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Introduction

This short recap is provided in case you haven’t read the Ixan Legacy trilogy by Scott Bartlett. Trapped picks up several months after that series. Either way, this recap is all you need to jump in and enjoy the ride!

 

—Scott Bartlett & Joshua James

 

Episode I

TRAPPED

 

Captain Vin Husher and the rest of the galaxy are still struggling with the ramifications of the Third Galactic War. During that war, it was discovered that the Progenitors, a mysterious godlike force that unleashed a deadly AI on our universe decades before, are actually humans from a parallel universe much like ours. They mastered the ability to cross the multiverse at will. 

Many humans in our universe had a twin in the parallel Progenitor universe, but it was an almost-unrecognizable place, where humanity had hunted down and exterminated all other life in the galaxy. The Husher there was a cruel sadist.

Captain Husher was forced into a face-off with this evil version of himself to save our universe. He succeeded and captured his doppelgänger, but the cost was the near-destruction of the Progenitor universe and the loss of millions of innocent souls there. Husher was devastated, even as our own galaxy celebrated.

Now, disturbing new information has been uncovered that might change everything. The AI that wreaked havoc in our universe was only one of thousands that the Progenitors injected indiscriminately across the multiverse, with the same mission…to destroy all life.


Chapter 1

Planet Argo, Woodbine System

Human-controlled space

 

“What do we have?” snapped Captain Vin Husher as he made his way into the CIC of the Relentless.

He could feel the nervous tension ricocheting around in the tight quarters. No destroyer was made with comfort in mind, but at times like this, he wished the CIC offered a little more open space.

Two navigators sat forward, facing a large viewscreen that dominated the CIC. Tactical, Sensors, and Coms stations lined the rear of the bridge. Husher made his way toward the command chair in the center.

“Quatro warbird,” growled his XO, Commander Akio Shota. He smoothly slipped out of the command chair and nodded imperceptibly as Husher sat. Two oversized armrests with embedded data screens slid into place around Husher, enveloping him in the real-time operations of the ship. “She’s alone. Ferrying survey teams to the surface of Argo. We see activity on the moon as well.”

Husher suppressed the desire to curse under his breath. Of all the stupid things to be doing when things are already so tense—

“We should hit the bastards with a Hydra barrage and be done with them,” Shota concluded from the nearby secondary command chair.

Case in point, thought Husher. Shota was new to the Relentless, but his reputation preceded him. A brilliant tactician, but not known for his patience, even in the best of circumstances. 

Frankly, neither was Husher. Why the Interstellar Union brass thought it appropriate for him to be the man to rein in Shota’s temperamental tendencies was beyond him.

“Have they seen us?” Husher asked his sensor officer, Ensign Miles Winterton. The Relentless had been patrolling the Woodbine System for the better part of two weeks now. It was a relatively new human system, but it wasn’t as though the Quatro warbird didn’t know what it was doing.

Winterton nodded. “Almost surely.” The sensor operator had been with Husher through thick and thin and, he could always count on the man to report the reality his sensors showed, whether that conflicted with his superiors’ version or not. “We didn’t see her until we rounded the moon, well within her sensor range.”

Tactical officer Chief Benno Tremaine tapped at his console. “All decks report ready positions, sir.”

“Very well,” Husher said. “Arm point defenses.” Another long-time officer on his bridge, Husher was sure Tremaine already had multiple targeting calculations at the ready. He stabbed at the console on the side of his command chair. “Standby on alert fighters.”

“Spooled and ready,” came the deep voice of Major Callum.

Husher was sure the CAG had been in his Python fighter before Husher’s ass had hit the command chair. “Winterton, any change in position?”

“She’s beginning to move closer to the surface of the planet.”

Shota chimed in. “She’s moving to use the atmosphere to shield herself from us.”

Tremaine glanced back at the XO from Tactical. “Or to protect her shuttles while she recalls them.”

“Any indication the shuttles are returning?”

“No, sir.”

Shota huffed, but said nothing.

“Hail her,” Husher said to Lieutenant Commander Cory Long, who was manning Coms.

“She’s already hailed us,” Long said.

“On screen. Share with senior command staff.”

The Quatro captain appeared on the main viewscreen, speaking before the image finished stabilizing. “Captain Husher. The Butcher himself. I’m honored.”

Husher had heard that little nickname before. He’d learned that if you destroyed an entire galaxy—even as a last option to save your own—you didn’t get called nice things. “And you are?”

“Captain Molvel, of the—”

“That’s all I really need to know. Captain, as I’m sure you are well aware, this is a human system. Recall your shuttles and leave at once.”

Molvel had surely expected the demand, but he still seemed to cast around a moment for the right reply. He was stalling, Husher suspected, or maybe it was just bad acting. Probably both.

“Captain Husher, as I’m sure you are aware, the Quatro population is expanding. The Interstellar Union has made the delightfully peaceful gesture of offering human worlds—”

“I’m not aware of the IU offering your people anything.”

Molvel’s face softened, as if he were reasoning with a small child. “The offer of worlds for entrance into the IU is merely a formality. As you should be very well aware.”

Husher found the alien’s tone infuriating, and he could tell his XO felt the same way, from the way he shifted his weight forward. “A formality that hasn’t happened yet. As of right now, this is a human system, and that planet you’re orbiting is a human world. Recall your survey teams and leave the system immediately.”

Molvel dropped his voice. “It would be extremely unwise to—”

“You have two minutes to start evacuating your shuttles. As soon as you have them all aboard, you are to leave this system at once.” Husher glanced at Shota, who was nodding at Tremaine. The Tactical officer mouthed “she’s dropping,” and Husher knew that meant the enemy vessel was now skimming the small planet’s atmosphere. Argo’s moon shared an atmospheric link with the planet, a natural phenomenon that made the planet’s airspace uniquely destabilizing.

Because of that, the Relentless’ armaments were now at a disadvantage. They couldn’t fire missiles accurately with the Quatro warbird so close to the phased atmosphere. They’d have to get close enough for particle beams, and that would mean maneuvering well into Quatro missile range. Shota had certainly been right about that little ploy.

Husher turned back to address Molvel. “We will send Pythons to assist in the evacuation of the survey shuttles. They will ensure your prompt and orderly withdrawal.”

Molvel’s brow furrowed as the words sank in. He opened his mouth, no doubt to object to Relentless fighters violating his ship’s nearspace, when Husher turned to Long and signaled for him to cut the transmission. The screen went blank.

Husher slapped at the command panel next to his right hand. “Major, did you get all that?”

“I did, sir,” Callum replied. “The alert fighters are ready to launch at your order.”

“Do it. Who do we have on the picket position?”

“Tango squad, but they’re inbound. Bingo fuel.”

“Really bingo, or the bullshit you stick jockeys call bingo?”

“They can stretch it,” Callum said, a note of amusement in his voice. He might be one of the few people on the ship who remembered that Husher had plenty of experience piloting starfighters himself.

Seems like another life, now, he thought.

He recognized the tell-tale thump of the Pythons clearing the hangar a moment before his Nav officer confirmed the alert fighters were away.

“I’m sending coordinates for Tango and Alert,” Husher said as he keyed them into the data pad on the command chair. 

Shota glanced over. “Why send Tango way out there?”

Husher waved him down. No time to explain, he reflected, keying his mic. “Give the warbird a wide berth for now, and check on those shuttles. The enemy has maneuvered to limit our ship-to-ship capabilities. She’s looking for a fight.”

Husher’s eyes shot up to the main viewscreen. The warbird in front of him wasn’t that different from the Relentless. Someone along the Quatro command chain had put them in this position to make a point. Hopefully, they considered their mere presence in this system sufficient to make that point.

He found himself muttering the sentiment out loud. “In a perfect world, Molvel comes to his senses and pulls his shuttles back.”

“Heat signatures!” said Ensign Winterton sharply. “She’s firing missiles.”

“At us?” his XO asked.

Winterton shook his head. “At our Pythons.”

Husher frowned. Damn. No coming to senses today, it seemed. “Helm, bring us about to support the Pythons. Tactical, fire a full spread of Hydras to neutralize that missile barrage.”

“If we come about to defend the fighters, we’ll open ourselves up to direct attack from the warbird,” noted his XO. “That’s just what she wants.”

“No doubt. But we aren’t going to get close enough for that.” Husher turned to Winterton. “Ensign, where’s Tango?”

“Coming around the moon in sensor shadow.”

Just as the Relentless had been when she’d first stumbled on the Quatro.

Just where the coordinates he’d sent his fighters would place them. Not that he believed the same trick would work twice, not without a little help.

“Tactical, short-range burst of Hydra smart missiles.” He held up a hand, anticipating the objection. “I know they won’t be effective. We aren’t looking for accuracy here.”

“Hydra away, sir. Contact on that first wave.”

Husher watched the screen as the single Hydra that had been launched to support the Pythons split into eight smart missiles and began to pick their targets among the incoming Quatro missiles. The Quatro ordnance also split, but they couldn’t match the next move. The Relentless smart missiles split again, this time into thick clouds of thousands of kinetic kill-masses.

It was the new Hellsong mode, inspired by the Ixan Hellsong missiles of the Second Galactic War. It was incredibly effective against an incoming missile wave like the one the Quatro had launched. 

“Attack neutralized.” Winterton might have been reporting the weather, he sounded so calm. “We lost one alert fighter, and two more sustained light damage.”

“What of our second barrage?”

“As expected, sir, the planet is interfering. Minimal impact on the enemy ship. Most of the kinetics are exploding before they make contact, and the intact Hydras are losing their energy-signature locks.”

“It’s a nice light show, but we’re not getting close to them,” Shota noted.

“Any activity from the Quatro survey shuttles?”

“Negative, sir. They’re staying put.”

That was probably for the best. The sleek hull of the warship might be impervious to the unfocused kinetic storm, but shuttles were another matter.

“Sir, she’s firing another missile barrage at the alert fighters,” said Winterton.

“Reply in kind, Tremaine. Spread as required to neutralize.”

Shota shook his head. “This game is going to get old. Even if we aren’t at risk, we can’t just let them sit down there and piss up at us.”

In fact, Husher thought, they could. The Relentless could keep the warbird under them, pinned to the planet, while they waited for support. Surely the warbird knew that too, and perhaps it was the whole point. To score some political points while negotiations to admit the Quatro into the IU dragged on.

“Tango reports inbound,” said Winterton. “It looks like the Quatro is just now engaging her point defenses.”

Right on time. “Successfully?”

“Negative. They saw our missiles too late.”

“Good light show, then,” Husher said, nodding at his XO. 

A smile spread across Shota’s face. “You blinded them.”

As the initial storm of explosions from their own Hydra barrage subsided, a bloom of fire erupted from the rear of the tapered ovoid that was the Quatro warship. 

“Tango squadron reports precision hits on the aft engine port,” said Winterton. “They’re requesting another pass.”

“I thought they were bingo fuel?”

“They didn’t mention it,” Winterton said. 

Flyboys and their tricks. “Negative,” Husher said. “We want her damaged, not destroyed.”

Shota glanced at him. “Do we?”

“That—” Winterton hesitated. “That could be a problem, Captain.”

Husher leaned forward. “Why?”

“She positioned herself so close to the planet…she was straining to maintain altitude as it was.” Winterton shook his head. “With half her thruster capabilities damaged, she’s beginning to fall into the atmosphere.”

Husher stood from the command chair. “How fast is she going down?” But he could already see the tell-tale burning of the hull from the friction of the planet’s atmosphere. 

“Helm, close distance!” Husher snapped. 

“Aye, sir,” Moens said.

“She’s falling fast, sir—”

“I have a distress beacon from her,” said the Coms officer, speaking fast. “She’s announcing abandon ship.”

“They’ll never get out of the atmosphere,” Shota said. “They waited too long.”

In a normal, space-based, evacuation, they’d be able to see hundreds of small craft firing rockets all around the ship—evacuation pods splitting from the main hull. But there was no way to see such points of light amidst the fire. Even if they attempted to launch at this point, they’d burn up.

The Quatro ship was going down with all hands on board. A final bright light flashed, and the ship disappeared in a fireball of reentering debris.

The CIC of the Relentless was quiet for a moment. The destruction of the Quatro ship had been more abrupt than anyone seemed to have expected.

Wars are started by moments like this.

“Recall Tango and redirect alert fighters to look for survivors,” Husher said, his voice strained. “Launch rescue operations on the surface, too. Make sure those survey shuttles are all accounted for.”

“Yes, sir.”

Husher sat back down in the command chair. 

Clearly sensing his captain’s discomfort, Shota said, “They asked for it.”

“Yes, they did,” Husher said. “And we gave it to them.”


Chapter 2

Forward Operating Base Clarion

The office of Admiral Conner Iver

 

“No one’s blaming you, Vin,” said Admiral Iver as he motioned for Husher to have a seat in front of him. The admiral’s office was spacious and meticulously decorated with various monuments to war…and to Iver’s own years in the military.

The flag aide that had shown Husher into the office saluted smartly and left. Husher quietly took in the pair of crossed sabers that Iver kept on the wall behind him. The door shut with a bang, and Husher decided to take it as his cue.

“That’s not what they’re saying in your waiting area.”

Iver frowned, looking confused. 

Husher gave a wry smile. “Your secretary likes to keep the news feeds on out there. I suppose some background noise is just what the waiting area needs.”

Iver grimaced as he realized what that meant. “Don’t let the coverage get under your skin.”

“They’re missing a few details.” Husher had watched as the main IU spokeswoman described his “destruction of a Quatro ship on a survey mission” without bothering to reveal any of the context—like the fact that it had been surveying in a human system without authorization, and had fired on the Relentless and her fighters repeatedly. Apparently the Quatro were calling for disciplinary action.

Iver shrugged. “The IU is spinning it.”

“And?”

“And what? If you watched that crap long enough, you should know that the human government has your back.”

Husher grunted. The main newsreader had mentioned humanity’s government backing him, even going as far to threaten withdrawal from the Interstellar Union. “It sounds to me like they’re more interested in their feud with the IU.” He leaned forward, struggling to keep the anger out of his voice. “Who the hell gave the IU the idea that we’d be OK with relinquishing planets in our own systems to appease the Quatro?”

“No one. That’s clearly an IU ploy.”

“Are they trying to force humanity out? If they are, then that’s crazy. We’re a founding species. Are the Quatro really so much more appealing?”

