson from the defense post. “I can power them at a moment’s notice.”
“How’s the stealth system?”
“Active and functioning normally,” said Mister Donaldson.
“Very good, commence rescue operation,” said Summers. “But don’t drop stealth until we absolutely have to.”
“Aye, aye.”
“Mister Iwate, I want you to keep a sharp eye, if any other ships are out there—I want to know.”
“On it.”
“And Lieutenant Winters,” Summers looked at Sarah. “See if you can’t pinpoint the origin of that distress call.”
“Working on it,” said Sarah. “Its stamp indicates the third planet and the computer agrees. No surprise, I guess, since it’s the only planet in the system that can support life.”
“Is the distress call still broadcasting?” asked Summers.
“Yes, though very intermittently. I’ve been logging a signal every five or ten minutes. At first it was every few seconds.”
“The source could be running out of power,” speculated Shen. “If it’s coming from one of those planetary landers then a power-shortage could also explain why they’re not using thrusters to climb to a better orbit.
“I don’t think it’s coming from those vessels,” said Sarah. “It appears to be coming from the planet’s surface.”
“Could someone down there have survived impact?” asked Summers, thinking of the debris they’d scanned.
“Not likely,” said Shen. “Though I am detecting a grouping of artificial structures on the surface. It could be coming from there.”
“I thought you said the system was uninhabited,” said Summers.
“Well, that was according to our database,” Shen said with a shrug.
“Can we identify the colony?” asked Summers.
“It’s not really a colony. More like a forward outpost. There are several portable structures that have been set up within close proximity of each other. The objects appear to be contained within an area smaller than twenty hectares. I am detecting no electromagnetic activity consistent with known power generators. So either they’ve masked their grid or they’re not using power. It could be abandoned.”
“Who are they?” asked Summers.
“The structures are of Imperial design. Whoever set them up is either human or in business with humans,” said Shen.
“Can we contact them?”
“Unknown. Based on these readings they don’t have a transmitter switched on. Or… it’s possible that they aren’t using any kind of power, like I said.”
“You also said they could have masked their grid, do you mean they’re cloaking it somehow?” asked Summers.
“Yeah maybe,” said Shen. “It’s anyone’s guess.”
Summers nodded. She’d seen too many strange things in the galaxy to rule out the possibility they’d encountered a technology previously unheard of. “They must be using power and cloaking it,” said Summers. “How else could they be sending us a distress call?”
“It’s not them,” said Sarah. “The signal is coming from somewhere else. Almost fifty kilometers away from the colony.”
“I confirm that,” said Shen. “My scans show a faint trace of electromagnetic activity at thirty-nine point seven three degrees north by one-hundred and four point nine-eight degrees west, using standard mapping protocol.”
“My readings agree, the distress call is coming from there,” said Sarah.
“It looks to be some fairly rugged terrain. Mountainous and forested,” said Shen. “Apparently whoever is broadcasting the distress call left the colony and ventured out into the wild.”
“Why would they do that?” asked Summers, perplexed. “What did they possibly hope to find in the wild that wasn’t already available at the colony? Did they run out of food and water? It’s not like there would be any help out there.”
“Who knows,” said Shen.
There was definitely something strange going on, they all sensed it.
“We’re now entering the thermosphere,” reported Sarah. “Three of the four orbiting vessels have lost too much altitude for the Nighthawk to safely retrieve them, but we can get to one of them.”
“Proceed,” said Summers.
“Aye, aye. Entering orbit and beginning gradual descent. We will overtake the target vessel in three minutes.” The planet was now dominantly visible out the window. Like most habitable planets it was a blend of color, mostly white and blue. It looked beautiful and perhaps deceptively serene.
Summers tapped her direct line to HQ. “Mister Pellew.”
“Pellew here. What can I do for you, Commander?”
“We’re about to dock with an orbital landing craft. I want you to take one of your operational detachments and some medical and engineering staff and board the vessel. It is in a decayed orbit with no active systems so plan accordingly.”
“Understood. How much time do I have?”
“We’ll latch onto the craft in just under three minutes. After that you’re clear to breach whenever you’re ready.”
“Very good. Are we capturing the ship or just taking prisoners?” asked Pellew.
“Hopefully neither. For now survey the ship and see what we find. If you’re able to restore power to the systems please do so. If you find anyone, render what assistance you can.”
“But… you’re guessing the crew is dead, am I right?”
Summers frowned. “All I know is, the life-support systems seem not to be functioning.”
“Roger,” said Pellew. “And if we manage to restore the craft’s systems, what then?”
“You will be given coordinates to a distress call on the surface. Please investigate and inform.”
“Understood. Pellew out.”



Chapter 22
 

Once the jetway was attached and pressurized, they were able to force open the planetary lander’s main hatch and board the tiny vessel. Pellew went first. He felt encumbered by the full-body climate suit he wore—the same one that’d protected him on Remus Nine—as he slipped through the jetway and floated down into the black recess of the planetary lander.
He tapped his mask and his infrared goggles switched on. The lime green image revealed that he was in what appeared to be the main passenger compartment. It looked upside down. There was a narrow corridor in between rows of seats, no passengers or corpses were anywhere to be seen. At stern there was a sealed compartment and at bow there was a large cabin door that was partially open. Pellew floated over to the door, pushing off the seats to propel himself the right direction. Others of his team came aboard. Weapons at the ready, infrared goggles on, they floated, using mostly their legs to push off of objects when necessary.
“Search and secure the area,” Pellew ordered. He let go of his weapon for a moment, allowing it to float next to him, as he pushed on the door. Trying to slide it farther open so he could slip through. He had to steady his feet against the nearby bulkhead but, after some effort, he succeeded in moving the door a few inches. Enough to get through, climate suit and all.
“That should do it,” said Pellew. “Emmett, see if you can unseal that compartment at aft. Nassar, you’re with me.”
“Yes sir.”
Pellew grabbed his rifle and pulled himself through the opening. Nassar followed closely behind. On the other side of the door was a very small control section of the planetary lander, it was more of a cockpit than a bridge. Room for two pilots and a half dozen computer terminals. It was so small Nassar nearly bumped into him as he floated past, toward the window.
“Let’s see if we can squeeze some life out of these systems,” said Pellew. He grabbed the pilot’s chair just above him and used it to flip his body the right direction so he no longer felt upside-down. “That’s better,” he said, he positioned himself in the chair and strapped in.
From there he was able to adjust the controls and attempt to bring the main systems online. Knowing that the odds were against him—why else would the crew have abandoned the vessel?
He activated the computer. To his surprise, the systems came back to life with a hum. Including artificial gravity, causing Nassar to drop like a stone to the deck. “Well I’ll be damned,” said Pellew. “That wasn’t so hard.” He checked over the systems, everything appeared to be working. Life support was restored, even the thrusters were immediately responsive.
He switched off his helmet’s mic and activated the landing craft’s communication system. “Pellew to Nighthawk, do you copy?”
“Loud and clear,” came the reply. The feminine voice on the other end belonged to the pretty woman who piloted the ship. What’s her name? Sarah, yes, that’s it. “Summers wants a status report,” Sarah added.
“The vessel is secure and we’ve found nobody aboard,” said Pellew “On top of that, all systems appear completely functional. I’m guessing these landers were abandoned recently, and that their orbits were purposely set to decay within a matter of hours. Whoever left them here wanted them to crash.”
“Is the craft safe to use?” asked Sarah. No doubt relaying the question on behalf of Summers.
“Yeah, it looks like it,” said Pellew. Glancing over the systems once more. He wasn’t an engineer or a pilot, but he had a basic understanding of starship controls—it was a required part of training—and all the lights and switches showed green.
“We are sending coordinates to you. Investigate the source of the distress call and report. The Nighthawk will remain in parking orbit.”
“Roger,” said Pellew. He closed the channel and then reactivated his helmet’s mic. “Okay people we’re taking this bird down to the planet. Seal the hatch and prepare for descent. Campbell, you’re a pilot—get your ass in here. The rest of you strap in.”
“On my way,” said Campbell.
“Emmett,” said Pellew, unstrapping himself from the pilot’s chair and moving to the co-pilot’s position. “Have any luck with that sealed compartment?”
“Yes sir,” came the reply. “It’s a maintenance hatch. It gives access to the engine-room below.”
“Did you search it?”
“Yes sir. Nothing found. No one is here.”
“That’s what I thought,” said Pellew.
Campbell arrived and took the pilot’s seat. Nassar had already returned to the passenger compartment to strap in and prepare for descent as ordered.
“What’ve we got?” asked Campbell, he took his helmet off and wiped the sweat from his face. Then he took in the spread of controls before him. “Oh a T-X Mark Three, not bad, not bad. This ship can’t be more than two years old.”
“I have coordinates,” said Pellew, the lander had received them from the Nighthawk. Using the co-pilot’s controls he fed them to the helm.
“Got them,” said Campbell. He pressed the transmitter. “Planetary Lander to IWS Nighthawk,” he said, leaning unnecessarily over the mounted mic. “We’re locked into those coordinates and preparing for descent. Please release docking clamps and confirm.”
“Roger that, Lander,” said Sarah. “Cutting you loose now. Confirmed, you are now under your own power.”
“Thank you, Nighthawk.”
Pellew glanced at his display, it showed that the hatches were all secure but, in the interest of not being burned to death on reentry, he decided to make doubly sure. “Emmett, did you visually confirm that the hatch was sealed?”
“Yes sir, its secure,” said Emmett. He was one of the original special forces soldiers that had been with the Nighthawk all along, and Pellew trusted him significantly more than most of the rest of the soldiers. Especially since half of them were mercenaries. He understood the mercenary mentality but he didn’t trust them to know what they were doing. Or to maintain discipline in the face of hell itself. Perhaps we’re about to find out if I’m wrong, he thought.
“Sir, requesting permission to commence planetary descent,” said Campbell.
Pellew checked the systems one last time. Everything looked good. “Permission granted.”
“Aye, aye.” With that Campbell adjusted their velocity and angle and the window ahead filled with the planet moving toward them. At first it didn’t feel like they were getting any closer and then Pellew felt weightless again. The restraints held him tight and he watched the window fill with orange, bathing them in fire, as they rushed toward the planet’s surface.
It was a discomforting experience but one Pellew was used to. He was just glad he didn’t have to be the one at the controls. He waited silently as Campbell and the vessel’s computer guided their accelerated reentry. Before long, the orange was gone, replaced by white clouds and blue sky.
“Okay I’m approaching the target position,” said Campbell. “The coordinates seem to be a mountain range, see it? Just over there,” he pointed at the window. Pellew squinted and saw what he was talking about. From here it looked like a flat, perhaps slightly wrinkled landscape. But as they neared, he got a better sense of what it was.
“There are a lot of cliffs and trees, that limits our options,” said Campbell, swinging the lander around. “Maybe if we—oh wait, there. That’s the spot. Beginning landing procedure. Hold on.”
The lander swung low, sweeping in a circle around a mountain peak, as it descended rapidly. Campbell’s eyes kept switching between the window and the computer display. Pellew trusted that the man knew what he was doing.
The craft slowed its descent rather suddenly and then gently floated to the ground. Hovering for a few seconds before achieving touchdown. And then, with a slight lurch, they had landed. Campbell hit a few switches and powered down the remaining thrusters. “Landing complete,” he said with a broad smile.
“Wonderful,” said Pellew. He unstrapped himself and got out of his seat. “Now the question is, what is out there?” he stared out the window for a moment but saw only trees and rocks. No sign of people.
He picked up his rifle and headed to the passenger compartment where he found the rest of his team geared up and ready to explore the planet’s surface, heavily armed. In total their group comprised fourteen people. The entirety of Operational Detachment Bravo which meant seven special forces soldiers including himself and five mercenaries, as well as two engineers—who he’d expected to need to assess the lander’s systems—and a doctor from the infirmary. Two of his soldiers had field medic training but neither had the expertise the doctor had. Unfortunately the three non-soldiers were also liabilities should the team run into trouble.
“You two stay here,” Pellew pointed to the engineers. “The rest of you with me. Campbell will remain in the cockpit to trace the distress call and keep the bird ready for flight, in case things go badly for us and we need a speedy getaway.”
“What about me?” asked the doctor. He had boyish looks and Pellew had seen him around plenty of times, something Andrews was his name.
“You can come with us,” said Pellew. “But stick close and don’t do anything stupid.”
The doctor nodded. He was the only one setting foot on the planet without a weapon. Pellew had offered him a sidearm but the doctor had refused. Babbling off something about wanting to save lives not end them. Some kind of self-righteous crap anyway, thought Pellew.
“All right let’s move.”
They popped the hatch and climbed down the ladder. Pellew was the first to feel his boots touch the soft brown earth. He raised his rifle and swept the area around the LZ. The others soldiers did the same and the group fanned out.
“Clear,” said one of them.
“Clear over here too.”
“LZ’s secure.”
“Campbell, can you get a fix on the source of that distress signal?” asked Pellew.
“Yeah, you need to head due east of your position,” reported Campbell over the radio. “And then after two-hundred meters—” Pellew tapped the mute switch on his helmet because he thought he heard something.
He squinted looking at the trees in front of him. I could have sworn I heard something, he thought. He shouldered his rifle and walked forward, into the woods. Thinking he heard it again. Like the quiet crunch of footsteps over twigs and leaves. He followed the noise. Taking a second to switch his helmet’s comm system back on. “I think I’ve got something over here,” he said. “East of the LZ, in the woods.”
“On our way.”
It sounded again and this time he knew for a fact he’d heard something. It was definitely the sound of footsteps. Pellew crouched, ready for anything, and stared into the green forest. Expecting to see someone emerge from the brush at any moment.
Come on, you bastard, don’t be shy.
He was right. After a few seconds a man appeared. Making no effort to conceal his presence. He looked about six feet tall, had receding hair, and wore a blue jumpsuit. He was walking directly toward the LZ. He must have seen the planetary vessel land, thought Pellew.
“Stop where you are,” commanded Pellew, standing up and pointing the rifle at the stranger. “Hands on your head.”
“Hello,” said the man, complying with all instructions. “I was hoping you’d come.” His voice sounded oddly familiar. And then Pellew got a good look at the stranger’s face.
“Well, I’ll be damned…” said Pellew. Then, over the radio, “Campbell, notify the Nighthawk that we found the source of the distress call. Tell Summers that she’ll never guess who we found.”
 