“The IU thinks we’re bluffing,” Iver said. “Or that they can bully us. Or whatever. Basically, they’re trying to have their cake and eat it too.”

“I’d be happy to tell them how that’s gone for me in the past,” Husher said. “Better yet, I could send my ex-wife to tell them.”

Iver shook his head. “Point is, everyone’s tired.”

“Tired of what?”

“War, Vin! Three galactic wars in our lifetime. The Quatro are saber-rattling, and the IU will do anything to avoid conflict with them.”

“So we have to give up precious worlds and get a crazy neighbor in the bargain, all because the IU can’t find its spine? No thanks.”

“Worlds are precious,” Iver said. “Now more than ever. You were there when the war ended. Hell, you were the first one to discover what the AIs had done.”

Husher grimaced at that memory. Before their defeat, the AIs had torched every usable planet for thousands of light years in every direction. They didn’t need them—they’d served no tactical purpose for them. So they’d decided to ruin them for any other species. It would take centuries of terraforming to save the least-damaged systems. Most were lost forever.

Husher sighed. “There’s always other galaxies.”

“And to reach them, we’d have to use interdimensional travel. There are AIs littered throughout the multiverse, Vin. The last thing we want to do is risk leading them back here.”

“Not for us. For them,” said Husher. “For the Quatro. Make them go find other worlds.”

“That’s a bit of a tough sales pitch right now.”

“Oh, you’re a good salesman, Conner. Look how you’ve managed to sell humanity on the IU.”

Iver narrowed his eyes. “We go back a long way, so I’ll let that little remark go. I might have been in the IU corner once upon a time, but my eyes were opened a helluva long time ago. Longer than you give me credit for.”

I think you just came around at the very end of the war, when you saw which way the wind was blowing and how it would affect your career. But Husher decided to keep that opinion to himself. 

“Besides,” Iver continued. “If interdimensional travel were ever to fail, as dark tech once did, any new colonies would be lost forever. The Quatro know that better than most.”

“Humanity knows that better than most, and we have the Quatro to thank for that.”

Iver held up a hand. “I didn’t bring you here to argue about this crap, Vin.”

“Oh? Just wanted to get me dealt into the weekly poker game, did you? I bet the other players would love having the Butcher at the table.”

Iver rolled his eyes. “That nickname is part of the problem.”

“I’m sure there are others. Want to help brainstorm some new ones?”

Iver sighed. “Let’s be honest. You should hold flag rank by this point.”

Husher raised an eyebrow. He wasn’t one to go looking for rank. In his experience, the more stars you wore, the more problems you had. But he enjoyed command, and relished the responsibility of it. It would be a lie to say that he didn’t think about promotion. “But that’s not going to happen.”

Iver held up his hands. “Optics, Vin. It’s just optics. You’re still a controversial figure. You won the war and saved humanity—and you did it at the expense of many of our enemies.”

“And their innocent friends and families,” Husher said quietly, filling in the part that Iver wasn’t mentioning. How many had been lost in the collapse of the Progenitor home universe? Billions, at least. Their remains were gone forever.

Iver frowned. “You did what a soldier has to do. As far as I’m concerned, you earned another star for your actions. I recommended you. Plenty of others did.”

Husher nodded. Iver was a lot of things, but he didn’t offer flattery just for the sake of it. “I appreciate that, Admiral.”

Iver nodded. “And that’s why what I have to say next gives me no joy.” He glanced down at a piece of paper in front of him, then looked up again. “The Relentless has been reassigned to another system, far from Woodbine. You’ll be going to Hellebore, where contact with the IU and the Quatro will be kept to a minimum.” He held up a hand as he saw Husher leaning forward to speak. “You have a target on your back now, Vin. It’s out of my hands. You pose a security risk anywhere along the border.”

Husher leaned back and exhaled. He’d expected this. But why did it seem like such a hammer blow, even so? “You’re forcing me into an early retirement. I mean, let’s call it what it is. A backwater position where I’ll have no choice but to stay out of trouble.”

“Plenty of captains would see it as a chance to make a fresh start.” Iver didn’t sound like he really believed his words.

Husher snorted. “Those aren’t captains I care to meet.”

“You fought alongside a few of them in the last war. They aren’t so bothered by a chance to take it easy.”

Husher could think of a few that might be true of, but the vast majority would never have that attitude. “Don’t try and shove bullshit in my face and tell me it doesn’t stink, sir.”

“Fine. It stinks. It stinks to your eyeballs. I hate it. I don’t want to do it, but I have orders to get you out of sight. And while I think plenty of orders are worthless, this one makes sense. There is room for cooler heads to prevail here. Besides, we have plenty of problems beyond dealing with the IU and the Quatro.”

“Name one.”

“All right, wise guy. For one, we just received a signal from another universe.” Iver nodded at Husher’s confused look. “You heard me. We aren’t traveling the multiverse anymore, but we can monitor it, and we should. Who knows how many other hostile societies are out there, who might discover an interdimensional pathway back to us?”

“And you got a signal?”

“It’s alien. We can’t understand it, but the smart kids back at the lab think it’s a distress signal.”

Husher leaned forward. “Who knows about it?”

“For now? Just the military and a few government officials we think can keep their mouths shut.”

“That must be a short list.” A distress signal? From another universe? Husher rubbed his chin. “I have a proposition.”

Iver tilted his head. “Go on.”

“Chasing down some alien signal sounds a lot more fun than inspecting cargo holds in some backwater hole-in-the-universe like Hellebore.”

Iver nodded. “My nephew lives in Hellebore. I’ll send him your regards.”

Husher stared past Iver. He felt the wheels turning in his mind. “Before my new assignment, I’d like to request some leave.”

Iver smiled. “You don’t say.”

He refocused on the admiral. That smile was entirely too broad. “You bastard. This is what you wanted all along, wasn’t it?”

Iver did a terrible job of feigning surprise. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just know that I need to get you away from the front lines until things blow over.”

Husher shook his head. “You didn’t need to play the backwater assignment game. I’d have gone for the alien signal right away.”

“Oh, don’t misunderstand. The Hellebore assignment is no ploy. It’s real, and I can’t change that. But I can postpone it.”

“How long?”

Iver shrugged. “How long do you need?”

“Just long enough to go see an old friend who has a knack for problem solving.”

Iver reached down to the stack of paper on his desk and pulled the top sheet toward himself, effectively dismissing Husher. “I don’t know who you’re talking about. But hypothetically, if I did know, I’d say I cleared you through all the security the IU has around him. Except you need to move fast, because things between us and the IU could deteriorate quickly.”

Husher raised an eyebrow. “Hypothetically.” He stood, wondering if he’d misjudged the admiral. He’d always thought Iver’s swift change of heart about the IU was due to politics and nothing more. But maybe humanity was wising up. Maybe men like Iver changing their tune was the beginning of something bigger.

Without looking up, Iver reached into his desk drawer and removed a tiny drive card, about the size of his fingernail. He slid it across the desk.

Husher reached out to pick it up. “The signal?”

“Try not to lose it.”

Husher slipped it in his pocket. “I’ll do my best.”


Chapter 3

Planet Zakros

Undisclosed IU research facility

 

After passing through more than a dozen security checkpoints with minimal fuss, thanks to Admiral Iver’s efforts, Husher found himself in a small observation tower. Beyond the massive floor-to-ceiling glass windows was the largest construction operation he’d ever set eyes on.

He’d seen the shipyards where spacecraft like his own Relentless were built—and the destroyer was small compared to some of the giants that were fabricated nowadays. His old command, the capital ship Vesta, came to mind.

Even so, whatever was being built here was going to make those ships look like toys. He watched sparks fly as a dozen men in safety harnesses grappled with a huge metallic pylon that they were easing into position like a giant Lincoln log. It was at least ten stories tall. 

“The best IU money can buy,” said a voice from behind him.

Husher turned to see his old Ixan friend, Ochrim, approaching. He looked better than the last time Husher had seen him. Maybe getting away from the Vesta had done him some good. It had probably done all of them good. There were ghosts wandering those corridors now.

For a moment, it looked as though his old friend might hug him. But the Ixan wasn’t given to such displays of emotion, and as quickly as the moment arrived, it passed.

Instead, Ochrim reached out to shake Husher’s hand. It was cordial, but there was the warmth of a long, complicated friendship in it. They’d seen the worst of each other and come out the other side. Perhaps hugs would never be appropriate between the two of them.

“I thought the last time we spoke, I was clear about this.” Husher waved behind him, toward the massive construction project. “Then I come here and see this…this monstrosity under construction.”

Ochrim nodded. “You didn’t have the authority to give me orders then, and you don’t now.” There was a little gleam in his eye that told Husher that he was enjoying this.

“I see.”

“The IU is determined to understand the technology that was used to launch the AIs into the multiverse, not to mention into our own universe’s past. The power to alter the history of universes is a powerful incentive.”

“And that is exactly the knowledge that led to a conflict that almost destroyed our universe and led to the total collapse of another.”

“Dark tech played its part, but I take your point, Captain.”

Husher waited. “And?”

“And I’m revisiting some theories that I first explored while still aboard the Vesta.”

Husher frowned. “You said all those theories led to dead ends.”

The Ixan raised his eyebrows. “Did I? Perhaps I was mistaken.”

Husher felt the tension in his shoulders release as the realization dawned on him. Ochrim was leading the IU down the garden path. He already knew that this line of research would lead to a dead end. He was taking all of the IU’s money and resources, and he was wasting them. 

Husher shook his head and turned back to the massive construction project. “My God. How far along are they?”

“Ten percent.”

Husher gawked. “This is ten percent? Is the planet even big enough?” 

He was being sarcastic, but Ochrim took his comment at face value. “It may require some slight gravitational adjustments at the final stage.”

The scale was staggering. And since the IU had entrusted Ochrim to lead the project, this failure-in-waiting could take decades or more to complete. The IU might never understand the technology required to alter another universe’s past.

“But I’m guessing you didn’t come to get an update on our little project,” Ochrim continued.

Husher smiled. Ochrim was as direct as ever. “No.” He pulled the tiny drive card out and handed it over. “I’d like you to take a look at this.”

Ochrim turned the data card over in his hand. “What is it?”

“An alien signal from one of the other universes. It seems like a distress signal of some kind, but so far nobody has been able to figure out what it says.”

The Ixan’s mouth twitched. “I do like a puzzle. But I am very busy here.” Again, Husher could see the twinkle in his eye.

“Yes, overseeing a massive waste of money and resources is surely time consuming.” Husher matched his voice to his old friend’s calm tone.

Ochrim pursed his lips, already looking intrigued as he continued to flip the data card between his fingers, end over end. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“That’s all I ask.”


Chapter 4

Planet Enilia

Landing Zone Lima Echo Charlie

 

A huge claw swung toward the head of Jake Price’s mech. He jerked backwards—too late. Only the poor aim of the genetically modified Ixan spared him from taking critical damage from the razor-sharp claw.

Jake extended his retractable bayonet and slashed down hard on the Ixan’s shoulder. The razor edge clipped along the scaled skin, but did little damage.

It did buy him enough time to engage the broadsword his mech held in its other hand. The blade swung upward, catching the Ixan in the middle of its armored chest and digging in. He jerked up, his sword ripping through the head of the beast. With that, he lifted his leg and kicked forward, shoving the alien backward as the sword tore free.

The Ixan’s dead weight tumbled from the fortified hilltop landing zone, its limbs twitching as it flopped down the steep incline.

Jake risked a look down and could see several dozen more Ixa crawling their way up to his position.

His HUD screamed at him, and he pulled back just as a pair of kinetic slugs smashed into the lip of the wall. His own mech’s shoulder-mounted rocket launcher responded instantly, painting a target in his mind’s eye that he fired at.

Like the alien mech he’d once controlled, the MIMAS mech he now piloted was controlled by a technology called lucid. Lucid gave structure to his dreams, making them incredibly immersive simulations that allowed him to become one with the hulking metal giant.

Inside the dream, Jake rose to his full height and watched as the distant position of the slug-thrower exploded with his rocket’s impact. He jumped back off the reinforced wall that ran all around the landing platform, realizing he shouldn’t have been there to begin with. He shouldn’t have engaged in hand-to-hand combat with any of the Ixa, but he’d been distracted, and had missed the creature sneaking up from just below his position.

“You with us or what?” Maura Odell snapped into his earpiece. She was in a mech a hundred yards farther along the wall. The rest of Oneiri Team, the eight elite mech pilots that Jake commanded, were similarly spaced out.

“I’m still standing, aren’t I?” Jake watched as another group of Ixa made a sudden dash at the hilltop position where Maura was standing.

Before she could light them up, a line of tracer fire told Jake that another mech pilot was firing autocannons from farther down the line. He glanced over to see Ash Sweeney’s sleek MIMAS as it slid along the edge of the barrier, as smooth as the first time he’d seen her in a mech. She was one of Jake’s oldest friends, and one of the few remaining members of the original Oneiri Team.

Ash lazily cut down the oncoming wave of enemies, before Maura needed to lift a finger.

“I had that,” Maura said.

“I know,” Ash replied. 

The hilltop position was easily defended. At least, it should have been. Jake looked down at the scratches along his armor where the Ixan’s claws had raked.

Focus, idiot!

The lucid tech had come a long way, but he still felt weak in his standard mech, compared to the alien mech he’d once piloted. Then again, he didn’t feel like he was in danger of being mentally overpowered by this mech, and then digested by it. That had been a real concern in his previous mech. So, not worrying about that was a plus.

“They’re falling back on the north side,” came the clipped voice of Tucker Hall.

“We’re not seeing it on this side, Bulldog,” Maura said, using Tucker’s callsign. “No, wait, I take that back.”

Jake glanced down to the group that Ash had so easily turned back. It had been the last of the squads making darting maneuvers up the hill. The rest were indeed falling back.

“Permission to continue engaging them,” Tucker said. 

“Negative,” Jake said.

“But they’re in full retreat.”

“Plus they’ll get reinforced before long,” Ash added.

“We have them right now,” Tucker said, frustration raising his voice. “The hilltop isn’t going anywhere. The wall-mounted cannons can easily protect against a flanking maneuver. Why aren’t we taking them out now?”

“I don’t like it,” Jake said. “It feels like a trap.” He mulled it over. “We’ll hold position for now. Let’s see what they do.”

There was a palpable silence. The wait lasted exactly two minutes.