***
 

Nimoux stared at the man in the climate suit pointing the rifle at him. His face was concealed by a helmet, mask, and goggles, but the markings on his shoulder identified him as a member of His Majesty’s Special Forces. Nimoux knew the symbol well, he’d worn it himself for five years.
His first thought, when the sound of thrusters roaring overhead had woken him a little after dawn from his miserable attempt at sleep, had been that the prison guards were upon him. They’d tracked him down and were using one of their orbital landing craft to storm his position and terminate him. But then he remembered the distress signal he’d activated on the pedestrian transmitter—which was running dangerously low on power now—and he knew it was also possible that the vessel circling above had actually come to his rescue.
Feeling starving, having eaten nothing more than a little uncooked squirrel meat and some berries that he was pretty sure were edible, and completely sick of the frigid nights and the creepy woods, he’d decided to take his destiny in his hands and head directly toward the sound of the aerial vehicle descending nearby, rather than hide from it. If this vessel was here to rescue him, then all the better. But if it wasn’t, then no rescue was coming, since the transmitter was so drained of power. And that meant he was stuck on this planet until he died, so he might as well hasten the inevitable.
Of course, now that he saw the special forces symbol on the man standing before him, Nimoux was sure the soldier had come from the Nighthawk. They heard my distress call and decided to investigate. He was so relieved to see the man standing before him, he almost couldn’t process it. He felt drunk on his own dopamine.
“Lafayette Nimoux?” the man said as he approached. Nimoux noted that he kept his rifle level with Nimoux’s chest.
“That’s right,” said Nimoux. “But I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.”
The soldier let go of his rifle with his offhand and removed his helmet. Revealing a face that looked more suited to blockbuster movies than life as a soldier, he had a strong jaw and dashing good looks that made even his helmet-hair look chic. Nimoux recognized him at once from the Nighthawk personnel files he’d studied.
“Sorry about that, my name is Captain Jason—”
“Pellew, yes I know,” said Nimoux. “And before you ask, yes it was me who sent the distress call. I’ll explain everything but we must hurry, there isn’t much time.”
As he spoke, several other soldiers converged on their position, weapons drawn, no doubt part of Pellew’s team. I hope you brought a lot, thought Nimoux, because we’re going to need them. He was eager to storm the prison despite his fatigue, hunger, and almost dizzying lightheadedness.
“What seems to be the emergency?” asked Pellew.
“About fifty kilometers that way,” Nimoux pointed, “there is a small extralegal prison colony. You must have seen it during your descent.”
“We did see something,” admitted Pellew. “It’s a prison?”
“Yes, and not just any prison. Whoever is running it has abducted several key members of the Imperial government, the military, and even heads of corporations—anyone with influence—and is keeping them there. Gather your men, we need to move quickly!”
“You want to go back there?” asked Pellew, eyeing Nimoux’s disheveled appearance and filthy blue jumpsuit. “You look like you just escaped from there. Seriously, you look like hell.”
“There are only a few dozen guards, and most of them are mercenaries. We need to eliminate them and seize control of the prison before it’s too late,” Nimoux’s voice carried his sense of urgency.
“Before what’s too late?”
“I believe they’re going to slaughter all of the prisoners soon and bury the evidence. We can’t let that happen,” he stared candidly at Pellew’s brown eyes. “Director Edwards is there. And so is Vice Admiral Harkov of the Fifth Fleet!”
Pellew looked at him skeptically. Probably thinking that Nimoux had gone insane out here in the untamed wild of Gamma Persei Three. But he also must make square the fact that I’m here, looking like an escaped prisoner, thought Nimoux, which undoubtedly lends some credibility to my claim.
“All right, we’ll check it out,” said Pellew. “Nassar take him into custody,” he nodded toward Nimoux. “You and Emmett keep a close eye on him. He’s ex-special forces—that’s right I study my enemy too, Captain Nimoux.”
Two of the soldiers stepped forward and roughly grabbed him by the arms.
“Everybody back to the shuttle, let’s go, move!” barked Pellew. He replaced his helmet as he jogged toward the LZ and spoke into its mic. “Campbell, get the bird ready for immediate takeoff. Tell Summers we’re going to check out the colony before we return to the ship, and tell her we’ve got Lafayette Nimoux in custody.”
They reached the LZ and Nimoux was hustled onto the orbital landing craft. They sat him against the far bulkhead in a seat next to Nassar while Emmett stood nearby. The other soldiers piled in and braced themselves for takeoff. As soon as the hatch was sealed, the vehicle lurched upward, firing its thrusters in a controlled burn that gained them an altitude of a thousand meters in mere seconds.
The craft banked starboard and Nimoux watched the tops of the mountains seem to shrink away out the window.
Less than a minute after takeoff, they were dropping fast and low, descending on a new LZ and prepping for a combat landing. I’ve returned, thought Nimoux. And, as promised, I’ve brought the cavalry with me.
 

***
 

“Commencing landing procedure,” announced Campbell. “Touchdown in fifteen seconds.”
Seated at the co-pilot station, Pellew stared out the cockpit window and examined the colony below. As they’d neared the group of portable structures he had to admit it did look like a prison. The structures were uniformly bland, there was a yard with tower-like guard posts infrequently scattered about, and a large fence encircling the perimeter, clearly designed to keep people in rather than out. All that was missing was the prisoners themselves. Pellew didn’t see even one person. There were a few dust clouds near the ground that partially limited visibility, but not enough to conceal a lot of people.
“Six seconds,” announced Campbell, their rapid descent slowed as he fired the landing thrusters.
“Swing us all the way around, then set us down in the yard,” ordered Pellew. He wanted to get a complete look at the prison and he knew the best way to do that was from the air.
“Roger,” said Campbell, he cancelled the landing procedure and increased their altitude.
As the craft turned, completing its circle around the colony, Pellew spotted a large black circle near one of the main structures. “There,” he pointed. “In between those structures. Do you see that?”
“Yeah, I see it,” said Campbell. “What the hell is that?”
It appeared to be some kind of blackened, circular mound. “Let’s find out,” said Pellew. “Set us down over there.”
“Yes sir.” Campbell lowered the nose of the landing craft and brought it around until they were hovering over the LZ. “Touchdown in three seconds.” They descended gently and landed with a slight lurch. “We’re on the ground.”
Pellew practically leapt out of the co-pilot’s chair as he hurried to the passenger section. “Okay, ODB, everybody out, move, move, move,” he said into his helmet’s mic. As he exited the cockpit, he was happy to see his soldiers had already begun exiting the vehicle via the main hatch. Captain Nimoux remained seated and under guard.
“Nassar, you keep an eye on Baldy here,” said Pellew, nodding toward Captain Nimoux. “Emmett, you’re with me.”
“I’m coming too,” said Nimoux, a serious look shown in his eye. “You need all your men to deal with those guards, and I know the prison better than anyone else here.”
Pellew considered that for a half-second. If there was a firefight, he’d want all the soldiers he could muster. Nimoux was ex-special forces, so he knew his way around a firearm better than any of the mercs. And Nimoux was the only one who knew the layout of any of the structures, which could prove tactically useful.
“I made a promise to my friends that I would come for them,” said Nimoux, his unkempt appearance, swollen red eyes, and look fierce determination made him seem both crazy and sincere. “From one soldier to another, I’m sure you understand.”
Pellew unstrapped his sidearm and tossed it to Nimoux. “All right, but you’ll do exactly as I tell you.”
“Sir yes sir,” Nimoux flashed an eager smile.
“Now let’s move!”
By the time Pellew’s boots touched the soft sand, his men had finished sweeping the LZ.
“LZ secure,” reported Second Lieutenant Garcia. She was one of the few female soldiers who remained on the Nighthawk.
Pellew shouldered his rifle and looked around. The wind was blowing, shifting the sands and raising a thin cloud of dust. His helmet and mask protected him from the elements, but visibility was limited. He looked all around him and saw no one. Just dark dormant structures.
“You two, you’re with me,” he said to Nassar and Nimoux.
“Yes sir,” said Nimoux, shielding his eyes from the dust with one hand and holding the sidearm. He was the only one not wearing a climate suit.
“Aye aye,” said Nassar, rifle at the ready.
“The rest of you, secure that building,” said Nimoux, pointing to the nearest structure.
“Roger.”
As his men breached and stormed what was probably some kind of command structure, Pellew led Nimoux and Nassar around the other way. Toward the mysterious black mound he and Campbell had spotted from the air.
“Stay sharp,” said Nimoux.
“Room clear,” he heard reported over the radio. Followed by, “southeast corridor secure.”
The dust thinned as they neared the south side of the largest structure, where the mound had been spotted.
“Something smells foul,” said Nimoux.
“What is it?” asked Pellew. Thinking his mask be filtering out the smell.
“It smells like—” Nimoux cut himself off suddenly. They’d reached the blackened mound. Pellew only had to examine it for half a second before he realized what it was. “Oh god no…” said Nimoux.
It was a pile of burned corpses. There were traces of bones in the ash but for the most part nothing even remotely human-looking remained. Whole skeletons had been broken apart and, in many cases, ground up.
“Oh shit,” said Nimoux. He ran into the pile and began sifting through the ashes and debris. “Oh shit, shit, shit…”
Pellew nodded to Nassar, who hefted his rifle and went to secure the perimeter, he then bent down and examined the charcoal-black remains for himself. There was a slimy residue, he traced it with his gloved finger.
“Looks like they used some kind of chemical agent to speed up the reaction and intensify the flames,” said Pellew. He looked at the ground up bone remains. “Not sure how they shredded all those bones. Could have been the fire I suppose, but it looks like something they did after.”
When Nimoux didn’t say anything, Pellew gave the ex-soldier a good hard look. The man seemed off in another world. He was hunched over a mound of ash and bone not moving. He was staring intensely at what looked like a skull fragment.
“You all right over there?” asked Pellew. He approached. Stepping on ash and bones as he walked.
Nimoux didn’t say anything. He still seemed lost in his own world. His mental faculties were undoubtedly weakened by his experience trying to live off the land, and now he seemed to have snapped.
“Hey, I’m talking to you,” said Pellew, kneeling down next to Nimoux. He snapped his fingers directly in front of Nimoux’s face and only then did the man respond. He looked startled for an instant and met Pellew’s gaze with austere eyes.
“I killed them,” said Nimoux.
“What the hell are you talking about?” asked Pellew. “That’s ridiculous.”
“Area secure,” he heard over his helmet. “The structure has been searched and secured.”
“Report,” replied Pellew.
“There’s no one here. And all the computers and terminals have been smashed to pieces.”
“I’m not surprised,” said Pellew. Obviously whoever had been here had left in a hurry, and taken care to eliminate whatever identifying evidence they could. And by the looks of it, they’d left recently. Perhaps only hours before.
“Requesting instructions. ODB is prepared to search the remaining structures at your command, sir.”
Pellew looked at Nimoux, how broken and angry he seemed, as he knelt in the ashes and bones of the people he’d lived with for the last little while. People who’d been swiftly and callously destroyed along with the rest of the evidence.
“Don’t bother,” said Pellew. “We’ve found all we’re going to find. Everyone back to the lander. Campbell, prep the bird for takeoff. Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Everyone headed back to the lander like he ordered, everyone except Nimoux who simply knelt there. Staring blankly.
“Come on,” said Pellew.
No response.
He grabbed Nimoux by the arm and physically yanked the man to his feet. Nimoux’s eyes narrowed and he gave Pellew a threatening look.
“Come on,” said Pellew, nodding toward the LZ. “You can cry about it later. But right now it’s time to go.”
Reluctantly, Nimoux did as he was told and started walking back to the LZ. Clenching and unclenching his jaw as he went. Eyes staring off into the distance, furious and full of rage.
“And I’ll be taking that back,” said Pellew, relieving Nimoux of the sidearm. Thinking to himself how very interesting Nimoux’s interrogation promised to be.
 

***
 

There was no visible change out the window, everything looked as black and empty as ever. But the navigation display told them very clearly that they’d just crossed the Zero-Three-X Plane, the border of space denoting the edge of Alliance territory.
“We have now officially entered Alliance space,” said Rafael.
“Any sign of activity yet?” asked Calvin. So far their journey into the DMZ had been eerily quiet and uneventful. Now that they were entering Alliance territory, he was sure they’d run into some kind of border patrol.
“Nothing still,” said Rafael. “The kataspace channels are silent and our scopes remain empty. No one’s out there. Not even one ship.”
“That can’t be right,” said Calvin. An ominous feeling seemed to hang in the air. Rafael fidgeted nervously as he stood, keeping a watchful eye on the ops display. Miles looked rigid, every muscle tense, his face ghost-white. And even Alex seemed uncomfortable, though it was hard to tell for sure.
“I agree,” hissed Alex. “The Advent’s best intelligence has always indicated that the Alliance constantly patrols the edge of their territory, and sometimes a little beyond.”
“Intel Wing agrees,” said Calvin, thinking of the files he’d studied along with what he’d personally observed whenever he’d been near Alliance space. “But maybe we’re just in between patrols? You know, lucky timing on our part or something.” He tried to be optimistic but it was difficult.
“Perhaps,” said Alex, sounding as skeptical as Calvin felt.
“Dammit I’ll say it if no one else will,” bellowed Miles, it was the first thing he’d spoken in fifteen minutes. “They ain’t here because something bad has happened. I know it. I can feel it in my gut.”
Calvin thought Miles was probably right. He recalled the warning Samil had sent them, the chilling claim that the Alliance would soon cease to be a threat to Rotham Fleets attempting to cross the DMZ. Something has definitely happened, Calvin knew. But it was hard to guess exactly what, the Alliance fielded a mighty fleet of warships and was led by a paranoid regime that would surely utilize its sweeping political and military powers to defend its domain. What could have challenged them? All-out war with the Republic? Surely such a war would be prohibitively costly to the Rotham, and rumors of it would certainly have leaked across the border. And Calvin had heard nothing. The more he thought about it, the more sure he was that something else was going on. But what?
“Perhaps they’ve withdrawn their patrols,” suggested Rafael. “Maybe the Republic brokered a deal with the Alliance to allow their fleets safe passage through the DMZ.”
That sounded the most reasonable to Calvin, but still grated against everything he understood about the Alliance’s disposition and famously distrustful nature.
“Preposterous!” hissed Alex. “The Republic would never seek such an arrangement! We are a peace-loving people.”
Calvin rotated the pilot’s chair and gave Alex a good hard look. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, of course I’m sure,” said Alex, obviously resenting the assumption that the Republic was an aggressive party. “Besides, the Alliance would never agree to any such deal.”
That point, at least, rang true to Calvin. “All right, well, then there must be some sort of alternate explanation. Anyone have any theories?” He looked at each of them in turn, first Miles, then Rafael, and lastly Alex; none of them seemed to have any idea why everything had been so eerily silent.
“Yeah, I don’t have any guesses either,” mumbled Calvin. He spun back to his controls and made some minor adjustments to their heading and jump depth.
“So what do we do?” asked Rafael.
“We proceed as planned. We’ll go to Tybur and then see for ourselves exactly what is happening,” said Calvin. “For better or worse…”
“And if it’s bad, what then?” asked Rafael.
“I guess we’ll find out,” was all Calvin could think to say.
“We should turn back,” said Miles, “take me at my word, Cal, we’ve got to turn back.” He started pacing back and forth in what little space remained in the crowded control room.
“Sadly that’s not an option,” said Calvin. “We have to see what’s going on and then get the word out to the queen and her fleet. That’s our mandate.”
“And what about saving our asses?” asked Miles, stopping in his tracks to stare at Calvin. “What about that mandate?”
“We have to find out why the Alliance has gone dark and see if there is imminent danger to the Empire.”
“Is this really worth dying for.”
“Nobody’s going to die,” said Calvin. Hopefully. He kept that last part to himself.
“How can you be so sure?” Miles’ face turned red. “Don’t get me wrong, you know I’ve always got your back but… I don’t want die.”
“We’re just an innocent, unarmed, Rotham cargo ship on our way back to the Republic,” said Calvin in a reassuring tone. “We’re going to pass through Tybur as part of our natural flight plan back to Rotham space. No one will think anything of it.”
Miles seemed to calm down a little at this. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, yeah. Yeah that should work. We’re going to be fine.”
“Exactly,” said Calvin. Wishing he could make himself believe his own words. “Alex here will handle the comm, we’ve got our cover story all ready to go so no one should trouble us. We’ll do a quick flyby, see what we can see, and then we’ll be safely away and send word to the queen.”
Miles nodded. “Yeah. We can do that.”
“Exactly,” said Calvin, showing his friend a big fake smile. “Piece of cake. After that we’ll take a quick peek at Rotham space and then we’ll all be back onboard the Nighthawk before you know it.”
Miles laughed, looking greatly relieved. “When you put it like that, I don’t know what I was so worked up over. I guess it’s just tense in here. Oh I know—it’s cause it’s too hot. Too many people.”
“Yeah it is a little crowded in here, isn’t it,” said Calvin, adding quickly, “you know what, you’ve been working hard for a few hours. Why don’t you go take a break. Go get some rest.”
“Well, I am pretty tired. Are you sure you don’t need me up here?”
“Nah, it’s cool, I’ve got it. If I need you, I’ll call.”
“Okay, good deal.” And with that, Miles was gone. Off to get some much needed shuteye.
“That one is not very intelligent,” said Alex, after Miles had gone.
“Oh cut him a break,” said Calvin as he returned his attention to the flight controls.
“Did he seriously believe that?” asked Alex. “That we’re not risking death on this mission? And what does that mean anyway?—this is going to be a pastry?”
“Not pastry, piece of cake,” said Rafael. “It’s an idiom, it means something is going to be simple and unchallenging.”
“You don’t believe that, do you Captain?” Alex asked, hovering over Calvin’s shoulder. “That this mission is going to be simple and unchallenging?”
“No,” admitted Calvin. “No, I don’t.” But I wish, I could, he thought. “I expect it to be dangerous and difficult and we’ll be lucky to get through it alive…”
“Good,” said Alex. “I can tolerate being around a fool, but never being led by one.”
“Nothing to worry on that score,” mumbled Calvin. Hoping he hadn’t doomed them all when he’d picked them for this mission. He reminded himself of the larger picture, especially the danger to the Empire, and how important any intel they gathered would prove to be. He also had a strong hunch that whatever mysterious events were happening in Alliance space were directly connected to the conspiracy that had thrown the Empire into disarray, though it was hard to guess how.
“All right, Alex I want you to be near the comm system at all times. If we pick up anything over kataspace, I need you to be ready to reply to any hails we receive.”
“Understood.”
“Rafael, I want you to broaden our scans. If we see anything, I want to know about it right away.”
“Yes sir.”
“And keep a sharp lookout for any kataspace activity.”
“Of course.”
Calvin sighed. They would be reaching Tybur in only a few hours—assuming no one intercepted them. “Time to find out why the Alliance has gone dark,” he said. Adding silently, and whether or not we get to live.