“Whoa,” said Seaman Brent Driscoll, who was on the top edge of the fortified barrier to the west. He and Seaman Bo Hong were using their mechs to help a couple of ground techs reset the wall-mounted cannons. The rest of Oneiri Team was just outside the barrier, patrolling the ground that dropped off sharply into the valley below. 

“Care to elaborate?” Jake asked.

“There’s a shit-ton of trouble inbound.”

Jake hopped up onto the wall and looked to the west. In his HUD, his mech painted targets as it saw them. Given how many enemies were coming into view, Jake was happy to have the high ground to defend against their superior numbers.

But enemy fighters kept appearing. Soon, his HUD was awash in a sea of red target signals.

“Aw, hell,” Tucker said. “We’re seeing lots of activity on the north side.”

“Ditto here,” Maura said quietly. 

Jake looked out on more than three thousand incoming Ixa, according to his mech’s calculations. If Tucker was seeing something comparable on his side of the hill, the mech team was outgunned five hundred to one.

“Weapons free, Lima Echo Charlie.” He waved at the control tower for the landing zone. “Open up on ‘em!”

The wall-mounted cannons came to life, peppering the hillside below. But there were simply too many. The cannons couldn’t keep up with the advancing line, and soon they were left to pepper the groups of stragglers behind the main charge.

A wave of Ixa at least three hundred strong was sweeping up the hillside unimpeded.

“Let’s go to work, Oneiri Team.” Jake leaped down, the autocannons in both his mech’s forearms hammering the oncoming barrage of Ixa.

Dozens fell, but dozens more took their place.

Something slapped against his leg, and Jake found himself suddenly falling backwards. He rolled and leaped up, knowing he was far too vulnerable. He fired up his twin flamethrowers to try and clear a space just around him.

Then he heard Maura scream, and looked up to see several Ixa bearing down on her. Her leg flew outward as a grenade exploded underfoot, and she tumbled over, crushed by the onrushing Ixan horde.

“Moe!” Jake screamed out her callsign.

Then an explosion at his own feet tossed him backward. His mech landed a few feet away on one leg, then fell sideways to the ground. He felt a strange dead sensation in his other leg, like it had suddenly gone to sleep, and he realized this was the lucid dream-state’s way of telling him that one of his mech’s legs was completely gone, blown away in what must have been another grenade attack.

He ripped the heavy machine gun off his back and started firing at a trio of Ixa that were rushing at him. He managed to beat them back, but then his suit’s proximity alert fired, telling him he’d allowed himself to get too focused on the onrushing attackers and hadn’t checked his own six.

Something slashed hard into his back, throwing him forward. The mech blared warning signs at him, painting his HUD red.

He spun around and found himself on the ground, looking up at a huge Ixan trying to crush him. He managed to yank his arm up, but that wasn’t going to do much good, even with the bayonet extended.

Then the Ixan screamed in pain as a bright energy beam tore through its chest, exploded outward, and covered Jake’s mech in black blood.

The thermal lance sliced sideways and the Ixan toppled backwards, split in half at the midsection.

“Quit lying around, Jake!” Ash said, her sleek black mech already pirouetting as another attacker came at her.

But something flashed on her shoulder, and Jake watched in horror as the left half of her mech was blown open, ripping the entire top assembly off. He only heard a grunt from Ash before she went silent, her mech ripped in half. Two more Ixa descended on what was left, no doubt confirming the kill.

“Bastards!” Jake yelled, leaping to his feet and lunging at the nearest Ixan still trying to crush the remains of Ash’s mech.

He’d barely closed the distance when two more Ixa came together to spear his mech right through the chest.

He watched his HUD go from red, to black, to nothing.

It was over.


Chapter 5

Planet Imbros

IU Training Facility

 

Jake lay in total darkness for several seconds, his heart pounding in his chest as sweat trickled down his brow. Finally, a line of light split the darkness.

He squinted upward as a white-gloved hand reached in. 

“Need a hand?” asked a friendly voice.

He took the hand and pulled himself upright. He thanked the technician in the white lab coat, who nodded before hurrying over to another simulator box, where another member of the team would be awakening from the training session.

The same lucid tech that made mech control possible also made simulations like this one incredibly real. Exactly like the real thing, in fact, since the pod he’d been sitting inside was the exact environment he piloted his mech in.

But the sensation of coming up out of the deep immersion was the same dizzying experience, whether it was a simulation or the real thing. Jake stood and stretched, popping loose the wires that ran to the helmet he’d been wearing. He put his hands on his hips and stared up at the harsh lighting inside the testing center. He counted in his head. 

One-one thousand.

Two-one thousand.

Three-one thousand.

Tucker exploded into the center of the room. “What the hell was that?” He slammed his headgear onto the floor in disgust. 

Jake saw Maura reach out to grab Tucker. She’d died earlier than Jake, and was already clear of all her hookups. It looked like Tucker had simply leaped to his feet and ripped all the equipment out with him. There were several wires and a battery pack dragging behind him.

“Easy, Bulldog,” Maura said. “It’s a simulation.”

“It could have been the real thing,” Hong said. He’d pulled his own helmet off, and took the opportunity to ruffle his auburn hair. Several more members of Oneiri Team were arriving now. They’d been in pods arranged in a semi-circle along the walls of the main training room, but some had been much farther away than others. “And I think that’s how we’re supposed to treat these things.”

“You’re damn right we are!” barked Tucker. He put an accusing finger against Jake’s chest. Jake fought the urge to slap it away. There was little point in telling Tucker that he was the senior member of the team. That was just a reminder that the blame fell to Jake, and he didn’t need anyone to tell him that.

“What the hell was that about? Why did we sit up there on that hill with our thumbs up our asses while they got reinforced?”

“We had a superior position,” Jake said, sounding lame even to himself. “And there was no way to know—”

“We had the intel that they might receive reinforcements. Ash even called it out!”

“Take a second,” Jake said with measured calmness he didn’t feel. 

Tucker frowned and stepped back, pulling his finger away from Jake’s chest. “Like we did on that hill?”

Someone actually chuckled. Jake turned to look at Ash. “Really?”

She shrugged. “I get my kicks where I can.” When Jake scowled, she said, “Besides, he’s not wrong. We should have pressed that advantage, Jake. You know it.”

“Not the end of the world,” Maura said, clearly trying to cool tensions in the room.

“No, just the end of our lives,” Tucker said darkly.

Jake shook his head at Ash. She was right, of course. He knew she was just taking Tucker’s side to bust his balls. But she was right. “Fair enough, I made the wrong call.”

“You know, the stories about you are starting to look mighty embellished,” Tucker said.

Jake felt his face darken, but Tucker refused to back down.

“Easy,” Ash said.

“Just sayin’,” Tucker said. “Where’s the Clutch I’ve heard so much about? All those wartime stories aren’t living up to what I’m seeing.”

“That’s enough,” Ash said.

“Something’s keeping your head out of the game, and it’s going to get us all killed when this isn’t some simulation.”

“Step back, Seaman.” This time, Ash’s voice was firm.

Tucker let his shoulders relax. “Sure.” He gave a tight smile and walked away. 

“He’s right to be pissed,” Jake said when Tucker was out of earshot. “We should have pushed down the hill when they pulled back.”

“You know damn well we should have,” came an imposing voice from Jake’s right.

He knew that voice well. Too well.

“Admiral Iver,” he said. Instantly, every member of Oneiri Team came to attention and saluted.

“At ease,” Iver said as he sauntered into the simulation room’s center. “Jake, let’s talk.”

The other members of the team headed for the exit. Ash brought up the rear and raised an eyebrow at Jake as she closed the door, leaving him alone with Iver.

“Sir, I’m—”

“I don’t care about all that. It’s your team, you figure it out. I’m sure you will. That simulation was shit, but it’s meant to be a tough test. You aren’t the first team to fail it.”

The word fail stung, even if the admiral was trying to give him a pep talk. “I understand, sir.”

Iver nodded. He crossed his arms and leaned against one of the open simulation boxes. “The question I have is this: is your team up for something important?”

“Always, sir.”

“How about if it involves your old boss?”

“Sir?” Jake asked.

“Captain Husher has a new command.”

Jake had heard about what happened in the Woodbine system, but that was a few weeks ago, and he’d caught nothing since. For all he knew, Husher was hauling trash out of the Switchback systems.

When Jake thought of Husher, the only thing he could think of was the man’s daughter, Iris, and the time they’d spent together aboard the Vesta. That felt like a lifetime ago, even if it was only a few months. The memory only made it harder for him to concentrate on what the admiral was saying.

“Well?” Iver asked.

“What’s that, sir?”

Iver sighed. “I’m starting to understand some of the dynamic here.” He frowned. “I said that Husher’s new command is going on a critical mission. And I want Oneiri with him.”

“Of course, sir,” Jake said. “We’re on it.”

“Are you?”

“Absolutely, sir,” Jake said firmly. “Just point where you want us to go.”

Iver smiled cryptically. “Oh, I think you’re going to like where we’re sending you. It’s somewhere…new.” 

On that note, Iver turned and began to walk away. Over his shoulder, he said, “You’ll receive transfer orders in the morning. Get your team there quickly. I want you aboard the Relentless ASAP.”

“The Relentless, sir?”

“That’s your new home. Better get familiar with it.”

 

* * *

 

Jake didn’t stop at the front desk on the way to room 349. He’d been to the hospital enough that he knew the way by heart. The two duty nurses just nodded at him as he passed.

When he turned the corner, he took a moment to consider what was about to happen—the mission Iver was sending him on. He didn’t have all the details, but he’d been able to put two and two together from the rumor mill. Husher was on the team that was going to investigate a transmission from the multiverse. Which meant that Jake and Oneiri were going to be gone for a long time. Who could say how long?

He had to visit Lisa one last time.

He slowly walked into the room. It was silent except for the sound of the equipment keeping her alive. A gentle hiss of air. Machines beeping in concert.

All the sounds of a hospital and none of the sounds of life.

He took Lisa’s limp hand. She lay completely still, eyes closed, body unmoving. The way she’d been every time he’d come to visit her before.

“I gotta go away for a bit.” He smiled as he rubbed her hand in his. “You know how it is. Mission and all that.”

He laughed to himself, imagining the other half of the conversation. Lisa had been a pilot with his original team. One of the first mech pilots. 

Now she was here, and it was Jake’s fault. He knew that. He didn’t need to be told. Others would try to tell him otherwise, but they hadn’t been there. They didn’t know what he knew in his heart.

He could have saved her. If he’d been paying closer attention. If he’d been quicker to understand what had happened. If he’d known her better, she’d be alive.

Shut up. She’s alive right now.

Lisa had been kidnapped by the Progenitors, and replaced by her double—a sleeper agent for the enemy. When the fake Lisa Sato has betrayed humanity, Jake still hadn’t caught on to what was really happening. He’d thought it had been the real Lisa. And he’d allowed himself to be turned from her. All while his Lisa suffered in a Progenitor cell…slowly turning into what she was today.

Unresponsive. Seemingly unaware of her surroundings.

Lost to him.

He carefully placed her hand back down on the gurney. He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “I’ll miss you,” he said. “Hope you miss me.”

With that, he walked out of the room and back down the hallway.

His mind was a jumble. The mission. With Husher. Of all the men in the galaxy to have to ship out with, why did it have to be Iris’s father?

Iris had been with Husher on his capital ship. It had been a mistake to have civilians on those ships; everyone seemed to know that now. And yet, if the price was getting to know Iris, then Jake would pay it over and over again.

He loved Iris. He knew that. He didn’t need anyone to diagnose that for him. It was just a fact.

She’d just come at the wrong time in his life, like everything else. He owed Lisa his loyalty. He’d turned his back on her when she needed him most, and it had nearly cost her life. He wasn’t going to turn on her again. Not now. Not ever.

Iris would have to understand that. Just as soon as Jake did.


Chapter 6

Planet Zakros

Unsanctioned living zone

 

Husher wasn’t sure what he expected to find when he entered the slums with nothing more than some months-old information on a scrap of paper. But when he found the rundown living pod and knocked on the door, the creature that greeted him looked nothing like the Winger he remembered.

“Fesky,” he choked out, hearing the shock in his own voice. His old friend looked exhausted. Her feathers were thinning; falling out. A putrid smell washed over Husher, tainting the air around him.

She slammed the door.

Husher knocked again. “Fesky, please talk to me.” He kept beating at the door, refusing to leave now that the vision of Fesky broken and disheveled was dancing in his mind. What happened to her?

The Winger finally opened the door again. “Go away, Captain Husher.”

“Look…I just want to talk.”

Fesky studied him for a long time, and Husher could practically hear the war of emotions going on inside her head. He could only imagine the effect his appearance was having on her.

Still, he had to try. She had been one of his closest friends once, and yet she’d been tortured mercilessly by him.

It hadn’t actually been him, of course. It was his opposite number in the Progenitor universe that had done the heinous deed: a version of him that was broken and cruel, who’d taken it upon himself to make one of Husher’s dearest friends broken in turn.

The Winger finally shook her head. “I can’t be alone with you.” She looked out at the slum beyond. It was early, but there was already activity in the market stalls. It would only grow more crowded as the day progressed. “I’ll talk to you here, on the porch.” She stepped hesitantly forward, closing the door behind her.

Husher took several steps back, to give her space. She seemed to relax a bit. “I know what happened to you, Fesky. I know you were tortured by the other version of me, and—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

But Husher did. He needed to talk about it. He wanted nothing more than to figure out how to fix this. How to make his friend trust him again. But instead, he just nodded. “Of course. We won’t talk about that.”

“What do you want, Captain?”

“I want you to come back. I want you to be a squadron leader in the Relentless’ fighter wing.”

Fesky squawked. “Is this a joke?”

“Not to me. We could use you. You were one of my finest officers, once.”

“That was another lifetime. Another universe.”

“Nothing has changed.” Husher grimaced as he said it, knowing it was wrong.

“Everything has changed,” Fesky hissed. “Besides, the fleet isn’t very different from this slum, these days.”

Husher followed her gaze, and realized that he was the only human in earshot. There were only Wingers as far as he could see. Husher had made a point of requiring the crew of the Relentless to include members of every IU species. Being surrounded by just Wingers was a strange sight.

“The fleet is segregated now,” Fesky said. “You know that, even if nobody will talk about it. As things go to shit, we self-segregate. That’s how the universe works. So you don’t need a Winger on your ship.”

“I have Wingers on my ship. You know that.”

She nodded. “I’m sure you do. But you’re an outlier. And I think we both know that at the end of the day, the IU will have the final word.”

Husher wasn’t so naive that he didn’t know what Fesky meant. The IU had practically invited the last war, with their acceptance of bigotry within their ranks. Even if those rifts between the various species had been repaired since then, the social fabric was still loosely held together. It could rip apart in a moment.

Fesky was right about the self-selecting. Each species was beginning to seek assignments on ships with crews predominantly belonging to their own species. It was a recipe for disaster that Husher took seriously, but too many of his fellow captains were willing to ignore the situation.

“That’s why I need you, Fesky.”

She looked at Husher like she wanted to say more. Then loud voices broke out in the market behind him as two merchants began to squabble. Others got involved, and it looked like it might escalate further.

The distraction seemed to clear Fesky’s mind. When Husher looked back at her, her features were set. She had stepped back to the doorway of her rundown living pod.

“Goodbye, Captain. Please don’t come again.”

“Fesky,” said Husher, but she had already turned away. The door slammed, and his old friend was gone.


Chapter 7

Planet Zakros

Outer suburbs of the capital

 

For the second time that day, Husher found himself knocking on an unfamiliar door. But this one was only unfamiliar because his ex-wife and daughter had moved since the last time he’d visited Zakros. He tried to visit as often as he could, but it wasn’t often enough.

“Hello, Vin,” said Sera Caine, opening the door before he could even knock. His ex seemed to be in an unusually good mood, which was both unexpected and welcome. “Saw you coming up the walk.”

Husher held up the bottle of wine he’d brought with him. “Sera.”

“Really?”

“Really what?”

“Don’t what me. Wine is something you might buy for an acquaintance. Is this a housewarming gift, or are you here to have dinner with your daughter and ex-wife?”

Husher rolled his eyes. “If it makes you feel any better, it’s the cheapest bottle I could find.”

“Why would that make me feel better?” Sera opened the door wide and let him pass as she continued to inspect the wine. The house felt warm and lived in. Husher instantly felt at home—as close to a home as he had these days, outside of a starship.

“You like it when I’m practical,” he said.

“That was never one of your problems.” She looked up from the wine with a rueful smile. “You’re not kidding about how cheap this is. Did they actually pay you to take it?”

“I never kid about food and drink,” he said as his gaze was drawn to the hallway. “Speaking of kids….”

Husher’s teenage daughter Iris planted her hands on her hips. “Not a kid, dad. I’m twenty.”

So, not a teenager anymore, thought Husher. The fact depressed him, but he tried not to show it. “Always a kid to me. I don’t care how old you are, kiddo.”

She rolled her eyes. 

A succulent smell drifted to him from the kitchen. “Smells good,” he said, and meant it. After the sickening visit to Fesky—sickening both physically and emotionally—he was glad to find a place where he felt welcome. Which was probably a strange thing for a man to say about dinner with his ex-wife, but there it was. “You look well, Sera.”

“Mom has a boyfriend,” Iris said unprompted, sparking an instant shushing motion from her mother.

Husher felt a twinge in his chest, but it passed. The days of thinking of his ex-wife as anything more than a good friend were long gone. “Not a starship captain, I hope.”

“Anything but that,” Sera said. She waved him toward the kitchen table. Dinner was already set, and the food was simmering. 

“Sorry I’m a little late. I had to—”

“No need to apologize,” Sera said. “I don’t need the BS. I’ve lived it.”

“Mom didn’t even put the food on until after you were supposed to get here,” Iris teased. “You’re always soooo late.”

“Glad I can be consistent.”

“Hey, I thought we were going to drink that!” Iris said as Sera put the wine Husher had brought into the cupboard. 

Sera put on a mock pained expression. “Trust me, you’ll thank me later.”

Husher laughed. It had been a while since he’d had a good laugh, and this one was disproportionate. But damn it, it was nice to be able to take it easy for a change.

Sera gave him a sideways glance as she came and sat at the table. As the food was passed around, the conversation was light and easy, though there was an uncomfortable moment when Iris asked after Jake Price. Husher hadn’t realized his daughter still had feelings for the mech pilot who’d been so instrumental in defeating the Progenitors. He only knew that they’d been a couple for a while on the Vesta, and now they weren’t. But the way his daughter’s eyes fell when he honestly admitted he had no idea where Price was or what he was doing told him that there was a deeper wound there. And yet, he knew nothing about it or how to help. In that moment, he was reminded of just how much of an absentee father he really was. 

But Iris rallied quickly, and thanks to her suggestion that recently, Sera had been fumbling to impress the new man in her life—a suggestion Sera assured him was wildly inaccurate—any uneasiness was quickly forgotten, and laughter returned to the table.

Too much laughter, apparently. Sera continued to give him the sly eye. Finally, she spoke. “You’re happy.”

Husher raised his eyebrows. “Is that a crime? He wanted to tell her he was just trying to forget how unhappy his visit with one of his oldest friends had been, but he couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“You are happy,” Iris said, even more accusingly than her mother. “What gives?”

“It’s just nice to exchange a command chair for a dinner chair. Even if it’s only for a little while.”

“No,” said Sera. “There’s something else. Are you here on a mission?”

Damn. Was he really that transparent? Then again, these were the people who knew him better than anyone else in the universe. “I’m doing a little digging into something…different.”

Iris leaned forward, her expression one of instant interest. “Like what?”

Husher smiled, laying it on a little thick. He knew if he told his daughter about alien messages from another universe, she’d flip. But he wasn’t about to do that. “It’s different,” he said again. “It’s also classified.”

Iris groaned. “Everything is classified.”

Husher shrugged. “Just the way it is, kiddo.”

Sera was altogether more in tune with what was really happening. “Ochrim,” she said. “You’re here to see that old Ixan fool.”

Husher said nothing.

“Have you seen the monster they’re letting him build over there?”

“Speaking of classified,” Husher said.

Sera waved him away. “Everyone knows about it. You can’t really hide something like that. Is he really going to try and give the IU the key to altering the past?”

“I honestly don’t know what Ochrim is doing.”

“Mm-hmm,” she said. “So why are you here, then? If that’s not it, then what could it be? Because I tend to doubt you stopped by Zakros just to have dinner.”

“Can’t I stop by to see my family while I’m planetside without being interrogated?”

“It is something,” Iris said at that. 

“What a cynical daughter I have.” Husher’s grin widened.

“If it’s something cool, can I come?”

“Definitely not. Civilians don’t belong on warships.”

He glanced at Sera, and a little strain crossed her face. The thought of life on a capital starship wasn’t a laughing matter for her. Or for Husher, if he was honest. The Vesta had been a fine command, but the idea of cities on ships had been flawed from top to bottom.

Husher felt his com buzz from his belt. He unholstered and answered it. 

It was Ochrim. “I need you to come back to the facility.” 

“Hello, Ochrim,” Husher said aloud. “We were just talking about how I’m here to see my family and definitely not you.”

Sera rolled her eyes as Iris looked on, wearing an excited expression.

The Ixan’s tone didn’t change. “I need you to come back right now.”

Husher felt his smile slipping away. “I’m on my way now.”

Sera nodded, but said nothing. Husher suppressed a curse under his breath. Every time he visited his family, it seemed like a silent vindication for her. Husher didn’t have time in his life for a family, he could feel her telling him. He had time for everyone but his family. What irritated him the most was that she didn’t need to make the argument at all. Husher could do that for her. 

“I’m sorry,” he said.

She smiled ruefully. “I know.”

He turned to Iris. “Sorry, kiddo, I really am. But I have to go.”

Iris offered a smile that mirrored her mother’s, and for a moment all Husher could see was Sera in his daughter’s face.

“Duty calls,” she said at last.

Husher stood. “Duty calls.” 

He offered them both hugs, and left as fast as he could.


Chapter 8

Planet Zakros

Undisclosed IU research facility

 

“Well?” Husher asked Ochrim as soon as he was ushered into the small observation tower.

He grimaced. That had come out more curtly than he’d intended. If his annoyance at rushing out on his family hadn’t left him in a foul mood, the longer times at the security checkpoints certainly had. Admiral Iver’s magic touch was wearing off. 

Ochrim was looking out of the massive floor-to-ceiling glass windows at the huge construction project beyond. He turned wearing a wry smile. “How difficult was security this time?”

Damn. It really did seem like the old Ixan could read his mind sometimes. “The reception was a little chillier this time around.” He’d gotten into an argument with a young officer at one of the outer checkpoints, which had ended with his documents being handed back to him, along with a cryptic, muttered comment: “Glad the humans still have some use for the IU.” Husher had gotten more dark glances as he progressed through each checkpoint. 

The Ixan chuckled. “It’s going to get worse. The situation with the IU is rapidly deteriorating.”

“Am I going to have trouble getting back in here?”

“It’s a distinct possibility.”

Husher didn’t like the sound of that. “That makes it all the more urgent to translate the message, then. You said you had something?”

Ochrim paused, then seemed to nod to himself. “Security is getting tighter.”

“It is,” Husher agreed, wondering where Ochrim was going with this.

“It was easier earlier.”

Husher sighed. “OK, Ochrim. I’m not sure a lesson in verb tenses is really the best use of our time.”

Ochrim smiled. He held up the small drive card that held the alien message. “If you want to understand this transmission, it is.” 

“All right, I’ll bite. Why?”

“When you and I talk about an event, we talk about it happening in either the past or present, and we differentiate between the two using verb tenses. We had a conversation about this message before; we are having a conversation about it now. Without that subtle distinction, the two conversations would seem like a single, endless conversation.”

“It’s already starting to feel endless.”

Ochrim ignored the quip. “Imagine listening to a conversation in which everything referenced seemed to happen in the past. We had this conversation, right now. Those workers” —he motioned out the huge floor-to-ceiling window, toward a handful of workers who were straining to shift a large section of supports— “have already erected those beams.”

Husher thought he was beginning to understand. “So the alien message doesn’t differentiate time?”

“Precisely,” Ochrim said. “And once I understood that, I understood why you were told that this signal seemed to be a distress signal, rather than that it was a distress signal.”

“So you can decipher it?”

“It contains no actual plea for help.”

“What do you mean?” Husher asked.

“It describes, with spare detail, an attack on the senders of the message by an…” Ochrim hesitated, seeming to hunt for the right words. “…an endless swarm. To a listener with our conception of temporality, it appears to have happened at some point in the indeterminate past. But to someone who makes no differentiation between past and present, that detail is meaningless. They couldn’t actually ask for help, since that would be meaningless too. They could only describe help that has already been sought.”

“Sounds straightforward enough.”

“Certainly,” Ochrim said. “Once you understand their relationship with time, the pieces fall into place. But that little revelation took me all night.”

“So it’s definitely a call for help, then?”

“Yes. Because of their strange conception of time, the message seems detached—clinical, even. But I suspect that by their standards, it is as desperate as a message can be.”

“It seems I brought a linguistics problem to the right person,” Husher said.

“I’ve done nothing but work to decipher it since the moment you left.”

Husher nodded toward the construction project. “I can’t believe they could spare you.”

“Oh, I have plenty of minions, which the IU was kind enough to provide. This project can run for some time without my input.”

“So, the message. Is there more to it than a call for help?”

“It included the coordinates and interdimensional transitions the probe that carried it took to arrive at our universe. They were disguised by a mathematical cipher, which was easy enough to crack. Much more so than the language itself, if I’m being honest.”

Husher made an impatient gesture. “And the coordinates?”

“They’re at the end of the message.” Ochrim handed the drive to Husher. “Translated and transcribed for ease of use.”

Husher nodded. He really had brought this to the right person. He wondered offhandedly if Admiral Iver had known this all along. For all Husher knew, Iver had already known the contents of the message, and wanted Husher to figure it out for himself. That would make this Husher’s mission, despite the fact that no one had explicitly assigned it to him. “So, these people. They need our help?”

Ochrim cocked his head. “We’re calling them ‘people’ already?”

“I call you people, don’t I? Clearly it’s a very broad term.”

Ochrim pretended to be offended. “Your rudeness aside, the IU is too busy fawning over the Quatro to do anything with this. I highly doubt they’d take the risk of barreling into an unknown dimension to help an unknown species.”

“Hey, don’t steal my lines,” Husher said. “I’m the IU cynic here.”

“I believe your experience with this facility’s security personnel is just the tip of the iceberg. Things are getting more unsettled by the minute.”

Husher wondered what Ochrim knew that he didn’t. “The IU won’t help the species that sent this message. But humanity will.”

Ochrim turned back to the glass windows. “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”

“Well, I have to go. Thanks for your time, Ochrim. I know how busy you are wasting IU money.”

Ochrim snorted. “You realize that what you’re proposing will be a huge undertaking. And the political pressure will be immense.”

“We’ll leave immediately.”

“No, you won’t. It will take weeks.”

“I think you’re overestimating the red tape.”

Ochrim turned and smiled. “I guess we’ll see.”


Chapter 9

Three weeks later

Zakros Spaceport

 

Standing in a security line to enter the non-civilian portion of Zakros’ largest spaceport, Husher glanced up at a vid screen. The words “Is war imminent?” screamed from the bottom of the screen in menacing red letters as an attractive newscaster described the latest skirmish in breathless detail.

“Sources inside the newly re-formed United Human Commonwealth have confirmed that the human government, which only last week formally withdrew from the IU following the collapse of talks to share planetary systems with the Quatro, will investigate an interdimensional distress call that was intercepted almost a month ago. The fully-deciphered message was revealed yesterday by government sources within the IU, and confirmed today by UHC officials.”

The newscaster was replaced by a stern woman in military fatigues addressing a group of reporters. Her uniform looked crisp, but Husher could tell she was just a press officer. “The UHC will defend its systems and the planets within them by any means necessary. That fundamental reality has led to the formal withdrawal from the IU, and likewise leads us to investigate the alien distress call—which was intercepted in human space, I might remind all of you.”

The newscaster returned, still breathless. “The revelation of an alien signal has sent ripples through the galactic community.”

Again, her image was replaced by a press conference, this one run by a balding IU representative with dark circles under his eyes. “The IU unanimously objects to any expedition that could potentially lead a superintelligent AI back to the home dimension. The human faction is well aware of the devastation wrought by AI multiverse technology in the past. The last thing the universe needs is another incursion.”

The image snapped back to the newscaster, now flanked by an older man in a poorly fitted suit. “Senior security consultant Dan Egan joins us. Dan, what’s the latest?”

“Gracie, my sources are telling me that the UHC is determined to investigate the distress call, regardless of IU objections.”