Chapter 23
 

The Nighthawk’s brig was almost identical to that of the Desert Eagle. Which wasn’t really surprising, considering the two ships shared blueprints. But what did surprise Nimoux was how eerily the similarities made him feel like he was a prisoner on his own ship. And thinking about it made him miss the Desert Eagle. I wonder where it is now, he thought. Promising himself he’d be back aboard as soon as he could.
After fleeing Gamma Persei Three, the orbital landing craft had docked with the Nighthawk. And once the away team had returned to the ship, the Nighthawk’s soldiers had wasted no time dragging Nimoux off to the brig and throwing him behind a forcefield. One of the special forces soldiers was ordered to stand watch and she didn’t look too happy about it. Nimoux had tried to speak to her only once, asking for the time, and she’d barked at him to remain silent. Not wanting to cause a problem, he didn’t press the issue.
I’ll just wait, he decided. And so he did, sitting cross-legged on the hard cot. Contemplating everything while he listened to the gentle hum of air cycling through the vent as he tried to empty his mind.
The reality of what’d happened on Gamma Persei Three was difficult to process. He understood what had happened on a cognitive level, but emotionally he simply couldn’t make sense of it. He could see Harkov’s face vividly in his mind, as he recalled how—not many days ago—he’d tried to convince her to escape with him. But she’d insisted on staying with Edwards. Never fully appreciating how much danger she was in.
They were rounded up after I left, Nimoux thought. Thinking of the mound of bodies. Corpses that had been scorched by such extreme temperatures and then so thoroughly ground up that even the bones had been borderline unrecognizable.
Two questions kept repeating over and over in his head, weighing heavily on his spirit. Was there anything different I could have done? And, even harder to grapple with, did they round up the prisoners because of me, because I escaped?
Answering the first question was difficult because it depended on what the answer was to the second. If they had indeed killed off the other prisoners in response to his escape, then there was something he could have done to prevent it, he could’ve chosen not to escape. Or else delayed his escape. Or perhaps he should have chosen to remain and fight. True, he’d considered it at the time and ultimately decided the odds were strikingly against him, but they weren’t zero. He’d had a chance to try and save the others and he’d selfishly chosen not to take it so he could protect his own life…
What felt most damning was that he knew, clear and well, that the guards might do something like this. He’d distinctly gotten the impression that they were wrapping things up, and it was only a matter of time until they dealt with the prisoners in one form or another.
He couldn’t stop seeing the ring of bones and ashes in his mind, the remains of what’d been human beings mere days ago—perhaps mere hours ago—innocent victims who’d been illegally abducted, wrongly imprisoned, and now evilly slaughtered.
Damn this slaughter...
He felt himself trembling, suddenly aware of how tight his muscles had become. He felt cold even though sweat slicked his brow. He knew he needed to calm himself. To stop obsessing over the people he’d failed to help and instead think of the ones he still could. The whole Empire was potentially on the brink of disaster. They needed him. They needed to know what he’d seen.
He began one of his breathing exercises and tried to empty his mind. It proved difficult. He exhaled slowly and struggled to think of blackness. Emptiness. Space. Nothingness. The void all around. It worked, allowing him to let go of the horrific images of Gamma Persei Three, and the prison, and the slaughter, and the faces of the people he’d known there. He let go of everything. Focusing on the darkness. The wonderful stillness. The tranquility of silence. The solace of empty space. Once he’d calmed his mind, he processed everything as rationally as he could.
He even started to convince himself that the slaughter before him wasn’t his fault. He hadn’t wanted it. He certainly hadn’t ordered it or carried it out. He’d failed to prevent it. And that tasted as bitter as wormwood. But that wasn’t the same thing as being at fault for the atrocity that’d taken place. Their blood wasn’t on his hands…
Unfortunately, after a minute or so of this, another unwelcome image forced itself onto the stage of his mind, one that haunted him frequently.
I’m outdoors on a hot summer day. At a funeral. There are three caskets not five meters away, each draped with an Imperial flag. Someone is speaking, reciting praises for the fallen. And I’m forced to stand and listen quietly, burdened with a secret, knowing it’s my fault the dead are in those boxes. I put them there…
He was startled from his meditation by the sound of the door. He snapped his eyes open and saw a woman enter. She was clad in the blue-and-black uniform of the Imperial navy and wore the gold insignia of Commander on her lapel, its color matched her hair. She was strikingly good-looking, even more than her file photo had led him to believe, and Nimoux found himself taken aback for an instant—but only for an instant. Yes, she looked like some kind of mythological goddess, and that was hard not to notice, but Nimoux had learned over the years that such rare beauty usually came with its share of problems.
“Sorry to keep you waiting, Captain Nimoux,” said the woman. “I’ve had pressing things to attend to.”
“It’s quite all right, Commander Presley,” he said, unfolding his legs and standing up.
“You know who I am?”
“You seem surprised.”
“It’s just… I didn’t expect you to, that’s all,” she said. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw her cheeks blush ever so slightly.
“When I was given the assignment to track down the Nighthawk, I made certain to familiarize myself with everything the Intel Wing archives had on the ship, including personnel files,” he explained.
Summers nodded. “Ah, yes that makes sense.”
“Commander, I know you and your crew have no reason to trust me—since not too long ago I was trying to bring you all into custody,” said Nimoux, “but I need you to understand that things have changed. After what I experienced on Gamma Persei Three… well, let’s just say I’ve had my eyes opened, and I want to help you, not hinder you.”
Summers looked pleased to hear this, but she also clearly made an effort to keep her face neutral. “I will ask you all about that in a moment when Captain Pellew gets here,” she said. “If you want to earn our trust, I cannot emphasize enough how important it is that you tell the truth, omitting nothing.”
“Of course,” said Nimoux. Ever since he’d reached out to the Nighthawk with the distress beacon, he’d always meant to share everything he knew with them. “Will Calvin be joining us too? He’ll want to hear what I have to say.”
“Unfortunately he will not be joining us,” said Summers without any further explanation.
Why ever not? Nimoux wondered, wanting to demand an answer, certainly his intel was worthy of the CO’s time, but he knew demands would get him nowhere so instead he asked, “could you expound on that?”
“Not at this time,” said Summers. Clearly they weren’t going to share information with him until they’d decided how far he could be trusted.
Very well, thought Nimoux, time to get the ball rolling. “The first thing you should know,” said Nimoux, “is that there is an informer on your ship leaking information about your movements to Intel Wing. That was how I was able to track the Nighthawk to the QH-212 star.”
“Can you identify this informer?” asked Summers, folding her arms.
“Happily. His name is Midshipman Patrick O’Conner.”
Summers nodded, looking relieved that Nimoux had named that particular name. “That problem has already taken care of itself,” she said.
“How so?” asked Nimoux, curious.
“Mister O’Conner is now deceased. Come to think of it, he died in that very spot,” her eyes flicked to the cot in the brig not three inches from where Nimoux was standing.
“That’s… comforting,” said Nimoux. Before he could try to get more information out of her regarding O’Connor’s death, the far door opened and two people entered. One was Captain Pellew, who Nimoux had expected, the other was a member of the medical staff. I wonder why they need a doctor here, he thought.
“I’m glad to see that Baldy’s still in his cell,” said Pellew shooting Summers a dark look. “I half expected you to lower the forcefield for him and hand him the keys to the ship.”
“I don’t very much like your tone, Mister Pellew,” said Summers. She unfolded her arms and met Pellew’s gaze with callous eyes. “Captain Lafayette Nimoux is in custody for the time being, but that doesn’t diminish the fact that he is a hero of the Empire. And you will show him the proper respect.”
“My apologies, Captain Nimoux,” said Pellew, not making much of an effort to sound sincere. “I’ve just always found it odd that you don’t do anything about your hair loss. Don’t you think it’s peculiar, Commander Presley?”
Summers didn’t seem to know how to reply.
“That’s right, it’s weird.” Pellew put his hands on his hips.
“It’s not weird,” snapped Summers. “Besides, Captain Nimoux has more than earned our respect and you will show it regardless of what you think about him, his character, or his hairstyle.”
Nimoux supposed he ought to feel offended by all this talk of hair but, rather than having hurt feelings, he actually found the whole exchange quite entertaining. True, the specter of male-pattern baldness was a demon that had been long conquered by the advances of science and there were numerous treatments available to correct the apparent problem, but Nimoux had never really understood the fuss. He was who he was and looked how he looked. He respected anyone who chose decided to take action to keep their locks, but he personally found more in common with the few who allowed nature to simply take its course.
“I apologize on behalf of my special forces garrison commander,” said Summers. She looked far more embarrassed than Nimoux felt.
“No apology is necessary,” said Nimoux. “And if it’s all right with you, I’d rather just get right to it. I have information that is critical. The Empire is in grave danger and there isn’t much time. And while I appreciate the fact that you’ve brought a medical professional here, I think its best we dispense with any medical examination for the time being. I don’t believe I have an pressing injuries.”
“Doctor Andrews isn’t here to give you any medical examination,” said Pellew. “Andrews needs to give you a shot.” He then looked at the other special forces soldier, the woman who’d been standing guard. “Tara, lower the forcefield.”
“I promise we will see to your medical needs as soon as we can,” said Summers, her voice was full of sympathy. “But we have to do this first.”
What is going on? Nimoux wondered as the forcefield dropped and the doctor stepped closer.
“Mister Nimoux, I need you to please roll up your left sleeve,” said the doctor. When he was about a foot away, he stopped and withdrew a needle from his medical bag. He adjusted it carefully and gave it a flick.
“Do as he says,” commanded Pellew, both he and Tara held batons and looked ready to use them.
“I promise there is no danger,” Summers reassured him.
“Very well,” Nimoux did as they asked and rolled up his left sleeve. Once he had, the doctor cleaned a spot on his arm and readied the needle. Nimoux wondered if the drug they were about to administer was something meant to weaken his mental faculties and make him more amenable to questioning. “I must advise against injecting me with anything that might affect my memory.”
“You’ll do as we say,” said Pellew.
“Don’t worry, it’s only Xinocodone,” said Summers. “It’s perfectly safe.”
Xinocodone? That’s a pain medication, thought Nimoux, a really strong one. But it doesn’t have any interrogation utility, does it?
“I’m not in any pain,” he said. Wondering if they thought, because of his haggard appearance, he was suffering. “Though a hot cup of tea would not go unappreciated.”
“This isn’t for the pain,” said the doctor. He stuck Nimoux’s arm and injected the chemical.
Almost instantly Nimoux felt a light-headed tingle and a rush of calm.
“There,” said the doctor, removing the needle gently. He cleaned and bandaged the injection site and then left the cell. As soon as he was clear, Tara re-activated the forcefield.
“I’m sorry, Captain, but it’s a necessary precaution,” said Summers. “You’ll understand in time.”
“All right,” said Nimoux, more than a little confused. He sat down on the cot because he felt a little dizzy.
“Now, there was some critical information you wanted to tell us,” said Summers. “What was it?”
“The prison,” said Nimoux urgently. Even though his thoughts felt a little muddled by the drug, he hadn’t forgotten the imminence of the danger. “There’s something you need to know about it.”
Summers looked curious. Pellew, on the other hand, looked at Nimoux like he was crazy. “The prison wasn’t just any prison,” said Nimoux. “The people running it… they would abduct people and take them there, making them into prisoners. I’m talking about people of real influence. Corporate leaders, members of the Assembly, admirals and captains, even Director Edwards and Vice Admiral Harkov were there!”
“You saw the Director of Intel Wing and the Commander of the Fifth Fleet?” asked Summers, her eyes widened.
“Yes,” said Nimoux. “They were abducted too and brought against their will to Gamma Persei Three, just like they did to me and everyone else. And that’s not the worst of it. When they abduct a prisoner , they replace him or her with a convincing look-alike. I don’t know how they do it exactly, but they’ve found a way. So their people are the ones in positions of power, masquerading as other people, and no one knows the difference. The Jack Edwards who is in the Office of the Director right now… he’s not the real Director Edwards. The real Edwards was on Gamma Persei Three with me, I swear it. And they murdered him,” said Nimoux. “I know it sounds crazy but you have to believe me.”
“How did you end up in this prison?” asked Summers.
“It all happened after Remus Nine. After you escaped, I was regrouping my squadron and a fleet came. Descended on the system from out of nowhere. Thirty Rotham warships,” he recalled his shock at the sight of alien warships lighting up the Desert Eagle’s scopes. Somehow they’d snuck through the DMZ and evaded all the Imperial listening posts… Or else had arranged for any sighting of their fleet to go unreported.
“I scrambled my forces and fled the system,” Nimoux continued. “After we regrouped, I tried to warn the military of what I’d seen. That the Rotham had sent a war fleet into Imperial space, in defiance of the peace treaty. I thought we were at war…” it hadn’t been that long ago, not truly, and yet it felt like some distant, past lifetime. “But they buried my report and disbanded my squadron. They then ordered me to go aboard the ISS Wolverine.” He recalled the ominous feeling he’d had when he’d boarded the navy battleship, knowing that something was greatly out of place. And the sudden surprise he’d felt when he’d been taken at gunpoint by Imperial marines—his own escort forced to stand down. “They, uh, they took me into custody. And the next thing I knew I was on Gamma Persei Three, suddenly a prisoner. I can only assume that my lookalike had replaced me. They probably had him aboard the Wolverine and sent him back to my ship in my stead. My faithful crew unknowingly abandoning me.”
“But you don’t know for sure that that’s what happened?” asked Summers.
“What do you mean?”
“You don’t know whether or not they replaced you when they captured you,” she clarified.
“No, I don’t know for sure. That’s true,” admitted Nimoux. “Once I was taken into custody, I didn’t know anything that was happening.”
“Then how can you be so sure that people are being replaced after they’re abducted?” asked Pellew. Nimoux noted in the man’s eyes that he no longer seemed doubtful, but remained distrustful. I wonder if he knows something about this, Nimoux thought.
“I base my hypothesis on the fact that, once I was brought into the prison colony, I encountered several people, most notably Director Edwards, who I knew were not missing. And yet here they were, on the prison colony, claiming to have been there for weeks or months. Obviously no one can be in two places at once, so one or the other had to be a duplicate. The facts suggest the likelier explanation was that people were abducted and replaced, not that a prison colony happened to exist that was full of identical twins insanely believing they were actually other people elsewhere in the galaxy. Especially since I experienced abduction myself and knew firsthand they were telling the truth.”
Summers nodded. Although obviously intrigued, she didn’t seem as surprised by this information as Nimoux had expected. Perhaps she and Calvin are already onto the nature of the threat, he thought hopefully.
“So you identified an enemy fleet entering the Remus System, thirty warships strong, and you were taken prisoner aboard the ISS Wolverine, and then you found yourself on a prison colony on Gamma Persei Three full of influential people who’d been secretly abducted, and then you escaped and hailed us, and by the time we arrived everybody else was dead?” asked Summers. “Is that everything?”
“Yes that’s right. Oh and all of the prisoners were human, as were the guards,” Nimoux added, trying to recall any detail that might prove useful. “I don’t know exactly who was running the prison, but I’m guessing they’re part of the same conspiracy Calvin is fighting against.”
“I see,” said Summers thoughtfully.
“Why did you hail the Nighthawk?” asked Pellew. “Why not hail your own ship. I just can’t understand why you would hail us.”
“I think that is a very good question,” said Summers.
“I very nearly did hail the Desert Eagle,” said Nimoux. “But then I remembered how the others prisoners had been replaced by duplicates, and—despite how impossible it seemed—I knew I’d probably been replaced too. And if I had, that means a false Nimoux is commanding the Desert Eagle, and you can bet he wouldn’t race to Gamma Persei Three and rescue me. No, the only ship I could be sure wasn’t working for them was the Nighthawk. So I hailed you.”
Pellew still looked skeptical but Summers looked greatly relieved. No doubt this very question had been bothering her. I think she wants to justify trusting me, thought Nimoux.
“Is there any more we should know?” asked Summers. “About the prison or anything else?”
“Not that I can think of,” said Nimoux, racking his brain for anything else that could be of use. “Just that I hope you understand I’m not the enemy. After what I’ve seen and what I’ve been through… I know you’re on the right side of this. All I want to do is help, believe me.”
“Good to know,” said Summers. “Thank you, that will be all for now. Fresh clothes will be brought to you so you can get out of that and into something clean and I’ll see to it that you get the medical attention you need.”
“Thank you,” said Nimoux gratefully. “And, if I could trouble you for one more thing?”
Summers looked curious. “What?”
“A cup of tea would be beyond wonderful, any kind will do as long as it’s hot. I haven’t had any in ages.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. With that Summers and Pellew left. Tara resumed standing guard and Nimoux was again alone with his thoughts.
Now they have to decide whether or not to trust me, Nimoux thought. Believing they ultimately would. And when they did, he could start making a difference once again. Sadly, it was too late to help Harkov, Edwards, and the rest of the prisoners on Gamma Persei Three, but he hoped desperately that it wasn’t yet too late to help the Empire.
 