“But what’s their answer to those IU concerns?”

“They believe it’s imperative to confirm that this isn’t an AI on the verge of breaking out into the multiverse at large. I think it’s fair to say the UHC’s view is that no AI is a good AI.”

“Do we know yet what their task force will look like, or who will lead it?”

“A large carrier battle group has been formed. Who will lead it, and when will it leave? No one’s sure.”

“But surely we can assume, based on the scrutiny this is now receiving, that they will have to reveal those plans soon.”

“That’s doubtful, Gracie,” the guest said, without elaborating.

The newscaster nodded without really seeming to listen, then changed tack. “Various reports indicate the IU is spooling up defensive positions along the disputed zone with the UHC, particularly outside the Saffron and Larkspur systems. Is there a concern that this is a prelude to war?”

“Tensions are high, Gracie. Every little escalation increases the chances of conflict, but I suspect both sides are already looking for ways to de-escalate.”

“But it might just be too late,” the newscaster said.

The guest frowned. Before he could say anything, the newscaster swiveled away to face forward. 

“Thanks, Dan. In other news, humanity’s decision to withdraw from the IU continues to send shock waves through other species in the union, including some who—”

Husher stopped listening as he finally reached the front of the security line he was in.

“It’s not as bad as they’re making it out to be,” Admiral Iver told Husher the moment he cleared the security checkpoint and passed into the non-civilian wing of the spaceport. “The IU isn’t up for a fight. They’re already backing down.”

All around them, men in uniform were moving with even more energy than the crowds outside, although they all turned to acknowledge the admiral as he passed. He returned their acknowledgments with practiced ease.

Husher matched the admiral’s quick stride, glad to be on the move at last. I’ve been too long out of a starship. A month on land seemed like an eternity to him. As he and Iver hurried forward, he could see orbital transports being prepped, with some departing already. A thrill shot through him.

He glanced at the new patch on the admiral’s shoulder, and nodded at it. “That was quick.”

Iver glanced down at the patch that read, “United Human Commonwealth,” with the UHC letters prominent, and smiled. “We still had a few laying around.”

“I can’t believe we actually left the IU.”

“Really? I thought you, of all people, would have seen this coming.”

“Seeing it coming and seeing it happen are two very different things,” Husher said.

“Well, if that’s a surprise, I might have a bigger one for you.”

They arrived at the transport that would take Husher to his waiting orbital ship. It was slightly larger than the others he’d seen, and he suspected some of his senior staff were already aboard.

“Oh, really—” he said, turning, then stopped mid-sentence.

Fesky was standing at attention beside Admiral Iver. She gave both Husher and the admiral a crisp salute. Iver returned it immediately, but Husher was too dumbfounded.

She looked nothing like the broken Winger he’d left in a slum a few weeks ago. Where was the Fesky who’d slammed the door in his face and told him not to come back? This Fesky’s uniform was clean and pressed, and other than her missing feathers, everything about her looked as immaculate as he remembered her. 

“Fesky.” His voice came out hoarse.

“Captain,” she replied with curt professionalism. “Requesting permission to join you.”

Husher stared into her eyes. They wavered, just for a moment, breaking contact with his before defiantly returning. But in that moment, Husher saw the truth.

This might look every bit like the old commander that he’d hoped to see when he’d landed on Zakros, but it was just a front. All the turmoil, anguish, and yes, the fear of Husher—it was all there, just buried. The wounds were still fresh and exposed.

Suddenly, he realized that the best thing he could do for her would be to deny her request. It was too soon—the wounds too raw. It would be a mistake to reinstate her.

“Permission granted,” he said, returning her salute at last.


Chapter 10

Medical Services Bay

UHC Relentless

 

“There’s just no way, Captain,” said Doctor Guzman. “There’s no damn way that you can let her anywhere near combat. Or stress of any kind, frankly.”

Guzman had spent the better part of an hour with Fesky in his med bay at the direct order of Admiral Iver, although Husher suspected that was just so Husher himself didn’t have to give the order. Guzman had been instructed to determine her mental state, and whether she was fit for duty. His report was less than glowing.

“I had a gut feeling you were going to say that.”

“You should have listened to your gut,” Guzman said in his typical brusque manner. “I’m putting an official stamp on it, Captain. She’s unfit to serve. My report is filed, so don’t try to talk me out of it.”

Fesky wasn’t in med bay any longer. Husher didn’t know where she was. He refused to feel bad about bringing her along. Yes, the decision had felt like a bad idea even as he’d made it, but the longer he marinated in it, the more he came to think he’d done the right thing. Fesky needed help. The Relentless was a good place to get it.

“Do you think she’s a danger to herself? Or to others?”

Guzman shrugged. “That’s a lot harder to say. I didn’t see anything that would indicate it. But she’s as fragile as good china.”

“Is that an official diagnosis?”

“Call it a gut feeling.”

“Wiseass.”

“We go back a long time, Captain,” said Guzman, “so I have a question for you.” The ship’s doctor was putting away supplies on the far side of the office they were sitting in. The room was immaculate. It looked more like a movie set than an office that was actually in use. Then again, Guzman was himself as close to spotless as he could be. He seemed to consider it a point of pride to keep as clean as his instruments. Husher would have found him insufferable, if it weren’t for the fact that he was such a damn good doctor—and so damn willing to tell things like they were.

“I don’t like where this is going,” Husher muttered, almost to himself. “All right, shoot.”

The doctor stopped what he was doing and turned to look Husher in the eye. “Why did you do it?”

“Why’d I do what?” Of course, he knew exactly what the doctor meant.

Guzman rolled his eyes. He didn’t like to mince words. “Why did you bring her aboard?”

Husher cocked his head, but didn’t immediately answer. Guzman took that as an opening to continue. “You had to see it for yourself. She’s in no condition to help the ship.”

“I want to help her,” Husher said, surprising himself with the revelation. “She needs to be Fesky again. I need her to be Fesky again. And if we can’t help her here on the Relentless, well….”

Guzman nodded, like he was hearing just what he’d expected to hear. “So you want to get her back to shipshape, do you?”

Husher cringed. “You don’t have to sound so flippant about it.”

“Did you ever consider the possibility that she’ll never be shipshape again? There’s no cosmic rule that says someone who’s gone through the kind of trauma she has will ever get better. In fact, I can guarantee she’ll never go back to who she was before. That person is gone.”

Husher said nothing. Guzman was right, of course. There was no guarantee that he’d ever be able to make Fesky well again. 

“I hate to say it, Captain, but I should also point out that you might just be the worst possible person to help her.”

Husher shook his head. “It wasn’t me that did this to her.”

“Tell that to Fesky.”

“She knows—”

“She might know on an intellectual level that it wasn’t you who tortured her. She knows in her mind that it was that bastard down there in the brig who did this.”

Husher grimaced. He hadn’t actually told Fesky about who was in the brig. The fewer people that knew that, the better.

Of course, there was another reason to keep it a secret. Husher knew Fesky would never have come if she knew that monster was down there. But it was too late to worry about that now.

The doctor pressed on, oblivious to Husher’s discomfort. “It doesn’t matter what Fesky knows with her head, because her heart doesn’t believe it. In her heart, that bizarro copy of you is somehow intertwined with this version of you.” Guzman pointed a finger at Husher’s chest. “Her heart is sure that the evil Husher is somewhere in you, waiting for a chance to get out.”

Husher shook his head. “That’s a hell of a picture, thanks for painting it. I thought you were just an old sawbones.”

Guzman shrugged. “What can I say? Being the medical chief on a starship requires you to be a bit of a headshrinker. For what it’s worth, I do have a degree in this stuff, Captain.” He raised his eyebrows. “Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to come in for a psych evaluation of your own. It’s been a while, hasn’t—”

The com on Husher’s belt buzzed. “Saved by the bell,” he muttered, digging out the device to reveal Admiral Iver’s face on the small screen. “Admiral.”

“Captain. It’s time.”

Husher looked up at Guzman. “Rain check, Doc.”

Guzman smiled. “I’ll get in that head at some point, Vin.”

Husher smiled over his shoulder as he left the medical bay. “In that case, my condolences in advance.”

As he entered the CIC, Husher sensed the shift in the air. Shoulders tensed. Fingers fidgeted. He hardly noticed this kind of thing anymore, at least not in the middle of a mission. But he’d been away for long enough that it showed up on his personal radar—the bustle of everyone looking busy for their captain. He suppressed a grin. “Are we prepared for interdimensional transit?”

“Aye, sir,” the Nav officer said crisply.

“Message from the Providence, sir,” said Coms. “We’ve been instructed to lead the jump.”

Husher wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to hearing the name “Providence” to refer to an active ship again. The Providence was Admiral Iver’s flagship, and a supercarrier, just as her namesake had been—the vessel on which Husher had served under Captain Keyes during the Second Galactic War. To end that war, Keyes and the rest of his CIC crew had made the ultimate sacrifice. Their beloved supercarrier had gone down while Husher was fighting the Ixa on their home planet, Klaxon.

Under Iver’s command, the new Providence would lead the battle group that answered the alien distress signal. In addition to the supercarrier, the group included the cruisers O’Kane, Regent, and Bunker; destroyers Relentless, Strongbow, Wasp, and Able; frigates Trusty, Martin, Utah, Hurricane, Champion, and Zephyr; and two dozen support ships, chiefly for troop and supply transport.

Humanity wasn’t sauntering into another dimension without expecting the worst. And Husher had a feeling that Iver shared his belief that the IU wasn’t entirely wrong in their objections to this mission. No one truly knew what to expect, and while the IU fearmongering was little more than that, the risks of the mission were clear.

“Very well,” Husher said in response to his Coms officer’s news. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw that his XO looked surprised. It was an honor to lead the battle group, even if it was little more than ceremonial at this point. The coordinates for the entire transit were locked in for all ships. Even so, Akio Shota was a young commander on his way up, and he clearly considered it a Big Deal that Relentless would take the lead.

“The rest of the battle group is prepped?” Husher said.

His sensor operator, Ensign Miles Winterton, nodded. Winterton had served with Husher aboard the Vesta as well, and he felt glad to have the man on this mission. “All support vessels report ready, sir. We have one supply ship reporting a technical malfunction that will prevent her from joining us for the initial foray.”

Husher nodded. Always something. “Did we get in touch with Ochrim?”

“Uh, yes, sir,” said his Nav officer, Kara Fontaine. “His route is a bit, um, unconventional, sir.”

Husher allowed himself a raised eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware that traveling the multiverse was something you did every day, Lieutenant.”

“No sir, of course not. It’s just that…well, he gave me a set of coordinates that he ‘whipped up on the back of a couple of napkins.’ That’s a direct quote, sir.”

Husher chuckled, though he noticed a few strained looks from other senior officers in the CIC. “Relax, Lieutenant.”

“We’ll be fine,” Shota chimed in. “Just look at what the IU has him building on Zakros.”

Now, Husher really did have to suppress a grin. “He’s a genius, all right.”

Fontaine cleared her throat. “Just the same, UHC Command thought it prudent that we instead retrace the exact route the probe took when it carried the distress signal to us.”

“And what did Ochrim say about that?”

“He said it was fine, if we wanted to do it the long, boring way.” The Nav officer frowned apologetically. “It will take a few hours.”

Husher shared a glance with his XO.

Shota shrugged. “Boring is usually the way Command wants things done.”

“Well, let’s give them what they want, just this one time.”

The XO smiled. “Just this once, then.”

“Would you like to give the order, Commander?” Husher said.

Shota turned serious at that, then nodded. “Thank you, sir.” He turned to Nav. “Coordinates locked in?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Execute.”


Chapter 11

Tactical War Room

UHC Relentless

 

Husher studied each of the assembled department heads in turn. It had been a little over two hours since they’d begun to navigate the multiverse toward the destination dimension, and it was as good a time as any to brief everyone one last time on everything they knew about the mission.

His officers looked restless—eager, even. That brought a smile to his lips. So am I, he realized.

“Our orders are simple,” Commander Shota said, looking around the table and making sure to hold eye contact with each person. “We must assess the danger in the destination universe, if any, and report back to the UHF so that the appropriate forces can be allocated for a further mission.”

The information was as dry as burnt toast, but someone had to go over it again. This was the kind of thing that first officers were made for. Shota was clearly enjoying it. Authority was an intoxicating thing when it was new and shiny.

Shota was also young enough that using the acronym “UHF” didn’t sound strange to him, or really like anything at all. It was just some letters. But Husher was well aware of the original United Human Fleet—he’d lived it, after all—and he found the term both weird and completely natural at the same time, like having a long-lost friend reappear in your life suddenly. The old UHF had had its problems, but it had been proud. Husher just hoped they could avoid the same pitfalls this time around.

Shota droned on for another ten minutes before Husher stood and put the meeting out of its misery. The XO looked slightly annoyed, although Husher would be damned if he could figure out why.

Did the man have some big finale planned? Husher couldn’t imagine what it might be. All he knew was that he’d never been in a briefing he wasn’t happy to leave. This one was no exception.

Or so he thought. But that was before he got to the brig.

 

* * *

 

“What are you doing here?” snarled the man that looked like everything Husher hoped he never became. It was like looking into a cursed mirror that didn’t just age him—it took out his soul and fed it back to him in little pieces. 

What is it that bothers me so much about him? It wasn’t that the Husher from the Progenitor universe was evil, exactly. It was the fact that, in theory, he was a form of evil that Husher also possessed, somewhere inside himself.

The scariest thing was that Husher couldn’t find that evil. He felt nothing of the seething hatred that bubbled up behind the eyes of his doppelgänger. But that didn’t mean he didn’t possess it—only that it might emerge at any time, without warning, perhaps when he was least ready for it.

The man before him was Husher. There was no denying that. He’d merely been consumed by the darker side of his nature. What would Husher do if the same thing started happening to him?

“I’m here for a chat.” He kept his tone neutral and light. He hoped the trepidation he felt whenever he looked at this monster was hidden deep down inside, where it would never surface.

The two guards on either side of the cell were wearing heavy marine combat gear. Two more were stationed on the opposite side of the passageway, only a couple of steps away. Husher knew a dozen more were just outside the brig. Those inside never holstered their weapons.

His demented twin wasn’t merely a sick joke. He was the source of almost everything that had led humanity into the Third Galactic War. Maybe he hadn’t started it, but he’d been a willing catalyst, cheerfully contributing what he could to the slaughter.