***
 

The door to her office slid open, momentarily breaking Kalila’s concentration. She looked up to see Captain Adiger enter.
“Pardon the interruption, Your Majesty,” said Adiger, “I have a report from Sir Reginald.”
She felt her heart quicken. After all the cautious consideration, tactical assessment, delicate maneuvering, and carefully-discreet correspondence between her and her most trusted knights, the time had finally arrived for her to execute her plan. If it worked, it should prove a powerful blow Caerwyn Martel’s unjust cause. And go a long way toward restoring the Empire. “It’s no interruption,” said Kalila. “I’ve been waiting eagerly for Sir Reginald’s first report.”
Adiger nodded. “Very good, Your Majesty. Sir Reginald reports that his squadron is closing in on Olympia. So far no sign of the enemy fleet.”
Kalila wasn’t sure whether to take that as a good sign or a bad one that Sir Reginald’s forces hadn’t yet run afoul of the Assembly’s fleet. “If the enemy is still ignorant of the fact that a hostile force is about to pounce on one of their most valuable systems, I’m sure they’ll figure it out soon,” said Kalila.
“And when they do, their fleet will rush to Olympia, just as you planned,” said Adiger.
Kalila nodded, thinking that had to be right. It just had to. “And you’re sure that intelligence about our attack on Olympia has been sufficiently leaked?”
“Yes, Your Majesty. And even if not, the listening posts in the region that are loyal to the Assembly will notice Sir Reginald’s squadron and sound the alarm. I’m certain that word will reach the enemy if it hasn’t already.”
“And Sir Reginald, he understands his orders, I trust,” said Kalila. “His forces are to descend upon Olympia and feint attack until the enemy fleet is upon them. And then, at the last possible instant, they are to withdraw and escape. Not engage the Assembly’s forces.”
“Sir Reginald and I have discussed the details at length,” said Captain Adiger. “He knows his duty is to lure the Assembly fleet to Olympia and buy you as much time as possible, but he is not to get himself and his squadron killed if he can avoid it, and by the time the enemy realizes your true target is the Apollo Yards, their forces will be too far out of position to respond in time. By the time they get there, the Apollo Yards will be in our possession. And with minimal loss of life.”
Yes, this should work, Kalila reminded herself. She’d planned it all out so very meticulously, every detail; there was nothing to worry about. And yet she couldn’t help but worry. It was her first combat order as Queen of the Empire, and she knew that the resulting loss of life, great or small, would be on her conscience.
We have to take the Yards, she reminded herself. If such a strategic point remained in Caerwyn’s possession, he could easily attack her core worlds. Cutting her off from supplies and breaking up support for her faction. Possibly bringing the rest of the Empire into his scheming, self-serving hands. The Yards definitely had to be removed as a threat. And the easiest, most humane way, was to lure the enemy fleet away and then capture the Yards. Just as she’d planned. And she knew she couldn’t allow herself to keep having doubts.
“The fleet is standing by and ready for your order, Your Majesty,” said Adiger.
Kalila nodded. “Very well, Captain. Send a general order to all battlegroups,” she said, showing no hesitation whatsoever. “Prep for immediate alteredspace jump. The time has come to attack.”
 

***
 

“But sir, it’s urgent!”
“Fine. What is it?” demanded Caerwyn. Thinking, this had better be good! Ever since he’d been appointed Steward of the Empire, and taken control of its financial, political, and military concerns, he hadn’t been allowed to sleep more than three hours at a time without some kind of interruption.
Worst of all, most matters deemed ‘urgent’ were not actually worth waking up for. Sure there was starvation in the Callisto Colonies—hard to care about a tiny group of politically impotent pioneers. And the Kalyke System was in terrible financial trouble—what else is new? And Renora remained in a state of unspeakable chaos—that’s Zane’s mess, not mine. And, of course, the Imperial Assembly still couldn’t agree on anything—big surprise there… It was excruciatingly hard for Caerwyn to marshal even a little concern for such issues. When what really mattered was still out there, waiting to be determined. I have the job of the crown but not the title, he thought miserably. But once he won his war against the fugitive queen, and convinced the Assembly to elect him monarch, then he would truly be king. And the Empire could be made great once more.
“Intel Wing has intercepted several dispatches from Kalila Akira’s fleet,” said Fleet Admiral Sergei, his Minister of Strategy. Caerwyn had appointed an entire cabinet of ministers to advise him as Steward. Though, truth be told, their advice proved worthless more often than not.
“What do they say?” asked Caerwyn, suddenly not feeling so tired. For once he’d been awoken for news that actually mattered. If his spies had indeed intercepted Kalila’s plans, he could foil them and crush her rebellion!
“All of the intelligence indicates Kalila is mustering her forces against Olympia. Her fleet is already on its way, our listening posts confirm that her vanguard has been sighted!”
Olympia? That’s one of my most loyal systems, thought Caerwyn. Does she think she can intimidate them into changing sides? Olympia boasted a large population whose primary industry was agriculture. Surely she wouldn’t brazenly attack Olympia, would she?
“What do you recommend?” asked Caerwyn.
“We have to defend Olympia at once!” said Sergei. “Say the word and I’ll order the fleet to assemble and protect our citizens.”
Caerwyn considered it for a moment. “Order the fleet to assemble,” he said.
“Very good—”
“But not at Olympia,” Caerwyn added, much to Sergei’s surprise.
“What do you mean?” the Minister of Strategy looked extremely confused.
“If the fugitive queen has organized her forces to attack us, then that means she has left her core worlds undefended,” explained Caerwyn. “That presents us with an opportunity to strike a terrible blow against her, much worse than she can do to us at Olympia. In trying to bite our tail she has exposed her throat!”
“But several systems depend on Olympia for food,” protested Sergei. “If the supply lines are disrupted, even temporarily, it will cause hysteria and starvation on some of our loyal planets!”
Excellent, thought Caerwyn. Not only is Kalila offering to draw first blood—which, with the proper spin, will let me crucify her in the eyes of the Imperial public, she has also left her dearest systems vulnerable to attack. When she strikes us first, and women and children are starving because of it, then it will seem like justice when I conquer and cripple her planets. Caerwyn felt himself grow excited at the very idea. But he had to pitch it to Sergei in a different way; he understood that he must pretend to care about the lives that would be lost at Olympia and other places when the supply-lines were disrupted.
“Yes, Kalila is showing us her true colors,” said Caerwyn. “Which is why we must defeat her and her forces as quickly as possible, and put a swift end to this war. Sergei, you’re my Minister of Strategy, what do you suppose will end this war in our favor the quickest?”
“If her base of support withdraws or changes sides,” said Sergei, after considering it for a moment.
“Exactly,” said Caerwyn. “And by moving her fleet against Olympia, there’s no way she can race them back to her core systems in time to defend against our attack. Not if we attack from the proper position.”
“That is so,” Sergei admitted.
“And if Kalila’s forces attack Olympia, it will be easy for us to spread the news to the Imperial public and reveal her as a bloodthirsty conqueror. Surely you must see the wisdom in allowing a few to die so that many more can be saved?”
Sergei looked partly persuaded. Caerwyn needed his Ministry of Strategy to sign off on this course of action so that, if it went badly, he could give the man the entirety of the blame. Of course, if it went well, then Caerwyn would gladly take the credit.
“Think about it,” said Caerwyn. “If we move our fleet to defend Olympia, we are letting her choose the engagements. She can fight us when it is most favorable to her. But if we take the battle to her, and hit her where she’ll feel it most, that will change the game.”
“There is strategic value to your plan, but collateral damage will be extremely high.”
“Yes, it will,” said Caerwyn, pretending to be sad about it but actually counting on that very thing.
“I’ll send word to Olympia, warn them to prepare what defenses they can and begin evacuations,” said Sergei.
“No, don’t do that,” said Caerwyn, thinking it would be better if the system was as unprepared for Kalila’s attack as possible. That way he could pretend he didn’t have advance knowledge of the attack—so no one would question him for refusing to defend the system. And, even better, if Olympia was taken unaware then the catastrophe would be that much more one-sided and bloody. Which would intensify Kalila’s image as a ruthless monster, capable of anything. Generating sympathizers for Caerwyn’s cause. He’d gladly surrender all life on the planet, despite how loyal it was, if it meant he could finally have his throne—the throne he deserved—and an end to Kalila and her petty insurrection.
“Sir?” Sergei looked at him incredulously, clearly not understanding why the Steward of the Empire had just ordered him not to warn one of their most loyal systems that it was about to be attacked by the enemy. Effectively guaranteeing an unnecessary degree of slaughter.
“If we send a warning to Olympia and they begin organizing their defense and start launching evacuations, then no doubt word will get back to Kalila and she’ll realize we’re onto her. She’ll abandon her attack and return her fleet to her sectors of space and then, when we try to attack her core worlds, we’ll have to contend with her fleets—possibly resulting in our defeat—and to add insult to injury she would then be able to paint us as the aggressor in this conflict,” said Caerwyn. “No, there must not be any warning sent to Olympia.”
Sergei bowed. “As you command, Steward.”
“Now go and organize our forces at once,” said Caerwyn. “We must pluck the apple while it is still ripe!”
“Yes sir. I will mobilize our forces to their most strategic location, from there we can strike any number of Kalila’s core worlds.”
“Excellent. See that it’s done right away!” The gauntlet is down, time to make her bleed.
 

***
 

“Dropping into Tybur System in two minutes,” said Alex.
“Stay on course nice and steady,” said Calvin. “We need to look like business as usual.”
“I understand,” hissed Alex, he sat in the pilot’s seat not because it was his shift but because he needed to be at the comm. Ready to respond to any hails they might receive once they dropped into the system. To be perfectly honest, Calvin was surprised they hadn’t heard anything from any outposts, listening posts, passing patrols, or traffic controllers. Just ghostly silence.
“Do our scans show anything new?” asked Calvin.
“Investigating that now,” said Rafael, adjusting the ops controls. As he did, Calvin stood behind him, looking out the window. Waiting for the blackness of alteredspace to be replaced by stars. He felt his heart flutter, beating rapidly, and he had to keep wiping his clammy palms on his uniform pants.
What is out there, he wondered. What is happening in the Alliance?
“I’ve got something,” said Rafael. “Wait a second, that can’t be right…” He double-checked the readings on the ops display.
“What is it?” asked Calvin nervously. He moved to stare over Rafael’s shoulder at the data output.
“Scans show that there are over five-hundred thousand objects in Tybur space,” said Rafael. “After accounting for natural solar debris.”
“Five-hundred thousand?” said Calvin. “They can’t be ships, can they?” No way, he thought, that just wasn’t possible. Even the mighty Dread Fleet, the biggest fleet in the galaxy, wasn’t two-hundred thousand strong.
“I don’t know what they are,” said Rafael. “It’s impossible to get a detailed reading, the scanning equipment on this cargo ship is below Imperial standards.”
“Cargo vessels only need sufficient scanning technology for navigation,” said Alex, seeming defensive of anything Rotham.
“Can you tell how big the objects are?” asked Calvin. Trying to get a sense of what the situation was they were about to drop into the middle of.
“Mass and volume readings seem inconsistent,” said Rafael, tweaking the ops controls. “It looks like the objects range from dozens of kilograms to thousands of tonnes. There could be even smaller objects but our scanners wouldn’t pick them up, not from alteredspace.”
“ETA, twenty-five seconds,” said Alex.
“Be careful not to re-enter normal space in the middle of those objects,” warned Calvin.
“I know, I’m setting us five million mc’s away from anything our size or larger,” said Alex. “And I’ve made sure to raise our navigational deflectors in case of solar debris.”
“Very good,” said Calvin.
“Fifteen seconds… Fourteen…Thirteen…” Alex counted down.
Calvin moved next to Rafael. “Status?” he asked.
“All systems show green,” said Rafael. Of course there were no weapons systems to protect them and no stealth to conceal them, so their greatest defense was the strength of their cover story.
“Good, keep an eye on those scopes.”
“Two…One.” Stars suddenly appeared through the window, piercing the empty blackness with a host of tiny white lights. “We have arrived,” announced Alex.
“Set standard flyby course and continue at usual cruising speed,” said Calvin. “Skirt the edges and make for the far side.”
“I will,” said Alex.
“Rafael, please tell me that we see something.”
“There are nine ships in wedge formation moving away from the planet, it looks like a patrol,” said Rafael.
“Stay the course,” said Calvin. “Remember, business as usual. Now, Rafael, can you tell us what the five-hundred thousand objects are?”
“I cannot identify what the composite materials are,” said Rafael, “but it looks like… debris.”
“Debris?” asked Calvin. “Debris from what.”
“Starship debris,” said Rafael. “And not a little of it. What I’m detecting… it looks like a few dozen ships. Ruined hulls with external blast patterns…”
“A fight,” said Calvin. So the Republic had attacked the Alliance. “Can you identify the make of the destroyed ships?”
“Not conclusively,” said Rafael. “Not with these scanners. But based on the images themselves, they look like the remains of Alliance warships.”
“Is there any Rotham debris?” asked Calvin. Imagining the battle that must have taken place here.
“Very little, if any,” said Rafael. “But I am detecting several ships of varied design in orbit around Tybur. Let me see if I can get a better scan…”
“The patrol has changed course,” announced Alex. “They are on an intercept course with us!”
“Hold steady,” said Calvin. “Whatever you do, do not change course.” He was pressingly aware, as they all were, that a single missile from any one of those warships could easily destroy their cargo vessel and there would be absolutely nothing any of them could do about it. Their best chance was to appear innocent and hope the incoming patrol believed their cover story and allowed them to pass.
“Scan of the planet confirms that there are Rotham ships in the system,” said Rafael urgently. “No fewer than thirty-seven Rotham ships are visibly in orbit around Tybur. And as for the patrol ships interdicting us,” he adjust the controls and took another scan. “Yep. Just as I thought. The patrol ships are of Rotham design.” He showed Calvin the computer’s crude projection of the incoming ships.
“Thorpian Attack Cruisers,” said Calvin knowingly. He remembered how easily such vessels had outgunned the Nighthawk when he’d fought them in Abia.
“Looks like Thorpians to me as well,” said Rafael.
“Still think your people aren’t militarily aggressive?” Calvin shot Alex a look. “What do you call that?” he pointed to the display which still showed a projection of an unmistakably-Rotham warship with a cloud of starship debris behind it.
Alex ignored him.
“So the Republic attacked the Alliance and slaughtered them,” said Calvin, a dark feeling of awe overcame him. And he wondered just how the Republic had managed to take the Alliance fleet unaware in their own space.
“I’m not so sure about that,” said Rafael, sounding alarmed and confused.
“What do you mean?” asked Calvin. “Sure there’s not enough debris here to represent the whole Alliance fleet but no doubt the same thing is happening to Io Major and TR 307, if not worse.”
“No, I don’t mean that,” said Rafael. “I’m not just detecting Rotham ships… I’m detecting human ships too. Fully intact. And not exchanging fire with the Rotham cruisers. Tell me that doesn’t look like a Whitefire Battleship.” A new image appeared on the display. Calvin had to admit, it did look like a human battleship.
“Could it have been captured?” asked Calvin.
“No I don’t think so,” said Rafael. “It’s not an isolated case, there are dozens of human ships in orbit around the planet and docked at the platforms,” Rafael added.
“Could they be cooperating with the Rotham?” asked Calvin, his lips barely able to form the words. No, it couldn’t be, he thought. The Alliance hates the Republic, they distrust them even more than they distrust the Empire.
“We are being hailed by the lead patrol ship,” said Alex.
“Moment of truth,” said Calvin. “It’s on you, Alex. Make them believe.”
“I’ll do what I can, now stay silent!” he hissed, pushing the button to accept the incoming transmission.