A dozen marines hardly seemed like enough.

“Chat away,” the other Husher said with a sickening smile. The scar that ran along his cheek turned white, stretching his left eye downward in a sad, deformed shape that seemed to fit the man. “I’ve got all the time in the world.”

“You should be dead.”

“So why aren’t I?” The man shrugged, then turned to roll back into his bunk. “Oh, wait. Let me guess. You have some sad moral imperative that compels you to spare me. There’s something good—something worth saving in me. Is that it?”

Husher sneered. “You’re beyond saving.”

“Yet here I am, your favorite pet, taken along on your little adventure.” 

The public didn’t know this madman was here. He’d already been tried for crimes against humanity and sentenced to more than a dozen life sentences, so the idea that he’d been taken outside the Milky Way wasn’t likely to sit well with anyone.

Hell, it didn’t sit well with Husher. If he’d had his way, the wretch would have been brought before a firing squad and pumped full of metal.

But Husher, Iver, and other people at pay grades Husher wasn’t allowed to imagine had all agreed: given that this Husher belonged to the version of humanity that had created the AIs, having him on the mission could prove vital.

That didn’t do anything to prevent Husher’s skin from crawling whenever he was around him. “You know why you’re here. And when the time comes for you to help us, I expect to get all the cooperation I require. If I don’t get it, I’ll have you sliced apart and put back together again, over and over, until you’re just a sack of water that splits at the seams.”

The other Husher leaped to his feet and came to the edge of the cell in two steps. Husher knew the prisoner was close enough that he could reach through the bars and grab him, but he refused to step back. He didn’t break eye contact as the man slammed against his cage, nose flaring.

The marines on either side of Husher reacted by hardening their stance, their weapons aimed squarely at the bastard’s chest.

To Husher’s surprise, his doppelgänger was smiling. “Are you listening to yourself? I know you think you’re better than me. More…righteous. But what I did to that pathetic bird angers you, so much so that you’re willing to do the exact same thing to me.” He chuckled, with real mirth spilling into his voice. “I’m not frightened. You don’t know what pain is, Captain. You destroyed my whole world. I haven’t even begun to destroy yours.”

Husher said nothing for a long moment, holding his double’s gaze as the man’s chest rose and fell, and the humor slowly drained from his bloodshot eyes. 

One second. Two. Three. Four. 

The other Husher finally broke eye contact, his lips twisting. “Why did you come down here, Captain?”

Husher waited a few seconds longer, and when he spoke, he did so quietly. Deliberately. “When the time comes, you will help us. Or you’ll get that execution that the rest of the universe seems to think you deserve. It won’t be quick. It won’t be painless. And you will regret it.”

His double looked for a moment like he would scream in Husher’s face. Instead, he reached out his hand for a handshake. “I’ll make you a deal.”

The marines on either side of Husher looked warily on. 

Husher looked down at the hand. Like his face, it was deformed. There seemed to be no part of the man that wasn’t hideous. 

He sniffed. “What deal?”

“I will help you. I’ll tell you anything you want to know about the AIs.”

“And in exchange?”

“When this is over, I want to see my son.”

Husher blinked. That, he hadn’t expected. Of course the other Husher had a family. In fact, it was saving his son that had driven him to offer his surrender in the first place, so that Husher would spare what remained of the Progenitor universe.

Nevertheless, it surprised him whenever this creature was motivated by anything other than hatred.

“I can arrange it,” he said. “But it won’t be easy.”

“So it’s a deal, then?”

Husher studied the deformed hand stuck through the cell bars. In truth, he had no idea if the man’s son was still alive or, if he was, where he might be. But it was possible that he could be tracked down, and it wasn’t an unreasonable request. In fact, if he was being honest, Husher had had no idea that his double was being denied access to his son. 

He shook the other Husher’s hand.

As expected, his twin clamped down instantly in an attempt to drag Husher forward into the bars. He stood ready for the little tug of war, but the marines around him weren’t. They started to shout for the prisoner to let go.

“No,” shouted Husher, not liking the strain in his voice. Was it his imagination, or was his twin stronger than he remembered? “No,” he said again, his voice calmer. “I’m OK.”

The other Husher leaned forward until he could whisper in his ear. “They’re going to finish what we started. We’re all dead already.”

The man’s grip went limp, and he pulled the hand away to return to his bunk, a bounce in his step. “Thanks for the visit. It’s great to know we can still talk.”

Husher nodded at the marines, then turned to leave without another word. As soon as he was outside the brig, his com buzzed.

“We’ve arrived at the target dimension,” said the voice of Lieutenant Commander Cory Long. The Coms officer seemed bothered by something. 

“And?” Husher wasn’t used to having to prod senior bridge crew for information.

“We have contact.”

“What kind of contact?”

Long paused again. “I have no idea.”


Chapter 12

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

Husher stepped into the CIC, reaching the command chair in a few quick steps. He’d expected his XO to vacate it the moment the hatch into the CIC opened, but Shota was still staring at the viewscreen. Husher was about to say something when his eyes were drawn up to it as well. 

With that, Shota finally seemed to sense his presence. He moved to allow his captain to sit.

“What are we looking at?” Husher asked.

Tremaine spoke from the Tactical console. “It was there when we dropped into the dimension. It’s like they were waiting for us.”

The visual was dominated by a single humongous ship of some kind. It dwarfed even the Providence, and it took a lot to make a supercarrier look small. In fact, whatever the vessel was, it was almost as big as all the ships in the battle group put together. 

The thing was bulbous and asymmetrical, like a giant germ in space, its surface mottled with dark purples and greens. But there was something else strange about the hull. It was…hazy, almost as if in constant motion. 

“What can you tell me about it?” Husher asked.

Winterton was hunched over his console, shoulders rigid. “Not much, sir. It’s barely showing up on radar. It’s hard even to get a good sense of where the thing ends and space begins. Its edges appear to be constantly shifting.”

“Has it changed shape?”

“Sort of.” The sensor operator shook his head. “It’s more like it has no clear shape.”

“An amoeba in space?” Shota offered.

Winterton gave a small nod. “For lack of a better term, I’d say that about captures it.”

“Is it organic, then?” asked Husher. It seemed impossible that any living thing could survive contact with the vacuum of space for very long.

“It’s difficult to say at this distance, sir. It’s absorbing more than ninety percent of our radar. The sensors can’t get much data on it.”

“It’s moving toward us,” said his XO, a low growl in his voice.

“Get me a visual.” A second later, the main display showed a closeup view of the thing. Husher watched the—vessel? creature?—slowly growing on the viewscreen. “How fast is it approaching?”

Winterton tapped at his console. “It’s taking its time. And it’s not taking a direct path.”

“Has it deviated from its path since we arrived?”

“No, sir. It had to be moving in our direction even before we arrived.”

“I don’t like it,” Shota said.

Husher nodded. “It is damn strange, but then again, we are in a different dimension.”

“It hasn’t made any aggressive moves yet,” Tremaine put in.

“Right,” Husher said. “But it also hasn’t stopped moving toward us, now that we’re in its flight path.”

Shota shifted in his seat. “That’s suspicious enough.”

“Have we tried hailing them?” Husher asked the Com officer.

“Yes, sir. But we’re getting nothing but static.”

Shota leaned forward farther. “Let’s put a shot across its bow.”

Husher glanced up at his XO to see if he was joking, but his face was the picture of focus. “We can’t do that, Commander. Not without a direct threat or orders from the admiral.”

The XO crossed his arms, clearly unconvinced. “If we got a distress signal, that implies there is a threat here somewhere. I see one ship right now, and it doesn’t look to be in distress. So my money’s on that one being the threat.”

“How do we know it’s not in distress?” Husher thought back to his conversation with Ochrim, and the Ixan’s description of the language the message was written in. “That signal was sent in a way unlike anything we’re familiar with. It’s possible that vessel is trying to communicate right now, using an entirely different medium. One we don’t have access to.”

He waited a beat, but Shota had nothing more to say. “Nevertheless,” Husher continued. “Let’s sound general battle stations. Arm the point defenses.” He wouldn’t have done that back home, since it would be picked up as an immediate escalation. But here, facing some huge thing that was clearly alien, he didn’t think his actions would get the same response. And it was just as likely that Shota was right.

The lights on the bridge took on a reddish hue as the order spread throughout the Relentless.

Husher tapped at his chair’s armrest. “Are these the coordinates the distress call came from?”

“As near as we can tell, sir,” Winterton said, still poring over the sensor feeds. He shook his head. “Whether they’re friend or foe, it’s definitely too big a coincidence that this ship just happens to be here. Assuming it is just one ship.”

“What do you mean by that?” 

“I can’t be sure, but there appear to be…” Winterton seemed to grasp for the right word. “Seams. All along the surface. And according to the computer modeling that I’m running—keep in mind, sir, this is all done off the cuff—they seem to match the seams on the opposite side of the ship.”

“But you just said you couldn’t get a fix on the hull. That it was like an amoeba. That doesn’t sound like something that has consistent markings.”

“I know, sir. It’s the damndest thing. Even though the overall structure is amoeba-like, there’s definitely a design. The way the hull appears to be sectioned…to me, it suggests the whole thing is divided into roughly equal portions.”

“Almost like it’s made of building blocks,” Tremaine said.

“Or weapons.” Shota glanced back toward Husher. “We really need to get it to stop approaching us.”

“Agreed. Have we heard from the admiral?”

“Transmission incoming now, sir,” said Long.

“On screen.”

The threat board faded from the viewscreen, replaced by the CIC of the Providence. “We can’t get a good lock on this thing,” Iver said without preamble.

Next to him, Captain Jeremy Daniels was nodding. He motioned to one of his bridge crew off-camera. “Back on screen,” Daniels snapped. 

In the same instant, Winterton said, “Sir, the ship’s profile is changing.”

“On screen,” Husher said, and the image of the Providence’s deck was replaced by the huge ship once again.

But it wasn’t a huge ship anymore. As they watched, it seemed to come apart. The entire outer hull of the ship was sloughing off, like a great insect molting.

No. The skin wasn’t being discarded, Husher realized. Instead, it broke apart into perfectly symmetrical shapes that mirrored the seams they’d observed earlier.

“They’re ships,” Husher said, understanding what he was seeing now. “The hull itself is breaking into smaller units.” His suspicions were confirmed a moment later when the smaller symmetrical pieces started moving under their own power. They had drive engines of some kind. And Husher didn’t doubt that where there were propulsion systems, there were weapon systems, too.

“There are at least fifty individual vessels now,” Winterton said calmly. “Make that sixty. No. Seventy.” He shook his head in frustration. “It’s hard to distinguish them.”

Husher’s gaze flicked to the viewscreen. Sure enough, the small ships were now a thick cloud of even smaller craft, flying forward in a formation-less swarm toward the human battle group.

And that swarm was closing fast.


Chapter 13

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

“Admiral, I’m suggesting we use our quantum engines to fall back,” Husher said.

There was a pause that dragged on long enough that Husher glanced over at his Coms officer. He was about to ask if they were still in contact with the Providence when Iver spoke.

“You’re suggesting we turn tail and run?”

“I wouldn’t characterize it that way.” His spine prickled with annoyance. The fact he even needed to say this to a man with more stars on his shoulder than him rankled. And Iver wasn’t just a pencil pusher, either; he’d had plenty of time in a command chair. “Tactically, we don’t know what we’re up against. Plus, there’s no reason to defend this position. We can simply reverse course—”

“Turn tail,” Iver repeated.

“—and find another entry point in the system that doesn’t have these things running around it.”

“What makes you think that they couldn’t follow us?”

“Maybe they can, Admiral. But we should at least determine that before we engage.”

“It may help us get a better sense of their capabilities, Admiral.” Shota stepped into the frame at Husher’s side. “We can formulate a much better line of attack that way.”

Iver nodded slowly. “I see you’ve managed to mold the commander in your likeness fairly quickly, Husher.”

Husher frowned. What’s Iver playing at? This didn’t seem like the man who’d sent him on this wild goose chase in the first place. Wasn’t it Iver who fought to have me on this mission? And now the man seemed dead set on attacking an unknown force, without any knowledge of their capabilities.

Unless…“Sir, do you know something you aren’t telling us?”

The admiral didn’t flinch. “If these things were able to track our approach, they may very well be able to retrace our steps right back to our home universe. We cannot, under any circumstances, allow anything from this universe to make it back to our own.” His eyes were narrow, and his mouth was drawn into a tight line. “Do you understand me, Husher?”

Husher shook his head. “I have no intention of leading these things home. If anything, I want to lead them elsewhere. I’m suggesting we reengage the quantum engines and fall back, but not along the vector we used to get here.”

Iver shook his head again, a single tendon rigid on his neck. For the first time, Husher thought he understood what was happening.

Iver’s terrified.

He didn’t know yet if it was because Iver truly did know something that he didn’t—some intel he was privy to that Husher wasn’t—or if it was a general fear of what this universe might infect their own with.

Husher glanced at Shota, who seemed as frustrated as he did. The young man was as gung-ho a first officer as Husher had had for a long time, maybe ever, and yet here they were trying to convince an admiral not to go off half-cocked. Maybe this was the legacy of the Third Galactic War. Maybe going through that hell had broken all of them, and they just hadn’t realized it yet.

Shota pointed at the side viewscreen. On it, Husher saw the alien vessels closing fast.

“Admiral.” Husher resisted the impulse to lean forward. “We need a decision.”

The moment he said it, he knew it was a mistake. The old man might not be thinking straight, but the one thing sure to get his dander up would be the perception that a subordinate was trying to push him into a hasty call.

“No.” Iver’s tone was flat, and brooked no argument. “We can’t take the risk of letting them off the hook. They were here waiting for us, which makes them a direct threat to our mission, as far as I’m concerned.”

Before Husher could respond, the admiral vanished from the viewscreen, replaced by the cloud of incoming alien ships.

“Sir,” snapped Long from the Com console. “Priority message from the admiral to the entire battle group. We’ve been ordered to attack along with the other four destroyers, while the cruisers hold the second line.”

Husher cursed under his breath. “Tactical, put it up.”

Husher didn’t need to explain to Tremaine what he meant. The viewscreen split, and a view of the battle group appeared as a series of dots set against a black background. Distance and speed markers floated over each dot. Already, the other destroyers were surging forward, forming up to launch a frontal assault on the incoming swarm.

“Helm, do you have coordinates?”

Moens gave a sharp nod. “Yes, sir. They were attached to the admiral’s orders.”