Chapter 24
 

Of all the Knights who remained loyal to the Akira family, Sir Reginald had been granted the tremendous privilege of commanding Rook Squadron. It was the first thrust in the war to restore the crown, a menacing force consisting of a dreadnought flagship, nine battleships, eleven destroyers, and six support ships. All of them were fast closing on Olympia System. Ready to do their part.
“ETA?” asked Sir Reginald. He sat in the command position of the ISS Renown, his heart beat quickly but he wasn’t nervous. This wasn’t his first rodeo. He’d held combat command several times during the Great War, when he’d served as a captain in the Imperial Navy. Though this was his first time commanding an entire flotilla.
“Rook Squadron is holding steady jump depth, all ships will arrive in Olympia System in approximately eleven minutes,” reported the chief navigator.
“Thank you, Mister Shaw,” said Sir Reginald.
“This vessel will arrive first,” said Lieutenant O’Hara, the ops chief. “But the others are only seconds behind.”
“Very good. Mister Matthews, please sound General Quarters.”
“Aye, sir,” reported the defense chief. A moment later the lights dimmed and the alarm could be heard resounding throughout the ship. Summoning all personnel to battle stations.
“Is there anything on our scopes?” asked Sir Reginald.
“No, sir,” reported O’Hara. “Not yet. However, the enemy fleet could evade detection if their ships are near enough to the gravity well of the star or any of the large planets.”
“The enemy ships could also be in alteredspace, still on their way to Olympia,” added Mister Klaus, the ops deputy-chief.
“Good thinking, Mister Klaus, you’d better keep a sharp eye on all inbound alteredspace signals.”
“Aye, sir.”
“As for you, Lieutenant O’Hara, keep scanning Olympia System. I want to know exactly where the enemy ships are deployed. Forward anything you discover to the rest of the squadron.”
“Yes sir.”
This is it, thought Sir Reginald. He was the tip of the spear that would be thrust in defense of the Empire. They must bring the rebels back into the fold and restore the balance. He owed it to his queen and his country and all that he loved to make sure he did his duty, and did it well.
At five minutes away, he ordered the squadron to clear for action.
“Clearing for action,” his defense chief acknowledged.
“The rest of the squadron reports, they have cleared for action,” said Midshipman Baudin, the comms chief. “All ships are ready to commence attack at your command.”
“Very good.”
At two minutes away, he ordered the beam weapons charged and missile-launchers loaded. “Standby to raise the shields, double-strength forward.”
“Aye, sir.”
“I want them raised the instant we exit alteredspace. Miss Baudin, relay that order to the rest of the squadron.”
“Yes sir.”
The closer they got, the more eager Sir Reginald became. It was all he could do to refrain from standing up and pacing about the bridge. He knew he needed to stay seated in the command position, strapped in like the rest of the bridge crew, and give every appearance of calm, collected control.
“Thirty seconds,” said Shaw. He proceeded to countdown their alteredspace exit. “Twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven…”
“O’Hara,” Sir Reginald spoke over the countdown. “Anything on our scopes, anything at all?”
“Yes sir, there is an orbital platform around the planet, a half-dozen sentry ships, and a great deal of civilian traffic.”
“But no sign of the enemy fleet?”
“Not yet, sir. But they could be hiding.”
“Stay vigilant,” he said. Knowing it wasn’t a matter of if the enemy fleet was lying in wait, but rather when they planned to emerge and trap Rook Squadron, tricked into believing it was the vanguard of the queen’s fleet.
“Three. Two. One. We have arrived in the Olympia System and returned to normal space,” reported Shaw. Stars could be seen out the window, as well as the local sun. From this distance it looked like a very-bright golf ball. “Current position, three point two million mc’s from the Olympia star and one point six million mc’s from the planet.” The blue and white orb could be seen on the 3d display, it was the only planet in the system that wasn’t a gas giant and therefore bore no numerical designation.
The 3d display shifted to show several starships begin to appear around the ISS Renown, in a tight formation. After a few seconds, the entire squadron was visible.
“All ships have arrived in the system,” said O’Hara. “Still no sign of the enemy fleet.”
“We have to move closer to the planet before they engage us,” said Sir Reginald, knowing that’s what he would do, if he had command of enemy force. “We have to take the cheese before the trap snaps shut. Very well, if they want a mouse, they’ll have one. General order to all ships, ready all weapons and set course for the planet, wedge formation.” He knew that, even though it was very dangerous for his squadron to maneuver into a trap, it was necessary for the plan.
“Yes sir,” said Baudin as she relayed the order to the battlegroup.
“Weapons ready, sir!” said Matthews. “Shields are double-strength forward.”
“The squadron confirms, moving to wedge formation and beginning attack run on Olympia.”
“Miss Baudin, send word via kataspace to the Black Swan. Inform the queen that we’ve arrived,” said Sir Reginald.
She acknowledged and obeyed.
As their ship turned and accelerated, moving quickly toward the planet, Sir Reginald kept his eyes on the 3d display. Its image changed to show the planet, which wasn’t yet close enough to be seen with the naked eye. A tiny set of lights was in slow orbit, undoubtedly the Olympia Platform.
“Sir, we are being hailed by the orbital platform. They demand we heave-to and declare our intentions, shall I reply?”
“Let them eat static,” said Sir Reginald. “Stay the course.”
“Aye sir.”
“Miss O’Hara, any movement yet?” asked Sir Reginald. “Are they springing the trap?”
“Not that I can see, sir.”
“What can you see? Tell me what’s going on out there.”
“The orbital platform has raised its defenses and is scrambling its force of sentry ships and fighters. They seem to be organizing into a position within the platform’s shield radius.”
“Are they any threat to us?” asked Sir Reginald.
“No, sir. Altogether, including the platform’s weapons, they have a relative firepower of about four battleships. Since Olympia is so deep inside the Empire, the planet has barely any defenses at all.”
“And you don’t see any other ships?” asked Sir Reginald, thinking the enemy was taking a serious chance by hesitating. Sure, the longer they waited the more effectively they’d trap Rook Squadron, but they were also running the risk that Olympia and its orbital structures would take fire.
“No sir, not military ships,” said O’Hara. “There are a lot of civilian vessels but they have few weapons. The traffic has been redirected and the majority of civilian ships are moving to close orbit around the planet. A few are fleeing to the far side of the system, trying to jump away.”
“Let them,” said Sir Reginald, not interested in civilian ships. He hadn’t come here to slaughter and plunder. That had been a pretense. He had no desire to attack Olympia. His job was to lure the Assembly’s fleet here and then withdraw. Nothing else.
“What about you, Mister Klaus?” asked Sir Reginald. “Have you picked up any alteredspace signatures?”
“No sir. The scopes are empty.”
Strange, thought Sir Reginald. Strange indeed.
“The squadron will be in weapons range of the orbital platform in twenty seconds,” said Matthews. “Shall I order target lock?”
“We need to show them we’re not playing, but I don’t want to cause a slaughter,” said Sir Reginald. “Order all ships to switch targets to the orbital containers.”
“Yes sir.” Baudin relayed the order.
“Targets acquired,” said Matthews. “Container groups one through twenty-seven. All gunnery crews standing by.”
“The squadron confirms order, changing targets,” said Baudin.
Sir Reginald waited a moment, wanting to see if the enemy fleet would emerge from its hiding place as Rook Squadron closed-in on their new targets. Nothing seemed to be happening. Enough games, he thought. “General order to all ships, fire at will.”
“Yes sir.”
The main guns lit up. Flashes of energy brightened the space all around. After a second, the rest of the squadron joined their fire to that of the Renown. Shredding cargo containers like bullets through butter. Sir Reginald watched the fireless explosions of dust and shrapnel on the display.
After a full minute of unhindered destruction, he ordered a ceasefire.
“All ships confirm, holding fire,” said Baudin.
“Report,” said Sir Reginald.
“Seven-thousand, six-hundred and fifty-six targets confirmed destroyed,” said O’Hara. “Over eleven percent of the entirety of Olympia’s orbital cargo.”
That must have gotten their attention, thought Sir Reginald. “We’ve poked the hive, now where are all the bees?”
“Sir, there are no bees,” said O’Hara. No ships are emerging from any gravity well. The orbital platform remains on full alert and its garrison of sentry ships is in a defensive posture. But no other military ships can be seen anywhere, other than ours.”
Could it be? Sir Reginald wondered. Had they been made? Had their enemy seen through their ruse? If so, had it been his fault? Did he and his squadron fail to appear threatening enough?
“What about alteredspace?” he asked desperately. “Mister Klaus, please tell me you’ve got something on our scopes.”
“Nothing but empty space,” Klaus said regretfully. “Sir, I don’t believe anyone’s coming.”
Sir Reginald was starting realize that their operation had been a failure. He tried to think of what to do.
“Sir, what are your orders?”
He didn’t answer at first. Racking his brain for any way he could salvage the situation. Perhaps if he stopped pretending to be a threat, and actually did some real damage to Olympia, then maybe the enemy fleet would race to the scene.
“Sir?”
“Tell all ships to stand down and withdraw from the system,” he said after a brief pause. He knew deep inside that he couldn’t make himself attack Olympia. He refused to be the architect behind the first slaughter of the war. “Notify the Black Swan that the enemy fleet is not in Olympia. The plan has failed. Tell the queen I will apologize to her in person.”
 

***
 

Kalila was on the bridge of the Black Swan when they got the bad news.
“The Renown reports no sign of the enemy at Olympia,” said the comms chief. “Sir Reginald says the plan has failed, that somehow the enemy fleet has seen through the ruse, and they could be anywhere.”
Kalila let out a quiet sigh. Wondering, where the hell are they? And, why didn’t the feint work? She’d planned every detail meticulously. She’d made sure to only involve her most trusted subordinates. How did it go wrong?
“Tell the Renown and the rest of Rook Squadron to jump for the Apollo Yards immediately,” said Kalila. There wasn’t any further use in having twenty-seven of her ships away from the rest of the fleet.
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said the comms chief. He relayed the order.
“I trust, you realize it will take them at least nine hours to reach the Apollo Yards,” said Adiger in a hushed tone as he stood beside her.
“Of course I realize it,” she snapped, “the distance between Olympia and the Apollo Yards was a crucial element of the plan.” She knew that Rook Squadron would not be able to assist in the battle. The entire point had been for them to keep the enemy fleet from taking part either by luring them to Olympia. Now, though, it was anyone’s guess where they were, and what would happen.
“My apologies, Your Majesty,” said Adiger.
“For the time being, we’ll have Rook Squadron move toward the fleet,” said Kalila. “And then, when all of this is over, we’ll send them new coordinates for rendezvous. With any luck the enemy fleet is still too far away to intervene and it won’t make a difference.
“Hopefully,” said Adiger, though he looked doubtful.
“We will exit alteredspace in just over one minute,” reported the chief navigator. “Along with the rest of the fleet.”
“We have to make a decision,” said Adiger. “Do we continue or abort?”
“We continue,” said Kalila, decisively. They were mere seconds away from the Apollo System. By now the Apollo outposts would surely have picked up the massive number of alteredspace signatures converging on them. If Kalila’s fleet didn’t attack the Apollo Yards now, they’d never have a better chance. They’d given away that the Apollo Yards were their target, Caerwyn and his forces would make certain to defend the Yards with extreme diligence from now on. “If we’re to have any hope of surprise attack,” she added. “It has to be now.”
“Yes that is so,” admitted Adiger. “But what of the enemy fleet? It could be anywhere? It could be closing in on the Apollo System as we speak.”
“I’m well aware of that, Captain,” said Kalila. Profoundly wishing she knew the position of the enemy fleet, which by all accounts was as strong as her own force, perhaps even stronger. “But if we don’t take the Yards, then this war is already over anyway. If the enemy controls the Yards, then our core systems are in danger. And we can’t hope to defend them while still fielding a force capable of attack.”
Adiger nodded. “Then we must stay the course.”
“Yes, we must.”
“The Fleet has begun to arrive at the Apollo System,” said the ops chief.
“The Black Swan will exit alteredspace in four, three two, one. We have arrived,” said the chief navigator.
The many windows of the vast bridge filled with stars as well as the lights and shadows of seemingly countless ships in all directions, with more appearing every second.
“Sixty-percent of the fleet has arrived,” said the ops chief. “Now sixty-five. Now seventy-three.”
“What do we see?” asked Kalila.
“The Apollo Yards are lit up, I count a few dozen warships—looks like standard patrols,” said the ops deputy chief.”
“Any sign of the enemy fleet?” asked Kalila.
“No, Your Majesty. Not beyond the system’s normal defense. At least, not as far as I can see.”
“What about en route to the system?”
“I detect no inbound alteredspace signatures.”
That’s a good sign, thought Kalila.
“Your Majesty,” reported the ops chief. “Our entire fleet has arrived.”
“The command ships for each battlegroup are requesting orders,” said the comms chief. “All groups report in formation.”
“Order Hammerfist Squadron to commence attack on the Apollo Yards right away,” said Kalila. “Remind them they must be swift.”
“Aye, aye,” the comms chief relayed the message.
“The rest of the fleet is to move to a defensive position and protect Hammerfist at all costs.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
“Well, I looks like we’ve gotten lucky,” she said, turning to Adiger. “The enemy fleet might well be on its way, but they won’t get here in time—not if we do this right.”
“The enemy fleet might already be here,” said Adiger. “There are enough gravity wells in this system to hide every ship in the galaxy.”
It was true, Kalila knew. She wasn’t an expert on starship sensors but it was common knowledge that large sources of gravity had a way of concealing a starship from detection if it was close enough, and the Apollo System had more gravity wells than any other system in the Empire—eight stars rotating around their common center of mass. A virtually infinite number of hiding places.
I hope you’re wrong, she thought as she looked into Adiger’s worried eyes. But a part of her—the part that had learned to expect the worst—feared he was right. That the enemy was already here. Just waiting. Even though they shouldn’t have known her fleet was coming.
“Message to all battlegroups, order them to exercise extreme caution,” said Kalila. “Warn them there’s a chance the enemy fleet is already here. Hiding in the gravity wells.”
“Yes, Your Majesty, relaying message.”
“And if the enemy does come pouring out of those gravity wells, what then?” asked Adiger.
Kalila’s eyes flicked to the 3d display which showed a huge cluster of starships soaring toward their targets. A wedge of troop transports, escorted by the many warships of Hammerfist Squadron, split off from the rest, heading directly for the Apollo Yards, while the majority of the fleet moved to a more central position, ready to intercept any threat to Hammerfist.
“We continue our mission,” said Kalila, her tone as firm as metal. She knew exactly what was at stake. “If the enemy still controls the Apollo Yards when tomorrow comes, then all hope is lost.”



Chapter 25
 

“That appears to be all of them,” said Commander Junius. He stood near the ops control station examining the various displays.
“How many are there?” asked Virgil Prime, genuinely curious.
“Looks like several hundred,” said Commander Junius. “Comparable to our strength.”
“My readings concur with the Commander,” said the ops chief. “Scans have successfully identified six-hundred and fifty-eight warships and three-hundred and thirteen support ships—including fifty-six troop transports.”
“What is their formation?” asked Virgil Prime.
“They are deployed into two main groups. The main force is in a defensive cluster, moving to a central location in the system, and the smaller force—about a hundred ships—is moving quickly toward the Apollo Yards. All of the troop transports are with the smaller group, I think they mean to disable and capture the Yards.”
“So it would seem,” said Virgil Prime. “Has there been any indication that they know we are here?”
“Not yet. The enemy fleet has begun acquiring targets but they seem completely focused on the Yards and the local patrol ships. No sign that we’ve been detected.”
“Sir,” interrupted the comms chief. “Incoming message from Commodore Farooq, she is requesting orders.”
“Tell her to deploy her defenses as she normally would,” said Virgil Prime. “Remind her that, for the time being, we aren’t here.”
“Aye, sir,” said the comms chief. He relayed the message.
“Admiral,” said Commander Junius as he returned to the XO’s chair. “I suggest we move against them before they’re five-hundred thousand mc’s from the Yards. And then we need to focus on hitting the smaller group first, especially those troop transports. We can’t risk losing the Yards.”
“Patience, Commander,” said Virgil Prime. “Not yet. Not until the opportune moment.” He knew that the One True God wanted this battle to be as devastatingly chaotic as possible. Which meant he wouldn’t engage the enemy fleet until it was virtually impossible for the queen and her ships to withdraw. Not just in spite of the additional casualties his force would take but because of them.
“Yes, sir,” said Commander Junius. He looked eager to unleash the fleet and strike against the renegade queen. His conviction surprised Virgil Prime, considering that they’d taken a side only recently. Virgil Prime had waited until he knew what the One True God wanted, he then reasoned which side he must join in order to ensure that end and then sworn himself and his fleet to the Steward of the Empire and the Assembly. Not that oaths to humans had any particular meaning…
Since then Virgil Prime—who everyone wrongly believed was Fleet Admiral Virgil Tiberon—had been given overall command of the Steward’s entire fleet. Seven-hundred warships and three-hundred support ships. A powerful force that would serve the One True God well.
“Have all divisions standing by,” said Virgil Prime. “We will move against Queen Kalila soon, but not yet.”
“Aye sir.”
“Damn, it sure is lucky we were here,” said Commander Junius.
“Indeed,” said Virgil Prime, knowing it hadn’t been luck at all but rather the majestic machinations of the One True God’s plan being fulfilled.
Of course Junius didn’t know that. Nor did any of the humans. They were mere puppets on the stage, ignorant of the strings that moved them about. We are all puppets, thought Virgil Prime. And we are all lucky to be puppets. Even those that fancied themselves puppet masters were puppets. When the Steward of the Empire and his Minister of Strategy had ordered Virgil Prime to gather the fleet and prepare to attack the Queen’s core worlds, neither of them had any idea that the One True God would deliver the queen and her forces into their hands. Indeed, even Virgil Prime had been ignorant when he’d commanded the forces to gather at the Apollo Yards. At the time, he’d thought he’d given that order because it was the most logical place to gather and prepare to strike. But now he saw plainly that it hadn’t been his will at all, nor his idea, it had been the will of the One True God. Whose majestic ways were far more beautiful, and more perfectly designed, than any mortal could fathom. Including Virgil Prime.
And so it had seemed like a stroke of good fortune to all the others, admirals and captains alike, when their outposts sighted the queen’s inbound fleet. And they’d proven more than eager to follow Virgil Prime’s command to hide their fleets in the gravity wells and prepare for ambush. They thought it was wonderfully good luck, but Virgil Prime had known better. There was no such thing as luck. Just as there was no such thing as coincidence. It was all design. They were each mere paint strokes on canvas—entirely unaware of the content of the picture and yet part of it notwithstanding.
They watched the queen’s ships sailing unopposed on the display, moving ever closer to the Apollo Yards.
“Shall I give the order to attack?” asked Commander Junius.
“Not just yet,” said Virgil Prime, tapping his hands together. Thinking to himself, we don’t attack until the time is right.
 

***
 

“Now clearing a distance of eight-hundred thousand mc’s from the Apollo Yards,” said Mister Ivanov, the Harbinger’s ops chief.
“Stay on course, nice and steady,” said Raidan.
“Aye, sir.”
“And tell the transports to disperse some more, they’re too bunched up. Once we start taking flak from those outposts they won’t want to be so close together.”
“Aye, aye, relaying order,” said the comms officer.
The Harbinger had been named the command ship of Hammerfist Squadron, and Raidan the battlegroup’s commander. He knew the stakes and understood the value of removing the Apollo Yards from enemy control, and he intended to do exactly that. But, as they cleared the distance to the outposts and platforms with virtually no resistance from the enemy, something was deeply wrong.
This is too easy. He turned to his XO. “What do you make of this, Mister Mason?”
“Hard to say. So far everything’s going as planned, I don’t anticipate much trouble.”
“I do,” said Raidan grimly. “Watson, keep her flying as steady as she goes. Ivanov, keep our scanners pointed at those stars. If even a floating bolt emerges from those gravity wells I want to know immediately.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Now clearing a distance of five-hundred thousand mc’s,” said Ivanov. “Still no sign of activity around the gravity wells.”
“Sir, weapons range of the forward outposts in fifteen seconds,” said Lieutenant Frederickson.
“We need to disable those outposts before we can board the platforms,” said Raidan. “All batteries standby to achieve missile lock.”
“Aye sir,” she said and her deputy chief sent the order below. “Bridge to all gunnery crews, we are go for missile lock.” The Harbinger’s weapons could be manually fired in the event of a systems malfunction. Convinced that things weren’t quite as tranquil as they appeared, Raidan wanted to make sure his people were ready for anything.
“Tell the Aurora to move to our starboard flank and the Liberty Sun to position itself behind the transports to cover them,” said Raidan, he studied the display of his starships, all one-hundred and three vessels of Hammerfist Squadron were in formation, ready to attack.
The only ship that was missing was the Arcane Storm. Part of him wished Tristan was here to help in the battle. He was three times more able than Raidan’s next best subordinate and ten times more loyal, but Raidan knew the lycan’s current mission was far too important. If anything, Raidan should have sent more of his ships to help Tristan.
“Weapons lock achieved,” said Lieutenant Frederickson.
“General order to all ships, commence fire.”
 

***
 

“Admiral, the forward group is unleashing hundreds of missiles against the outermost stations. Five of the outposts are under heavy fire, two of them report failing shields. No, check that—they’ve both been destroyed. Outpost six’s shields are failing. They’re requesting assistance.”
“We need to act now,” insisted Commander Junius.
Virgil Prime nodded. The time had come. The pot was sufficiently heated and the ingredients were all in place. Now they would feast on the whisper of a hint of the One True God’s glory. “General quarters, clear for action,” snapped Virgil Prime.
“Aye, sir.”
“Raising shields, sounding general quarters.”
“Reynolds, send the following order to the entire fleet,” said Virgil Prime. “Begin the attack. Focus fire on the pre-selected targets.”
“Aye, sir, broadcasting message.”
“Torres, take us away from the star. Lee, you may fire when ready.”
“With pleasure, sir.”
“Accelerating, attack range in twenty seconds.”
“All weapons are charged and loaded.”
Virgil Prime smiled. The One True God demands chaos and He shall have it!
 

***
 

As Alex and the Rotham patrol traded staccato-like sounds and hisses back and forth over short-range, Calvin felt a profound sense of doom. He couldn’t tell what was being said by either party, he couldn’t even make out where one word ended and another began, but he could understand what the projected display was showing. An entire patrol of Rotham warships had intercepted their tiny cargo vessel and now had it completely surrounded.
As the exchange continued Alex began to look increasingly stressed and flustered. He kept the Wanderer’s course even and true as much as he could, trying to be faithful to Calvin’s orders and get them to the far side of the system where they could jump away, but apparently the Rotham patrol would have none of it. They said something to Alex, Calvin had no idea what but it sounded harsh, and in response Alex fired braking thrusters and brought their ship to a complete stop.
Calvin heard his heartbeat in his ears.
“What’s happening?” whispered Calvin very quietly to Rafael. “What are they saying?”
“Alex gave them our ship’s credentials and told them he was a lone trader,” Rafael whispered back, so quietly that Calvin wouldn’t have known what he said if he hadn’t been able to see Rafael’s lips. “He said he was on his way back to the Republic. They asked about his cargo and then ordered him to stop the ship.”
“Are they going to board us?” Calvin whispered, feeling a rush of alarm.
Rafael shrugged.
If they board us, we’re all dead, thought Calvin. Knowing there was no adequate place for any of them to hide. If they see anyone but Alex then our cover is blown. He imagined how surprised and intrigued they’d be by the presence of humans and a Polarian, and how eager they’d be to extract whatever information they could through any means, reputably the more brutal the better. Calvin remembered when he and his crew had been prisoners taken captive aboard a Thorpian warship, not unlike the ships surrounding him now, and how the Rotham had dragged away Major Jenkins to torture him and he was never seen again. They’d meant to take Calvin but somehow the Major convinced them to take him instead, ultimately saving Calvin’s life. Calvin would never forget that.
After a moment of silence the Rotham voice crackled over the radio again. Alex replied. Followed by more silence.
“What is it?” Calvin whispered.
“They asked him if he’s visiting the Ancient Apparition,” replied Rafael, his voice barely audible. “Alex told them he doesn’t understand the message.”
“What’s the Ancient Apparition?” asked Calvin.
“No idea.”
Calvin’s eyes moved from Alex, who sat in the pilot’s chair hunched over the controls, to stare into the eerie lights of a fearsome starship now visible out the window, one of many that’d surrounded them. If they don’t believe us, then we’re dead, he thought. They’ll board us and then it’ll be obvious that we’re not who we say we are. Calvin decided then and there that he wouldn’t allow himself to be taken alive. He’d go down on his terms, fighting to the death. He thought of Rez’nac in the other room, and how ferocious he was, and Calvin took some comfort in the knowledge that the Polarian warrior would be fighting at his side. At least we won’t go down easily.
Of course, all of that assumed the Rotham bothered to board them at all. They might fire a single missile from one of their warships and end it all in a flash of dust and shrapnel.
 

***
 

“More ships are emerging from the stars,” reported Mister Ivanov. “That makes at least seven hundred warships and who knows how many more are in there.”
“Stay the course,” Raidan ordered. He’d hoped the enemy wasn’t hiding in those gravity wells, but he wasn’t overly surprised to see them appear—he’d known something was wrong. But what astonished him was how many there were. A seemingly endless swarm of battleships, destroyers, and dreadnoughts, each launching countless fighters, as they bee-lined straight for Hammerfist Squadron.
“Sir, they seem to be focused on us, fast closing.”
“Reynolds, tell our battleships to form up on the starboard flank. We need to protect those transports!”
“Aye, sir.”
“Captain, we’re badly outnumbered and outgunned,” said Mister Mason. “Our fifty warships against their seven-hundred? We don’t have a prayer.”
“How long until weapons range?” asked Raidan.
“About two minutes,” said Frederickson.
“And the queen’s fleet?” asked Raidan.
“The Black Swan is leading the other battlegroups on an intercept course with the enemy fleet, but they’ll hit us first,” said Ivanov. “I estimate twenty seconds of unconstrained hell before our reinforcements reach engagement range.”
“Good thing this ship is built to withstand a little hell,” said Raidan grimly.
“Sir, the troop transports are requesting instructions. Should they continue toward the Yards and commence boarding operations?”
“Absolutely not,” said Raidan. There was no possible way his battleships, even with the help of the rest of Kalila’s fleet joining him, could provide cover for the three hours it would take to board and capture the many platforms of the Apollo Yards. “The transports are far too exposed, tell them to turn back.”
“Aye, sir.”
“What about us, should we turn back as well?” asked Mister Mason.
“Not yet,” said Raidan. “Our job isn’t finished. Reynolds, hail the Black Swan now.”
 

***
 

So it was a trap after all, thought Kalila. And a nasty one. She watched the swarm of ships appear on the display, seeming to pour out from the stars themselves with the ferocity of hornets defending their hive.
“Moving to intercept position, the fleet will achieve weapons lock in ninety seconds,” said the defense chief. They were racing to defend Hammerfist but it looked like the enemy would reach them first. The troop transports had turned around and were fleeing.
“Your Majesty, we are being hailed by Hammerfist Squadron’s command ship.”
“Patch it through,” she ordered.
“Queen Kalila, we have to change the plan,” Raidan’s voice crackled over the speakers.
“Why have you sent away the troop transports?” she asked. “We need those Yards.”
“There’s no time to board and capture the platforms with soldiers. That would take hours, we have mere minutes.”
Kalila knew he was right. But she was desperate to salvage her plan and take control of the Yards. She turned to Captain Adiger, “tactical appraisal. If we hit their fleet with full strength, will we buy enough time to take the Yards.”
“No, Your Majesty,” he said. “Not against numbers like that.”
“We only have one option,” said Raidan.
Kalila knew what it was before he said it. But she hesitated to even consider it.
“We have to destroy the Apollo Yards,” said Raidan. “The platforms, the depots, the containers… all of it. There’s no other way.”
Kalila took a deep breath and thought of the thousands of people who operated those platforms. Sure many of them were enemy combatants, but there were civilians too. And probably not every single person aboard every single platform had thrown in with the enemy, even though their leaders had.
“It’s either that or we withdraw immediately,” said Adiger. “If we order a full retreat now, we should be able to salvage most of the fleet.”
“We can’t let the enemy maintain control of the Yards,” insisted Raidan. “If we retreat without completing our mission we may as well surrender. You know as well as I do that whoever controls the Yards controls The Corridor. Besides, they’re already formed up for attack. If we retreat now, they’ll move against one of our core worlds!”
It’s now or never, Kalila realized. Someone had to make the call that would either end the war in defeat or result in devastating loss of life, and as queen she knew it had to be her. No one else could do it.
“Stay the course,” she said, gritting her teeth. Hating herself for making this decision but knowing there was no other way. “Raidan, you and your ships go and destroy those platforms.” She knew she’d effectively just given them a death sentence. “We’ll engage the enemy fleet head-on and provide cover for you as long as we can.”
“Understood. I’ll make sure it gets done!”
 

***
 

“Mister Steward, pardon the interruption but I have an urgent report from the fleet,” said Sergei.
“Please excuse us,” said Caerwyn to his Minister of Finance. “I’m sure this will only take a second.”
“Of course.”
Caerwyn turned to his Minister of Strategy. “What is it?” He asked with bated breath. His stomach seemed to flip over. Had something gone wrong? The fleet shouldn’t be sending me word yet, he thought, knowing they couldn’t possibly have launched an attack on Kalila’s core worlds yet. Unless maybe it’s bad news?
“Report from Fleet Admiral Tiberon, sir,” said Sergei. “The rebel fleet has been sighted in the Apollo System!”
“The Apollo System?” asked Caerwyn. “I thought they were going to Olympia.”
“It seems only a small squadron arrived at Olympia, the queen’s main force went to the Apollo Yards. It was a ploy.”
So she’d tried a trick of her own, thought Caerwyn. That little bitch. “Is our fleet still at the Apollo Yards?” asked Caerwyn. “If not, send them there right away!”
“Our fleet is still in the Apollo System,” said Sergei. “Tiberon reports we have engaged the enemy!”
Excellent, thought Caerwyn. Obliterate them all. Wipe the taint of the rebels from the galaxy and end the damned Akira line once and forever.
“I see,” said Caerwyn, careful not show his feelings. “Tell Fleet Admiral Tiberon that my every thought is with him and his brave officers. The entire Empire hopes for his swift and decisive victory.”
 

***
 

“Looks like Platform Gamma is about to go,” said Mister Mason.
Raidan watched the blinking light disappear. “That makes twenty of them,” he said. “Switch to next target.”
“Switching targets,” said Lieutenant Frederickson. “Over forty percent of the Apollo Yards infrastructure has been destroyed.”
“Status of the fleet?” asked Raidan. He knew the Aurora had been force to limp away, having been badly damaged in the initial mayhem as Hammerfist collided with the enemy fleet. In the first minute of combat one third of his squadron had been incinerated, including the Liberty Sun. They got some relief once the queen’s fleet reinforced their position, but now the entire Apollo System had become a bloodbath of wanton destruction.
“The fleet is trying to regroup, there have been massive losses on both sides,” said Mister Ivanov. Raidan looked at the various displays tracking each of their battlegroups and watched the lights keep blinking out as more and more ships were thrown into oblivion. Entire squadrons had been wiped out.
This is truly a dark day for the Empire, he thought dourly.
“And what about the queen?” asked Raidan.
“The Black Swan is intact, though many of its support ships have been blown to hell,” said Ivanov. “A lot of our remaining destroyers are trying to rally around the flagship and divert some of the fire. She’s got her forces split in two and is trying to pull them together before the enemy can capitalize on that, by the look of it, but for now she seems to be holding the Assembly’s fleet at bay. Can’t say for how much longer, though.”
“Tell the Black Swan to keep it together for just a few more minutes,” said Raidan. “We’re almost done here.”
“Yes sir.” Reynolds relayed the message.
“Proceeding to next target,” said Watson.
“Weapons range in eleven seconds,” said Frederickson.
“Turn forty-five degrees and give them a taste of our port side,” said Raidan. “Our forward armor is taking too much of a beating.”
“Aye sir.”
“Status of the shields?” he asked.
“Thirty-two percent and holding, for now. But I’ve had to drain almost all of our secondary power,” said Frederickson.
“Switch to tertiary if you have to. But keep those shields up.”
“Aye, aye.”
“Weapons are locked, opening fire.”
“Tell the rest of Hammerfist to form up on our flanks. No matter what happens, we are completing our objective. Is that clear?”
“Yes sir.”