“Very good. Get us in position immediately.” Husher turned to his Tactical officer. “Set condition one throughout the ship. Arm point defense systems.”

“Yes sir,” Tremaine said as his fingers flew over his console.

His XO was shaking his head. “This is a mistake.”

“We’re following a direct order,” Husher snapped. He stared daggers at Shota. “The only mistake is to question it.” 

The younger man faltered, his mouth falling open for a moment before it clamped shut, his chin jutting out. “Yes, sir.”

Husher stabbed at the com on the arm of his command chair. “Major Callum, scramble the air group. Retain near-space support for the alert fighters, but the rest of your birds need to join our friends from the other destroyers.” Husher could see from the tactical display that the Relentless was already falling in with the other destroyers, taking the point of the formation.

The other four ships belched Python fighters. Each air group maintained their individual squadrons, while coordinating their movements via the leaders of the various air groups. He listened as Callum acknowledged his orders, then immediately began to coordinate with the other CAGs.

Husher allowed himself a moment to imagine Fesky in Callum’s position, commanding his air group with a deadly combination of long experience and raw talent.

He banished the thought. Callum knew what he was doing.

“Can we get a close visual of one of those things?” Husher asked.

On screen, a portion of the incoming cloud was magnified. Winterton grimaced. “That’s the best we can do, sir. Sensors are still having trouble penetrating that cloud, for whatever reason.”

“Are they…sharing propulsion, somehow?” Shota asked, and Husher understood why he thought so. On the individual ship that had been enhanced on the viewscreen, there was no sign of a drive of any kind at work. No thruster exhaust, no energy emission.

“Honestly, I can’t make heads or tails of it.” Winterton’s usual rock-solid demeanor was showing cracks.

Yeah, Husher thought. Literally. The things had no tails, or heads, or faces for that matter. “They have no sensible shape.” Some of his frustration leaked into his voice.

The oncoming creatures were more amoeba-like than the larger structure they’d attached from, with partially translucent skin that flowed and morphed, folding like flabby accordions before stretching out again. They didn’t look or behave like any ship he’d seen before. Instead of propelling themselves through space, they seemed to…undulate through it. That was the only way Husher could think to describe it.

He shook his head. “At least the giant thing they detached from had a clear propulsion system. Which makes me wonder whether these things aren’t an entirely different kind of ship. Not just smaller than whatever they detached from, but…different.”

Shota tilted his head to the side. “They may have no shape, but when you consider the swarm as a whole, they’re more or less uniform, and they appear to be acting in unison. That cloud is moving as a single entity. A single…organism.”

Tremaine twisted in his seat. “Fighters are within targeting range.”

“Acknowledged,” Husher barked, then turned back to Shota. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”


Chapter 14

Relentless Air Group

Just beyond UHC Relentless’ nearspace

 

Major Callum didn’t like anything about what he was seeing. “Tango and Whiskey, you got eyes on yet?”

“Tactical is shit,” said Whiskey leader. “Thunder, you got visual?”

“That’s a big negative, Rooster,” replied Thunder, who’d picked a bad day to be in the driver’s seat for the Tango squad.

Unless you like the idea of diving into an unknown alien force and looking for a fight, Callum reflected.

On second thought, for Thunder this might qualify as a good day.

Thunder was a Winger, one of a dozen in the Relentless fighter wing. She’d been looking for a fight from the moment Callum had first met her. Rooster was her opposite number, the Whiskey squad leader. He was Callum’s most experienced pilot, and a man he would gladly trust with his life—and had, on more than one occasion. They all had. That was the job.

But Rooster hadn’t been himself lately. Not since they’d sent that Quatro ship flaming into oblivion with all hands onboard. Callum needed him to come out of his funk soon. 

Now would be nice.

“Let’s just shoot first and analyze later,” a third voice said. 

“Isn’t that your first date policy, Z-Man?” Rooster said. “How’s that working out for you?”

“Score more than you,” Z fired back. He was one of the youngest in the wing, and his pride was easily wounded.

Rooster chuckled. “Scoring with your left hand doesn’t count. Now why don’t we figure out what we’re looking at here, people?”

“They’re moving erratic as hell,” Thunder said. “Can’t get a fix on them. These guys are flying like the major trying to impress the brass.”

Callum was about to retort when something strange happened on his scope. One of the enemy ships stuttered forward in space, almost inside his missile lock range, then disappeared, reappearing inside the cloud formation.

A moment later, another one did the same thing. Then another. His firing solution computer kept humming to life, then falling silent as it lost the targets it had acquired.

“We’re going to have a problem locking onto these things if they keep jumping around like this,” he muttered.

His on-board computer was already starting to overload him with information. Ordinarily, it gave him the info he requested the moment he needed it. But as enemy ships kept appearing and reappearing, the information fed to him was all over the place, as spastic as his targets.

Which meant that the best targeting algorithm the Milky Way’s intelligent species could develop was next to useless. The information it fed him was an incomprehensible jumble of data.

“Tune back your targeting systems,” Callum ordered over the air group command channel. “Have your pilots do the same.”

“What?” Thunder spat.

“How are we going to get weapons lock?” Rooster cut in. “Our magnetic personalities?”

“We’ll have to figure it out,” Callum snapped. It was too warm in his suit. He felt his knuckles tightening on the stick in front of him. He didn’t like this. Not only were these things completely alien, but they were moving in a way that was impossible. It had to be. 

Yet they were doing it all the same.

“Major, I’m not showing a bubble,” another voice said.

“Say again, Eightball?”

Eightball was flying formation with Tango, but he was nominally at the head of that formation. “I don’t have subspace capabilities,” the Winger said, his voice calm. “I’m not able to form the transition bubble. Can you confirm?”

Callum pulled up his onboard and requested prep for subspace jump. The computer flashed, but nothing happened.

He frowned. Back home, he’d used the subspace jump to great effect. It was one of the best options they had. Each Python could jump in and out of subspace in quick bursts, allowing them to get the drop on enemies—assuming they weren’t also able to jump into subspace. Two subspace-capable forces could track each other as they jumped back and forth, but in practice, such fights were rare.

We’re not in the Milky Way, Callum reminded himself. And clearly, something about the space here, or the ships they were approaching, was blocking their subspace capability. He didn't need the computer to tell him the bubble wasn’t working. The fact the space around him was completely failing to warp did that.

The computer flashed red, and a JUMP ABORT message flashed there.

“Confirmed,” said Thunder and Rooster almost simultaneously.

“No subspace,” Thunder added.

“I’m the new guy, but that doesn’t seem good,” Z said.

Rooster told him to cut the com chatter. That shut everyone up. If there was anything that would make everyone nervous, it was Rooster telling them to cut the chatter. He loved the chatter.

“We need to change our vector,” Rooster added, and Callum knew he was talking to him.

“Negative. We’re in the pipeline with the other air groups. If we change our flight aspect, we’ll leave our neighbors vulnerable.”

“What the hell!” shouted Eightball. 

Callum’s gaze snapped to his HUD display. On the screen there, one of the enemy ships had appeared right behind Eightball. 

“Come around, Thunder, and clean his ass—”

Before he could finish the command, the ship disappeared again.

“Where’d it go?” Thunder said.

“There’s another one,” Z yelled.

A chorus of panicked voices filled the coms as alien ships began to appear among the fighters. 

Callum lined up a shot on one, but his missile computer refused to make a lock. He was left to eye it up with his slug guns, but before he could pull the trigger, it disappeared again. 

He cursed. Another target appeared at his starboard side and he snapped around, spinning his flight computer upward to fire, but again, he blinked and the ship vanished.

“What the hell are they doing?” Thunder said, voice tremulous.

Rooster cut through the chatter. “They aren’t engaging. Repeat, they aren’t engaging.”

It was like the alien ships were playing with them, appearing and then disappearing in their midst. The Python fighters simply weren’t quick enough to target them before they vanished.

Callum realized he was biting his bottom lip, hard. These bastards were playing the same game the Pythons had been able to pull off against their enemies, before subspace tech was widely distributed. It had allowed them an element of surprise that was unparalleled.

Except there was one big difference. When they’d had the superior technology, they’d used it to engage their enemies. These ships weren’t. They were simply appearing and disappearing randomly. 

Or were they?

Callum waved his sensor glove through the HUD image his Python was showing him. “Where are they appearing?” 

Before his computer crunched the data, he could sense the change in the com chatter. There were fewer sightings. The chatter was still coming, but it was from startled pilots exchanging information about previous sightings. He wasn’t hearing any new sightings.

Then, he felt the bottom drop out of his stomach.

The enemy wasn’t engaging his fighters because they were flying right past them.

The computer completed its pattern analysis of the alien appearances. From its visual representation, it seemed like the cloud of fighters had come apart as it reached the wave of Python fighters, jumped in and out among them, then reformed behind them.

“Shit,” Callum hissed. “They went right past us!”

Now that he said it, there was stunned silence on the coms. “Turn it around, turn it around!”

The fighters spun in a ragged line as the pilots seemed to grasp what Callum was saying. They fired their thrusters, arresting their momentum toward the main enemy vessel, then they rushed back toward their own battle group, the g-forces piling on. 

“Relentless,” Callum said over the all-hands channel. “Be advised you have inbound targets. Repeat, the aliens are inbound.”

A wave of helplessness washed over him as his fighters rushed to catch up with the alien craft. The enemy’s newly reformed swarm angled downward, pointing straight at the row of destroyers Callum was supposed to be protecting.

“Major, look!” Eightball said. The Winger had been among the first to catch on to what the jumping alien ships were up to, and he was now one of the farthest forward of the fighters racing after the enemy. He and Callum both had a perfect view.

The alien ships were again stuttering in space, launching masses that seemed to flow forward from their innards in a slingshot-like motion.

The projectiles screamed downward, smashing into the destroyers. Callum winced as the Relentless shuddered under the impacts. 

He waited for the explosions to come, but nothing happened. “What the hell?” He raised his sensor glove to the HUD again. “Magnify.”

A section of the Relentless jumped into view. Callum felt a chill run down his spine as the reality of what he was seeing dawned on him.

“They’re burrowing,” he said, his voice coming out hoarse.

“What?” Thunder said. “Did he just say—”

Callum cut her off as he spoke once more over a fleet-wide channel. “Relentless, you have been breached. Repeat, your outer hull has been breached. Something is….” He swallowed. “Something’s tearing through the hull.”


Chapter 15
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The mess hall of the Relentless was nearly empty. Battle stations had been called, and those that had places to be in such a circumstance were there. For Jake, there was nowhere in particular for him to be until he was called for.

The Oneiri mech team was attached to the marine battalion. They were technically on alert when the rest of the ship was at battle stations, but whatever was happening out there, it was happening in deep space, far from anything Jake or anyone else in Oneiri could affect.

Anyway, Jake assumed Husher knew what he was doing. He’d proven that enough times, even if the old man didn’t quite have the killer edge he once had. 

Jake had run into him only once in the halls since arriving on the ship. He got the impression that Husher hadn’t even realized his specific team was aboard, which probably spoke to the speed with which the battle group had been pulled together. Expedient redeployment of resources would probably be the euphemism fleet command would use to describe it. Jake would just call it chaotic.

His radio squawked once, and he glanced down to see it was Maura. “Where are you, Jake?”

“Standing by,” he said, picking up the radio. “Like everyone else.” He looked down at his prosthetic arms and hands, then down at his prosthetic legs and feet. The tech was advanced. They transferred sensations exactly as natural ones would. His limbs had been the sacrifices he’d made to wield the powerful alien mech that had helped turn the tide of war. At the end, it had literally absorbed him into itself. Parts of him, anyway. He’d managed to resist the siren song of fully merging with the alien, but the scars he carried were more than just the machined parts where his limbs had once been.

He’d lost his killer edge, too. Once upon a time, he would have demanded to be part of whatever was happening out there. He wouldn’t have sat around in some empty mess hall in the bowels of a ship under attack. He wouldn’t have left his fate in others’ hands.

Once upon a time, there was no fight he wouldn’t have forced his way into.

Live long enough, and everyone loses their edge.

“Okay,” Maura pressed. “Where are you standing by? I need someone to talk to. I can’t just sit here with my thumb up my ass.”

“Sure you can.” Jake knew what Maura was doing. She was worried about him. She didn’t want him left alone with his thoughts. “Seriously, Maura. I’m fine. Stay with the team.”

There was a long pause. “Sure, Jake.”

He killed the radio and looked up to find a Winger with a long beak and thinning feathers studying him. Jake still couldn’t say that he was very good at reading Winger expressions, but this one looked bemused.

“For a second, I thought you were talking to yourself, young man.” The Winger spoke with the thick, shrill accent characteristic of the species.

Jake remembered, then: this Winger was the head cook. He cleared his throat. “Must be lonely down here when everybody else goes to battle positions.”

The Winger surprised him by breaking out into a loud laugh. “I’m in back most of the time, scrambling to get all the chow ready. Any break is a blessing. I love the silence.”

He nodded. “I get that, I guess.”

“No battle stations for you, then?”

“I’m with the marine battalion.”

The alien nodded. “Ah, yes. With Major Gamble.” The Winger peered around. For a moment, Jake thought his expression looked thoughtful. “It looks like the battalion’s ranks are a bit thinner than I remember.”

Jake snorted in spite of himself. “They’re in the hangar bay. Ready to jump into the action.”

“So you’re staying closer to the food. Smart. I think you’re onto something. Although I hate to tell you, there isn’t any pie left from yesterday. I’ve had half a dozen folks come hunting for it.”

Jake shook his head. “I just wanted to be alone.”

“I can understand that. If you need anything, just ask.” The Winger started to walk away.

But Jake surprised himself by speaking again. “That’s not exactly true.” He’d planned to let the cook walk away. He’d implied that he wanted him to, after all. But now he was calling him back. “I could chat. For a second.”

The cook put down something that looked like an automatic mixer and took a seat. He smoothed his feathers absentmindedly. “You’ve lost someone.”

Jake lifted his head in surprise.

“I know the look. I see it more than you might think. I see it in the mirror, if I’m being honest.”

That brought a grimace. “I’m sorry. Everybody lost somebody, in the war.”

“Amen.” The Winger clacked his beak. “You know, Captain Husher and I go way back.”

Jake wondered what prompted the man to bring up Husher.

As if the Winger could read his thoughts, he shrugged. “He’s told me about you. About what you’ve been through. About what you all went through, at the end of the war.”