Chapter 26
 

The silence was unbearable. The waiting was worse. It had only been about two minutes since they’d last heard something, but it seemed like centuries. And Calvin felt ready to burst, unable to bear the uncertainty.
“What is it?” he asked. “What are they doing?”
“Impossible to tell for sure,” said Rafael. “The patrol has matched our speed and heading, it’s almost like they’re escorting us.”
“Corralling us like a sheep,” said Calvin. “But where? Do they have a weapons lock?”
“Affirmative,” said Rafael. “No change there. No sign that they’re planning to fire weapons.”
“They’re still deciding that,” said Calvin knowingly. He was sure that in the next few seconds their fate would be decided, and their very lives depended on the Rotham patrol swallowing the fish story they’d been fed.
“Alex, what do you make of all this?” asked Calvin. Wanting to get some Rotham insight.
Alex did not reply. He remained hunched over the navigation and comms systems. Obviously waiting for the Rotham patrol to send more instructions.
“Alex, I asked you a question.”
“I do not know the answer,” said Alex, shooting Calvin an annoyed glare. “But I suspect we—” he fell immediately silent at the sound of the comm system beeping.
“Incoming hail,” whispered Rafael.
This is it, thought Calvin. He nodded and Alex answered the call. A staccato voice crackled over the speakers. As the voice seemed to provide further instructions and Alex replied, Calvin wished once again that he’d taken the time to achieve even basic Rotham fluency.
The voice said something else and Rafael’s eyes widened.
What? Calvin mouthed the word. But before Rafael could whisper a reply the call terminated and Alex spoke.
“They want us to accelerate and move to coordinates about five-hundred thousand mc’s from the planet,” said Alex. “When we get there, we’re to jump immediately.”
“That’s it?” asked Calvin incredulously. “They’re letting us go? Just like that?”
“They told me to not discuss anything I’ve seen here and to wipe my ship’s logs. They told me that if I didn’t, it would end poorly for me,” said Alex.
“For you personally?” asked Calvin.
“Yes. They seem to have accepted the cover ID we gave them,” said Alex. “Word of our predecessor’s disappearance has not yet reached Rotham intelligence, it seems.” Calvin thought of the Rotham who’d owned this ship before he did. However they’d done it, the Roscos had thoroughly made him disappear. And that had probably saved all their lives. Not that Calvin would feel safe until they’d put several clicks between them and the remains of the Alliance.
“Let’s not give them the chance to change their minds,” said Calvin, heart pumping. “Do as they say, move to those coordinates and jump. Go as fast as you dare but not too fast. We have to maintain our cover.”
“Already doing it,” said Alex.”
“We need to get a message out to the queen,” said Rafael. “We have to warn her.”
Calvin nodded. He knew that as well as any of them. “Yes we do. But we can’t risk sending a kataspace message until we’re clear of the system. Otherwise the Rotham patrol will swoop down on us and, I promise you, they won’t be so generous about letting us go. Isn’t that right, Alex?”
“It would be unwise to send a kataspace message before we jump to alteredspace,” said Alex.
“The patrol has broken off,” said Alex. “They’ve resumed their original patrol pattern.”
Come on, come on, thought Calvin. Watching the planet grow out the window. Knowing that every second spent here delayed getting the message out to Kalila and gave the Rotham Patrol more time to change their mind about letting them go.
As the Wanderer swiftly crossed the system, adjusting to the course the Rotham patrol had given them, Calvin was able to get a glimpse of the debris out the window as their ship’s identifier lights bounced off of it. He never got a good look. But it seemed like there were gleams of metal and blackened, ruined starship husks that seemed to blend into the blackness all around. It was haunting to think these ships had been full of living breathing people only days before. Perhaps only hours before…
“There is something else you should know,” said Alex.
“What?” asked Calvin, not sure what to expect but reasonably sure it would be bad news.
“The Rotham here are definitely working for the Rahajiim, I’m now one-hundred percent certain of that.”
“How do you know that?” asked Calvin.
“Because they used a Rahajiim code to try to identify us.”
“I want to know all of that but save it for now,” said Calvin, realizing they were getting close to their jump coordinates. “Let’s get the hell out of here first.”
“Almost to position,” said Alex.
Just a little closer, thought Calvin, eager to get the message out. Come on…
 

***
 

“Bandit Squadron has been completely destroyed and Owl Squadron is routing, our starboard flank has collapsed—Your Majesty, we are exposed!” said the ops chief.
“We have to pull back,” said Captain Adiger. “There is nothing between us and the enemy’s vanguard.”
Kalila saw that it was true. Her eyes were locked to the tactical display, it showed a horde of enemy warships that’d broken off from the main battle, they were charging forward, furiously closing on the Harbinger and the remnants of Hammerfist Squadron, and all that stood in their way was the Black Swan itself and the shambles of what had been Royal Squadron. She watched the lights blink out around the Black Swan. So very many…
“Helm, turn us about and get us—”
“No,” said Kalila, loudly interrupting Captain Adiger. Everyone looked at her. “We stand our ground.” It was a difficult order to give, but a necessary one. Even if it did mean their lives.
“Your Majesty, we cannot hold this position,” said Adiger. “Our fleet can’t defend us out here, we need to move toward them or else retreat to the outskirts of the system. Otherwise the enemy vanguard will be upon us.”
Indeed it would, Kalila knew. And the Black Swan, for all its awesome strength, was no match for the sixty warships of the enemy vanguard. She understood that. But she also understood that if she didn’t buy Hammerfist Squadron all the time it needed to eliminate the rest of the Apollo Yards then the enemy would use the infrastructure here to quickly rebuild and repair its fleet and then all the blood spent here this day would be for nothing. Her most loyal servants had given their lives for their queen and her cause. She could not expect them to sacrifice and not be willing to do the same herself, if it proved necessary. And if failure was inevitable, and the collapse of the Empire guaranteed, she’d rather face that end here, in this spot, trying to do whatever she possibly could to oppose it, instead of letting hope slip through her fingers in a selfish attempt to save her own life.
“I gave you an order sir, I expect you to obey it,” she looked at Adiger with fire in her eyes.
He bowed. “As you command. All officers, we make our stand here.”
“Sir, they’re closing on us fast and our shields have dropped below thirty percent!” protested the defense chief. “Our portside armor is nearly gone.”
“Then show them our starboard side!” snapped Adiger. Kalila was glad to see him remember his duty.
“Aye, sir. Weapons range in seventy-five seconds.”
“General Order to the fleet,” said Kalila, thinking this was probably the last they’d ever hear from her. “As soon as the last platform goes, all ships are ordered to withdraw from the system immediately. Do not regroup, retreat. That is all.”
“Relaying message, Your Majesty,” said the comms chief.
“Weapons range in sixty seconds.”
“Lock on targets and standby to fire,” said Adiger.
Kalila took a deep breath, thinking, if there are gods, let them be gods of grace.
 

***
 

“Sir, the center pylon of the fleet is caving in, the forward battlegroups have all been destroyed or crippled. Our losses are exceeding three hundred ships, sir, and growing,” said the ops deputy chief.
Good, thought Virgil Prime, more souls for the void. “Sometimes a just cause requires sacrifice,” said Virgil Prime, knowing he had to say something reassuring because that’s what the real Virgil Tiberon would do. “We have to remember—”
“Sir, look!” interrupted Commander Junius, he pointed to one of the tactical displays which showed the Black Swan, alone and away from its fleet, about to be incinerated by the fast-approaching vanguard. “We’ve got her now!”
“What?” Virgil Prime asked. He took care to keep his voice calm, but inside he was deeply alarmed. “We’ve managed to corner the Black Swan?” he feigned excitement.
“Yes we have,” said Junius with a broad smile. “And she’s not even trying to retreat. She knows she’s done for. Congratulations, Admiral, your victory has won us the war.”
Virgil Prime plastered a fake smile on his face but immediately he started trying to think of what he could do to salvage the situation while still remaining in character. “Weapons range?” he asked urgently.
“About twenty seconds.”
“Order them back,” Virgil Prime snapped. Unable to think of anything clever he could say or do to stop the attack on the Black Swan.
“Sir?”
“Now! Call them back! Tell the vanguard to hold fire and withdraw!” All he knew was that the attack had to stop. It wasn’t the One True God’s plan for the human queen to die here. If she died, her cause would die with her, and that was not the plan. “Do it!” He knew this decision would likely get him into trouble but there seemed to be no other way. Perhaps this is the fate the One True God has chosen for me, he thought.
“Aye sir. Relaying order.”
Virgil Prime watched the ships approach the Black Swan. He gripped the armrests of his chair firmly and felt such intense pressure in his mind that he almost began reverting to his natural form—a transition that would kill him. Fortunately, at the last possible moment, the ships racing toward the Black Swan scattered and withdrew.
“The vanguard is returning to the fleet,” reported the ops chief.
“Now just what the hell was that?” asked Junius, he looked shocked and angry. “I know you’re the admiral here but dammit, Virgil,” he pointed. “You owe me an explanation.”
I owe you nothing, he wanted to say, the One True God’s ways are infinitely beyond your puny human understanding. Instead he looked his XO squarely in the eyes and said, “Regicide is not our mandate, winning this battle is.”
“We have standing orders from the Steward himself to eliminate all traitors,” said Junius. “I don’t think he’ll be happy about this”
“I made the call. I’ll take the heat for it,” said Virgil Prime. “As for you, you’ll remember your place.”
Junius nodded. “Aye, aye, sir.” He looked disgruntled but compliant. That will do for now, thought Virgil prime. Knowing the humans would not react well to this. But their feelings were as irrelevant as the wishes of insects.
“Sir, the last of the Apollo Yards has been destroyed,” reported the ops chief a moment later. “The queen’s fleet has begun to withdraw.”
“Order our forces to regroup.”
“Aye sir.”
He tapped the switch on his chair, setting it to broadcast throughout the entire ship. “Attention all crew, this is Fleet Admiral Tiberon. The Battle of the Apollo Yards is quickly ending. Let us take a moment of silence to honor our fallen brothers and sisters and those of the Apollo Yards.”
Virgil Prime tried very hard to seem sorry that so many had died and the Yards themselves had been destroyed. But it was difficult to feel sorrow for the loss of something the One True God had always planned to annihilate. It is just. As is He.
 

***
 

“We’ve cleared sufficient distance to jump,” said Rafael.
“Jump now,” ordered Calvin. Eager to put Tybur, its clouds of debris, and the Rotham warships behind them.
“Initiating alteredspace jump,” said Alex.
In a flash of darkness the starlight vanished.
“We are now in alteredspace,” said Alex. “Jump depth of seventy-three percent potential. Everything is stable.”
“All systems are within expected parameters,” said Rafael.
“Move aside,” said Calvin, practically pushing Alex out of the way so he could sit at the pilot’s station. As soon as Calvin was physically able to reach the controls, he entered the command codes to connect to the Black Swan over kataspace.
We have to warn the queen not to engage the Assembly’s fleet, thought Calvin urgently. The Rotham are coming. They’re poised to invade the Empire! We have to tell her before it’s too late!



Chapter 27
 

Kalila sat in silence, face buried in her hands, trying to find solace in the peaceful seclusion of her office. The destruction at the Apollo Yards had been unfathomably horrific. Hundreds of Imperial ships were now spread across the system in countless pieces and the body count that was in the hundreds of thousands and still rising.
How? She wondered. How did it all go so wrong? It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It was supposed to be a swift and decisive victory with minimal loss of life. Instead it had been a vicious bloodbath. With her forces and those fighting on behalf of Caerwyn Martel taking excessive losses. By the time her ships had finished their mission and escaped the system she’d lost over forty-percent of her fleet. And many of the ships that survived were badly scarred and damaged, and full of wounded officers.
Caerwyn’s fleet had fared no better. They’d taken intense losses as they’d kept almost manically committed to the engagement, never letting up the pressure on Kalila’s forces regardless of what it cost them. The only reprieve had been when it was clear the Black Swan was trapped and about to be destroyed, for some reason then the enemy had not pressed their advantage. Offering a brief window of calm in the otherwise all-consuming firestorm.
We got the Yards at least, she thought, trying unsuccessfully to rally her spirits. The Apollo Yards had been reduced to debris and would not be able to field and supply a large military fleet. Not without extensive rebuilding, a project that would take years…
I didn’t want to destroy them. But they gave me no choice. She felt tremendously guilty about the decision she’d made, especially considering the terrible price that’d been paid to purchase success, even though she knew there’d been no other way. Not if she hoped to restore the Empire to its proper order and glory. And realize justice for her father’s ghost, and those of her siblings.
The sound of the door sliding open interrupted her thoughts. It was Captain Adiger.
“Pardon the intrusion, Your Majesty, but we’ve just received an urgent message,” he said. His eyes were sad but he stood resolute. “It was from Calvin Cross.”
“Thank you, Captain. What did Mister Cross have to say? Good news I hope.”
“I’m afraid not,” he said, not willing to sugarcoat it. “Their team was able to confirm the rumor, the Alliance has indeed fallen. And is no longer a deterrence to any Rotham ships that seek to cross the DMZ and enter Imperial space.”
That’s the worst news Calvin could have possibly sent, thought Kalila. “Was there a battle?” she asked. Hoping that the Alliance at least bloodied the Republic’s nose for every inch of space they gave up.
“Mister Cross reported that there was some debris, evidence of a small battle,” said Adiger. “However Rotham losses appeared to be minimal. And many of the Alliance ships that survived were not firing on the Rotham ships present around Tybur. Cross believes the Republic and whatever is left of the Alliance might be cooperating.”
I stand corrected, thought Kalila. The news does get worse.
“Calvin urges us not to engage the Assembly’s fleet. He thinks a Rotham invasion is imminent and we will need to rally all Imperial ships against the common enemy.”
She looked at Adiger with regret in her eyes.
He nodded. Understanding her remorse. “We could try to sue for peace,” he said, trying to reassure her. “Perhaps broker a temporary alliance with the Steward, for the greater good of the Empire.”
“Perhaps,” said Kalila, thinking that two broken fleets, even if they could be made to cooperate, might not be enough. “Did Calvin say anything else?”
“Just that he and his team are going into Rotham space to learn what they can about the Republic’s forces. They’ll see what they can and then report back to us soon.”
At least there’s that, Kalila supposed. Though precious little good it would do to have exact information on the movements of an enemy that couldn’t be stopped anyway.
“That was the extent of the message,” said Adiger. “My apologies for interrupting, I know you asked not to be disturbed, but I thought you should know.” He bowed, then turned to leave.
“Captain,” said Kalila, stopping him in his tracks. He turned back around and faced her.
“You may remain,” she said, barely able to utter the words.
He nodded. And, clearly sensing that something was wrong, that she didn’t want to be alone right now, Adiger took up a position dutifully at her side.
After a minute or two of silence, Kalila asked, “what are we going to do about all this?”
“We’ll find a way. Somehow.” He said the words confidently, like he believed them. The gave her a small measure of hope and she was grateful to know that, even though everything looked dire, at least she didn’t have to face the future alone. No matter how dark it promised to be.
 

***
 

Summers entered the brig deck and was happy to see that Nimoux was wearing fresh new clothes. “Please lower the forcefield,” Summers commanded the special forces soldier who was standing guard.
“Aye, Commander,” the soldier replied with a salute and a moment later the forcefield snapped off.
Nimoux got to his feet and looked at her curiously, no doubt wondering whether or not this meant she’d decided to trust him. As a matter of fact, she had.
“Well, Captain Nimoux, the information you gave us checks out.” Summers had verified every detail of Nimoux’s story against everything that she and Calvin had uncovered about the conspiracy that had rotted the core of the Imperial government. Nimoux’s claim that people were being abducted and replaced matched perfectly with what was known about the replicants. And now, thanks to Nimoux, they had information about what had been done with the abductees. Unfortunately, the details were gruesome and the news tragic. There was little reason to believe that any of them, other than Nimoux himself, had escaped.
Nimoux nodded. “So does that mean you’ve decided I can be trusted?”
“I’d like you to go to the quartermaster’s office and get a proper Intel Wing uniform. When you put it on make sure to wear this,” she handed him a small pin of a platinum bar, the insignia of captain.
“So I take it that’s a yes.”
“It’s not appropriate for the ship’s new Executive Officer to be seen wearing casual clothes,” said Summers. “It’s a breach of protocol.
“New Executive Officer?” Nimoux looked confused. “I thought you were the XO.”
“Lieutenant Commander Cross is away from the Nighthawk and I have taken temporary command as Acting CO. I do not currently have an assigned Acting XO. Now that you’re here, I’d like to change that.” She gave him an earnest look.
“You want me to take over as the XO of the Nighthawk?”
“Yes, that’s right,” said Summers. “With my apologies for our difference in rank. This ship has a strange way of making the second-highest ranking officer the CO and the actual ranking officer the XO.”
Nimoux nodded. “Very well, I accept. At least until I can resume command of the Desert Eagle.”
Summers smiled. “I’d hoped that would be your answer.”
“But if I could ask you one thing first, Commander,” said Nimoux. “What convinced you to trust me? Was it the information I gave you?”
“That and I haven’t forgotten what happened in the Remus System.” She recalled the Phoenix’s missiles closing in on the Nighthawk, whose own weapons were unable to stop them, and inexplicably the Desert Eagle had fired its weapons in their defense. “You saved the Nighthawk.”
“And the Nighthawk saved me, so I guess that makes us even.”
“I suppose so. Now you’d better go get changed and report to the bridge,” said Summers. “You have a lot of catching up to do, much has happened in your absence.”
Nimoux opened his mouth as if to speak but before he could an alert sounded. Tara moved to the comm panel and answered, “brig deck, go ahead.”
“Is the CO down there?” said a voice over the speaker, it sounded like Sarah Winters.
“Yes, she is,” replied Tara.
Summers moved to the comm panel and pressed the button. “What is it, Lieutenant?”
“Commander, we found him! I’ve set course and we’re on our way at maximum jump depth. Just like you ordered.”
Summers felt a rush of excitement. “Thank you for the update,” she said, calm and composed. Though her insides were burning with an urgent sense of purpose. We’ve got you now, she thought.
“What is it?” asked Nimoux.
“Hurry and get that uniform,” she said, turning away, “I’ll explain on the bridge.” She left the brig deck and sprinted for the elevator.
 

***
 

Other than the troop transports, most of which had escaped, the Harbinger was one of only three ships belonging to Hammerfist Squadron that’d had survived the carnage of the Apollo Yards. For the queen, it had proven both a victory and a defeat. She’d accomplished her objective of removing the Apollo Yards as a threat but she’d been the one to retreat once that was done, leaving the rest of the Apollo System under Assembly control. A fact Caerwyn and his people were already spinning to the Imperial public as a ‘total victory’ for their propagandist aims. Even though Caerwyn’s fleet had sustained significant losses as well and he’d lost an important strategic foothold.
But, regardless of how others looked at it, in Raidan’s eyes the entire enterprise had proven a monstrous failure. True, the Yards had been eliminated, and that had been necessary to keep the cause of restoring the Empire alive, but the devastating price paid on both sides would prove catastrophic for humanity. With the Imperial fleet split in two and waging war against itself there had never before been so little left to stop the aggressively militant Rotham, and probably the Polarians too eventually.
If I believed in God, I would certainly believe him to be our enemy, not our friend, thought Raidan as he considered the dark plight of humanity and the threats lurking in the galaxy’s darkest shadows. He imagined aliens with greedy eyes and dripping teeth, eager to start slicing up human colonies for themselves.
If this war is going to turn in our favor, we need to change the game, he thought. Knowing he’d already taken measures to try and tilt the balance in humanity’s favor. He would do all he could to save the Empire. To save humanity. Even from itself, if necessary. And if that failed, then Raidan would make damn sure he died with sword in hand, swinging viciously to the last breath.
“Status report,” he said from the command position of the Harbinger. He hadn’t moved from that spot since the battle of the Apollo Yards. It was in that chair that he’d watched almost every ship under his command blown to pieces as Imperial citizens killed one another. I never thought I’d see the day…
“Engineering reports there is still significant damage to the alteredspace drive system and coil array, which might affect our jump stability, but for now we seem able to maintain sixty-five percent potential without putting too much stress on the systems,” said Ivanov.
“What about critical systems?” asked Raidan.
“Most are functioning normally. We lost a few of the secondary generators so life support is running on both primary and tertiary power. There are teams working on it.”
“And defenses?”
“The shields have been repaired back to fifteen percent strength,” said Frederickson. “Most of the weapons are still functional, missile batteries sixteen through twenty-nine as well as thirty-seven through forty need repair before they can fire. A number of others need adjustment. We’re also down to only ten-percent of our ammunition stores. The beam weapons are all functional, however, except for number six on the port side.”
“What about armor?”
“Nearly all of our forward armor has been compromised as well as about fifty percent portside, twenty-seven percent starboard, and about seventy-five percent aft,” said Frederickson. “Sir, we took a hell of a beating.”
“That we did,” said Raidan. He thought of the ships disintegrating all around them, enemies and allies alike, as the Harbinger forced its way through the hordes of starships and debris, firing everything it had in order to carve an escape path. Their vessel was one of the toughest and fiercest warships in the galaxy, but for all its strength and might, even the dreaded Harbinger would never have escaped destruction had it not been for the Black Swan standing its ground and providing cover. The other alpha-class dreadnought had taken a similar beating and, by all rights, should have been destroyed when the rest of its squadron broke formation and routed. But the enemy fleet failed to capitalize on the opportunity. Raidan still wondered why. If it was due to ineptitude on the part of their fleet commander or whether there was some other explanation, perhaps a compelling reason why they wanted to keep the queen alive. He could think of none. And found himself unable to explain why they’d refused to take such a clear shot.
“When we get to Taurus we’ll have them patch the armor and replace our ammunition stores first, then repair our damaged systems,” said Raidan. If the enemy followed them, he wanted to make certain he could send as much hell their way as possible, even at the expense of his own survival. He felt angry and on the very edge of despair. No longer certain that there was any hope. And he wondered if it wouldn’t be better to end things with a sudden bang, lethal and mercifully quick, rather than a drawn out whimper.
“Aye, sir. Shall I relay that order to the other ships?” asked Reynolds. The queen had split her surviving fleet into smaller groups and sent them to various planets and platforms loyal to her cause, all within a few clicks of each other, in order to expedite repairs and resupply. Her plan assumed the enemy fleet wasn’t in any fit state to launch an immediate attack and would need to lick its wounds as well. Kalila was probably safe in that assumption, but—just in case—Raidan intended to be ready.
“Tell them to prioritize defense systems,” said Raidan. “But it’s up to each captain to see to the particular needs of his ship.”
“Aye, air.”
“Mister Watson, what is our ETA?”
“At present jump depth, we’ll arrive in just over fifteen hours. However, if we complete more repairs on the alteredspace systems and adjust our jump depth, we might get there faster.”
“Keep me appraised,” said Raidan. He stood up to leave. He needed some time alone to process the battle and rest his mind. It wasn’t the first messy fight he’d been involved in, he and death had made for common bedfellows during the Great War, but the Battle of the Apollo Yards had proven undoubtedly the bloodiest.
“Aye, sir.”
“Mister Mason, the deck is yours.”
“Yes sir.”
Raidan walked halfway across the Harbinger’s massive bridge but stopped in his tracks at the sound of an alert.
“Sir, we’re being raised over kataspace by the Arcane Storm,” said Reynolds. “Captain, they are hailing you.”
Raidan felt his heart quicken. It’s about time, he thought.
“Route it to the CO’s office,” he said. “I’ll take it in there.”
“Aye, sir.”
Raidan went to his office and took a seat at his desk. He spied the bottle of whiskey on his desk and felt an urge to open it but decided there would be time for that later. He tapped comm switch.
“Go ahead.”
“I just heard about the battle,” Tristan’s voice sounded over the speakers. “I trust it wasn’t as bloody as everyone is making it sound.”
“Bloodier,” said Raidan. “For our side and theirs.”
“I’m truly sorry to hear that,” said the lycan. “I suppose that means—”
“You know what it means,” Raidan interrupted. “And you know what you have to do. Just make sure it gets done. And as for our old friend, I’d prefer it if you took him alive. But dead works too, I suppose.”
“My ship is racing there as fast it possible can,” said Tristan. “And if I am the first one there, you have my word that I’ll get things done. But there’s a chance the Nighthawk will beat me there. If so… we both know what that means.”
“Yes we do,” said Raidan. Deciding to pour himself a glass of whiskey after all.
“Why did you allow Commander Presley to receive the alert too?” Tristan pressed him. “I do not question your wisdom but it seems like… an unnecessary risk.”
“I’m not taking any chances with those isotome weapons,” said Raidan. “Whatever happens, those weapons cannot fall into enemy hands. That means we must use every card in our hand for this play, no matter what.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s true,” said Tristan. “But I still think it makes things… less certain for us.”
“I admit our best hope is for you to get there first,” said Raidan, pausing to take a sip of his whiskey. It burned in that pleasant way he’d gotten so used to—even depended on. “However, if things don’t go exactly as planned and Summers gets there first… well, I’ve made certain arrangements to deal with such a contingency.”
“Ah, yes,” said Tristan, sounding relieved. “That’s more like the Raidan I know. I was starting to think you’d been replaced by a replicant.”
“Don’t even joke about that,” said Raidan, thinking of the replicant version of himself that he kept in the prison block below. A chilling reminder of the danger that haunted humanity. A danger that seemed to grow faster than he could cut it down.
“Come now, you know I jest,” said Tristan. “It’s something I seem to be doing ever more, as the clouds darken all around.”
“Indeed.” Raidan took another sip. He supposed they all had their habits that helped them cope and survive.
“But I’m glad to hear of these other arrangements you speak of,” said Tristan. “I take that as a sign there is still some hope.”
“Perhaps a little,” said Raidan. “But what hope we have left is fast circling the drain. And the vultures—they’re already here. Just prior to the battle I heard report of a Rotham cargo fleet sighted near Renora. We both know that isn’t any ordinary cargo fleet.”
“Yes,” said Tristan in a dark tone. “Those ships mean nothing good.”
“Which is why you must succeed in your mission,” said Raidan. “Leverage is desperately needed. Without it, we may as well offer the Rotham our throats now.”
“It’ll be done,” said Tristan with trademark confidence. “Whether by me or your other arrangements, it’ll be done.”
“It had better. The fate of the Empire likely depends on it.”
***
 

Alex sat in the pilot’s chair as the vessel that had been crudely named Wander by the ignorant humans made slow but steady progress toward the far side of the DMZ and the Rotham border. Officially, their mission was to scout the Republic’s military activity and report their findings to Queen Kalila Akira. That was Calvin’s plan for the ship anyway.
They were plunging into a sector of space that Alex hadn’t seen in a long time. Too long, if truth be told. And now that he was finally returning to his dear Republic, he wished more than anything that he could simply go home, and set aside the war and the Rahajiim and everything else. Unfortunately there was far too much work to do to even entertain such notions, less yet act upon them.
We serve and sacrifice to protect our glorious Republic, he thought. Recalling the motto of the Advent. The words had proven fitting.
“We’re going to need to get some more fuel before we return to Imperial space,” said Rafael, the human intelligence officer who’d been assigned to assist Alex but really was there to spy on him—Alex was no fool, he knew what was going on.
“Yes, we will need more fuel,” said Alex. “There are any number of depots along the border, the smaller ones won’t ask too many questions. I don’t anticipate any problems.” What Alex did not say was that he had no intentions for them to return to Imperial space. It was one thing for Calvin and his crew to play at spy on behalf of their pathetic queen who tried helplessly to hold together the shambled ruins of her shattered Empire. But Alex’s work was far more important than that. And he would see it done.
“I’ll bring it up to Calvin at the next shift change,” said Rafael. He checked the ship’s timekeeper. “Which is rather soon. In fact, Calvin and Miles should be in here to takeover any minute now.”
“Yes, that will be a great relief. I’ve been in dire need of sleep for the last few hours,” said Alex.
“You and me both,” said Rafael.
Alex was tired, that part was true, but he really didn’t care about that. What mattered to him was that they’d finally crossed the Zero-Two-Two plane. Which meant their ship’s short-range could be heard by any number of the Republic’s listening posts. Though there was one in particular that mattered. One that could still be trusted, or so Alex desperately hoped. It really has been too long, hasn’t it, he thought.
“Could you please check a reading for me?” asked Alex. “I’m wondering if the drive coils are improperly aligned, I feel like there’s some drag affecting our alteredspace stability.” It was a lie, of course, but a useful one.
“All right,” said Rafael. He moved away from Alex and began running a diagnostic on the alteredspace system at the ops control. Giving Alex just enough time to key a short message and discreetly transmit it to Listening Post Vh’tor Rha over short-range. The message consisted of only a few characters. A6-711.
Alex had wanted to send the message sooner but their ship had been too far away. Of course he could have used the kataspace transmitter, that was how ships and planets managed to communicate across virtually any distance, but this ship—like most vessels—had a protocol in place that logged whenever a kataspace message was sent or received. Tampering with the computer to disable the protocol was possible but obvious and time consuming. So Alex had opted to use short-range, which wasn’t logged at all.
“Looks like everything checks out,” said Rafael. “The diagnostic doesn’t show anything wrong with the coils, or any other part of the drive for that matter.”
“Strange, perhaps I imagined it,” said Alex. “Probably a result of fatigue. Clearly I’m not thinking straight.”
Rafael looked at him suspiciously, his one eye seemed to comb thoroughly over every control and display belonging to the pilot’s station. But found nothing. Because there was nothing to find. “Yes perhaps,” said Rafael. “No doubt we could all use more sleep than we’ve been getting.” He still looked wary but it was obvious he couldn’t detect any wrongdoing even though he suspected it.
The door slid open. It was the big human, the one called Miles. “Beat it, Lizard,” he said, pointing his thumb over his shoulder in a human gesture that meant leave.
“I will give up my station once another pilot is here to take over,” said Alex. “Not before.”
“Calvin will be here in a second, so there’s nothing to worry about,” said Miles. “Now beat it.”
“It’s all right, Miles,” said Rafael in a calm tone. “Alex really shouldn’t leave his post until Calvin gets here.”
“Whatever,” Miles shrugged. He leaned against the bulkhead and folded his arms. A moment later Calvin arrived.
“I’ll take it from here,” said Calvin. “Go get some sleep, Alex. But I’ll need you back here for when we enter Republic territory in… just over six hours.”
“As you say,” said Alex. He got up and left the bridge. Thinking, our plans have changed and only I know it.



Chapter 28
 

In the silence of alteredspace, Hunter Four glided unseen. Racing across the galaxy at maximum jump depth. Blackmoth leaned over the ship’s flight controls and listened to the seeming stillness. It was a kind of calm, he supposed, but a false one.
Three of five, he thought. The third of five destructions had befallen the galaxy. A firestorm of violence and chaos that had pulled thousands of souls into the void like divine arms sweeping across the cosmos. Soaking the Apollo System with blood and crippling the Empire’s mighty fleet. Once the very bastion of humanity’s false sense of security and smug superiority, now it was broken and divided—no longer able to protect them. Just as the One True God had said. The ravens and crows will descend upon the smoldering ashes and feast upon the festering corpses, thought Blackmoth, and they themselves will fall prey. Blackmoth knew the slaughter at Apollo was only the beginning. A mere pinprick compared to the ocean of blood that promised to flow unrestrained until the very stars themselves had been purged clean.
Two more destructions there shall be. Two shall make five. Five is the number of the One True God. His design cannot be stopped, it shall be fulfilled. It is the very soul of the universe itself.
Blackmoth traversed the galaxy with all speed. Knowing it was his duty and divine mission to initiate the fourth destruction. The fourth must happen to make way for the fifth, and only after the fifth and final destruction will all be as it must. The slate will be swept clean. And the One most worthy will re-forge the galaxy according to His will.
Until then, there was work to do. A fool named Zander believed he’d outsmarted the others. And perhaps he had. But he could never outsmart the One True God. All actions, even those that defied the plan, were merely steps along the ladder of fulfilling the Grand Design. It is inevitable, the One True God sees all and commands all. I am His loyal servant. A weapon in His hands.
“I’m coming for you, Zander,” said Blackmoth to the empty cockpit. He gazed into the black void and imagined the terror and chaos that would soon rise. Knowing that in the deepest, darkest corner of the galaxy, the Dread Fleet stirred.
Five there shall be. Five destructions to cleanse the galaxy. Five is his number. Blood is his price. All glory to the One True God!
 

(End of Book 4)
 
The story continues in The Phoenix Darkness
For more details please visit: www.richardlsanders.com
 
 

Dear Reader, thank you for reading The Phoenix War, I sincerely hope you enjoyed it. Please know that your support is greatly appreciated and I hope to bring you several new titles in the coming years. Including book five of The Phoenix Conspiracy Series: The Phoenix Darkness.
If you have time, please leave a review, I benefit from your honest feedback and am continually trying to improve and give you a better reading experience.
The Phoenix Conspiracy is now available as a free audiobook on my personal website www.richardlsanders.com Matthew Ebel did a tremendous job bringing the characters to life. Please support us.
More information about my work can be found on Twitter (@RichLSanders), on  The Phoenix Conspiracy facebook page and on my personal webpage www.richardlsanders.com. I may also be reached by e-mail at richard.sanders@richardlsanders.com. I try very hard to answer every e-mail I get so feel free to ask me any questions you might have.
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