“He did?” Jake asked.

“Even a starship captain needs someone to talk to. Someone who doesn’t judge.”

“The captain’s a good man.” Jake suppressed a wince. These days, he couldn’t think about Husher without thinking about Iris. About what might have been.

The Winger leaned forward, his long beak protruding over the table. “I’m good at taking the measure of a man, if you’ll forgive a bad cooking analogy.”

For the first time, Jake noticed the discoloration on the front of the Winger’s beak, as well as a series of chips along the edges leading back. The silence stretched on, and Jake realized the alien was waiting for him to speak. He cleared his throat. “One of the mech pilots on my team. I—well, I cared for her deeply. Now she’s basically comatose, in a long-term care facility.”

The Winger opened his beak, but Jake pressed on before he could say anything. “There wasn’t anything I could do about it. There were factors at work that I couldn’t even understand at the time, and now that I do, I know there was nothing I could have done. Nothing. But even so, I can’t help but blame myself.”

Lisa’s face swam in his mind’s eye. He hated how he’d blamed her when she’d turned so cold and hateful. That was before he understood that she’d been replaced by her twin from the Progenitor universe.

He’d been so angry back then, at everyone. Now, he was just angry at himself. For failing to realize that the real Lisa would never act the way her double had.

And he was angry over Iris. Because he’d let her go.

He wanted to love Iris. To be with her. But he couldn’t stop the ghost of Lisa from haunting his thoughts. He couldn’t leave behind her memory.

He didn’t realize he’d gotten lost in thought until the Winger cleared his throat.

“Sorry.”

For several seconds, the cook said nothing. Then he tapped his beak. “You know what this means?” He was pointing at the discoloration. Jake was sure he’d seen it before, but he couldn’t say where. The Winger continued: “When I was stationed on another ship, the Rothington, my brother was watching my family. I loved my brother, and he swore to me that he’d keep my family safe. But he was running with a bad crowd. I didn’t know. How could I have known?” The Winger shook his head, like he was asking himself a question he couldn’t answer. “One day, he got into an argument with two of his…associates. They were at the house, and you might say the argument became heated. In the gunfire that followed, my son was killed. My brother was killed. And my wife, she—” He shook his head. “She couldn’t forgive my brother, or me. But most of all, she couldn’t live without our son. So she killed herself.”

A long silence followed. Jake could hear the rattling of a ventilation shaft somewhere. Suddenly his own problems seemed far away, and small.

At least Lisa was still alive. Iris, too. Whatever he’d lost, it was nothing compared to what this Winger had gone through.

The cook nodded. “So believe me, son, when I say that wanting to be alone with your thoughts is something I fully understand.” He stood up. “Sometimes, though, you shouldn’t be alone. Just a tip from an old bird.”

Jake nodded. “Thanks. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

The cook shook his head. “You were right. We’ve all lost someone. But don’t just blame the wars. Sometimes, life simply isn’t fair. Sometimes you just lose someone, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.” The cook stepped back, his features less soft than when he’d first sat down.

Jake found the hardness refreshing. “Are you sure you don’t have any of that pie left? It was damn good.”

The cook laughed again, this time with genuine mirth. “You know, it’s just possible that there might be a piece or two left, if you want to sit with an old Winger and eat it.”

It had been a long time since Jake had wanted to eat with anyone. “I think I’d like that very much.”

Just then, his radio squawked. The voice of Major Peter Gamble boomed. “Ready teams, assemble on Deck 18. Priority one!” 

Jake leaped to his feet, practically flipping the table over.

The cook didn’t hesitate. “Go.”

Jake wanted to say more, but all he could manage was a nod. He turned and sprinted out of the mess hall as fast as his prosthetic legs would take him.


Chapter 16
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Jake arrived in the hangar to find his mech waiting for him. The hatch had popped out to lower to the deck behind it, forming a ramp. Jake climbed aboard as he slipped a sedative into his mouth. In seconds, he was descending into the lucid-induced mech dream, the sound of the closing hatch dim and distant.

The chatter from the suit’s com came to life.

“What the hell are those things?” a marine shouted. Gunfire roared in the background.

Another voice replied, accompanied by the staccato bark of more automatic gunfire. “We’ve got breaches on levels 12 and 14.”

“Fire teams, get those mechs positioned!”

Jake jumped in. “Where do you need me?”

“Hit the airlocks on 18,” barked Gamble. “I’ve already directed the rest of your team there.”

Jake turned his mech, the hulking machine’s legs pumping fiercely, crashing against the reinforced deck of the secondary landing bay as he ran for the airlocks Gamble had indicated. Ahead, he could see another member of Oneiri Team already going through. He recognized the gold trim on the mech even before the name popped up on his HUD. 

“Maura, I’m right behind you.”

“About time.”

“Thanks for finally joining us,” said another voice. Jake looked at the HUD and saw the green dots that indicated other members of the team, already outside Relentless and standing on her hull. Tucker was leading two other mechs as they pushed toward a group of objects clustered near a battery of point defense turrets.

“What the hell are those things?” Jake asked as he ran.

Tucker let out a terse laugh. “Those are the things that’ll be inside the ship soon if we don’t clear them out. Light them up!”

Maura and Jake emerged from the airlock, which was specially designed for mech egress. He pushed through momentary disorientation as his mind reoriented the horizon to make sense of standing sideways on Relentless’ hull. He side-stepped the base of a huge railgun assembly. Off to his right, another gun exploded with energy, flinging its kinetic payload into space. 

Something exploded just above the hull, and Jake realized now that more of the things were raining down on the ship. The railguns were firing as fast as they could, but they couldn’t get all of them.

Another railgun shot rumbled the hull beneath him. Then something crashed down next to his mech, and he staggered away, using shoulder-mounted thrusters to keep himself from bouncing off the hull and into space.

Jake heard Tucker shout something about the enemies he was fighting, but there was no time to make sense of it. Whatever had just smashed into the hull next to him was already burrowing down, using a hardened carapace shaped like a giant cone ending in a serrated hook. It ripped and tore its way through the ship’s armor plating with the strange appendage. The thing seemed to instinctively find the seams, and in the second it took Jake to react, it dug down almost a third of a meter.

He shifted the fingers on his right hand, retracting them to reveal the autocannon built into his wrist. He fired.

The alien morphed instantly. The digging stopped, but it seemed like the hard outer shell was now giving way to a bizarre creature underneath. The thing had large scythe-like claws and a gaping maw filled with razor-sharp fangs. 

It looked like something from one of Darwin’s nightmares.

The alien danced around his fire and then leaped at Jake’s mech, swinging both claws. It was almost as big as the mech, and Jake spun fast, kicking sideways with one of his thrusters while swinging his left arm to smash the creature across the head as it swept past.

It barely seemed to notice.

“We’ve got twelve of these things up here!” Tucker shouted. “We aren’t going to stop them all.”

“Watch out for the goop they spit!” Maura yelled.

For Jake, the warning came just in time. The creature’s throat opened down the middle, revealing more wicked fangs. The thing belched something like a piece of bone covered in green-blue liquid. Jake dodged sideways, glancing back in time to see it vaporize a chunk of hull plating.

“Hit ’em with pulse cannon fire to the head! We’ve killed two that way. Body damage doesn’t seem to slow them.”

The creature belched another blast of acidic juice. Jake took that as his opening to jump forward, ducking under the projectile to crash into the beast. But he didn’t go low enough. Some of the juice splattered his shoulder, and his suit instantly flashed red with damage reports.

He led with his foot, catching the creature with a kick just as it was rearing back for another acid spit. It jerked backward, but managed to grab Jake’s foot, spinning him around as he hopped on one leg, struggling to retain his balance.

The thing’s teeth ripped through the mech’s leg. Jake managed to wrench the limb free, staggering back as critical damage readings lit up his HUD once more.

The creature was stronger than anything he’d dealt with before. It seemed obvious now, but hitting these things from a distance was going to be key. Once they got close enough for hand-to-hand combat, their acid and teeth made them too deadly.

He spun, throwing both hands back and engaging the thruster on his free leg. The full weight of the mech collided with the alien’s chest. It recoiled, but not before Jake shoved his autocannon into the alien’s gaping maw, which had lost several teeth when Jake had jerked his foot free. 

He fired, sending a burst of plasma slugs down the alien’s throat. The head deformed for a second, then the back of it sagged, ripping open to shower bone fragments and acidic liquid onto the Relentless’ hull.

With that, the creature went limp, falling backward into its own acid bath.

Jake gave the thing another kick for good measure, then looked down to see several of the teeth still lodged in his mech’s leg. That made him wince. Mech repair wasn’t cheap, and if he damaged a MIMAS badly enough to warrant a replacement from one of the supply ships, he was sure to catch hell.

He turned to see Maura booting another alien. It already looked dead, but she split the rest of the body open with a final blow. Its corrosive guts splattered the hull.

She looked up as Jake approached, and together they ran for Tucker’s position.

As they crested a portion of the hull with a large exposed dish, they passed several other alien corpses strewn across the deck. Jake also saw at least one mech down, one of its legs severed clean off. Another was nursing a badly damaged arm. Neither looked completely out of the fight, so that was something.

“Status?” Jake shouted, though he felt pretty sure he could see that for himself. There were several places where the hull had been ripped wide open—wide enough for one of those monstrosities to pass through.

“Some of them got in,” Tucker said. “Maybe five or six.”

Shit. A half-dozen of those things loose inside the Relentless could do serious damage.

Jake opened the all-hands channel. “Major Gamble, you need to mobilize the marine battalion to the forward decks on the lower command module. You’re about to have some nasty company.”


Chapter 17

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

Husher watched as the aliens continued to swarm around his air group. “Are our fighters taking any damage out there?”

“We didn’t think so at first,” Winterton said, his voice softer than usual. “But now Tango and Whiskey squadrons are both reporting systems shutting down on their fighters.”

Shota looked like he was trying to stare a hole through the sensor operator’s head. “How is that possible? Those things just blew right past them.”

“Not sure. I’m working under the theory that something they did has a delayed effect. Pilots are reporting electrical systems failing.”

“It’s that damn acid,” Callum snapped as soon as Husher punched up his com. “We think they must have splashed us as they went by. It didn't even register in the moment, but now it seems to be eating through our hulls. So far, two of my pilots have had to eject. Another one didn’t realize what was happening until the damn stuff ate him alive.”

Callum reported that so matter-of-factly that Husher thought he’d heard him wrong. “It ate him alive?”

“Yes, sir. Came in through the back of his cabin and melted through his helmet, right into his brain and spinal cord. He was dead before he knew the acid was there. I’m telling all my pilots to bug out. Anyone that got splashed is going to need a pickup soon—that includes me. Sorry, Captain. They went right through us.”

Husher could hear the bitterness in Callum’s voice. “Not your fault. We sent you out there with zero intel. There was no way you could have known what to expect.”

Shota was waving at him. “Stand by, Major.” Husher looked at his XO. “What is it?”

“There’s no reason to send out another wing at this point. They’re just going to have the same problem.”

“Agreed. What we need now is intel.” Husher stabbed his com again. “All destroyer groups, stand down fighter operations. We’re going with ship-to-ship missiles for now.” He closed the channel without waiting for acknowledgment from the other captains. He had the tactical authority here, particularly since the Providence was behind him and not directly in contact with the destroyer line.

“We need to answer that alien cloud with an overwhelming response,” Husher said. “Fire a proportional spread across its breadth and initiate evasive maneuvers.”

“Aye, sir,” Tremaine said, and so did Lieutenant Samuel Moens, the primary Helm officer.

“Full spread,” Husher continued. “Tactical mix of Hydras and Gorgons.”

Shota nodded. “If the Hydra smart bomb segments don’t get the alien fliers, then the stealth missiles should.”

“That’s the idea.” Husher silently cursed Iver for pushing them into this. He wouldn’t say that out loud—to question the admiral’s orders would only sow discord. But he hated them just the same.

“Callum, keep your stick jockeys clear, if possible. I don’t want you within the explosion radius of any alien that’s hit.” There was a pregnant pause. “Callum?”

“Understood,” came the strained reply. “But I’m already in my ejection pod, sir. We’re powering away, though these things aren’t made for much maneuverability.”

“They might not be clear,” Shota warned.

Husher looked up at the board. The cloud of aliens was nearly on top of the destroyers now. The Relentless had been the last to join the formation, but her forward position made her the most exposed. “We’re going to have to risk it if we want to have a chance of stopping those things.”

Shota returned his gaze with hard eyes. “Agreed.”

Husher frowned. “This isn’t a simulation. You’re my XO. When you believe there’s a correct course of action, don’t try to tell me what you think I want to hear. You’re to tell me what you actually think, immediately. Clear?”

Shota seemed surprised, maybe thinking a life-or-death scenario in another universe wasn’t the time for a scolding. But to his credit, he nodded. “Understood, sir.”

Husher turned to Winterton. “Stand by for rescue operations as soon as that barrage is over.”

“Aye, sir.” Winterton’s fingers danced over his console. “Barrage impact in five…four…three…two…one.”

On screen, a series of explosions blossomed, but there weren’t nearly as many as Husher was expecting. “Were there fewer targets than we thought?” 

“I don’t think so,” Winterton said, poring over his display. “Most of them disappeared, and—”

Shota pointed at the main tactical display. “There they are.”

Husher grimaced. They’d hit a few of the aliens, it seemed, but most of the targets had disappeared the moment before the missiles reached them, reappearing beyond them, just as they had with the fighters.

“It’s like they’re defying the laws of physics,” Shota said. “What they’re doing shouldn’t be possible.”

Husher tilted his head sideways. “Not in our universe, anyway.” He left the statement hanging there. None of them knew what rules applied in this dimension.

His XO clenched and unclenched his fists. “So, not only are we fighting an enemy with capabilities we don’t understand, but we’re doing it in a universe with laws we don’t know.”

“Sir.” Long had turned from the Coms console to look at him. “Strongbow and Idaho report they’re deploying fighter wings to join the fight.”

A secondary string of explosions lit up the viewscreen. “What was that?” Husher asked.

Winterton squinted at his console. “Rebound impacts. The aliens’ erratic movements tricked the missiles’ onboard AIs, but I don’t think they realized just how much fuel our missiles have on board. Several of them have come back around and surprised them.”

Husher glanced at Shota, a slight grin sprouting. “So two can play the unexpected capabilities game.”

“So they can. Sir, it looks like the alien fliers might be vulnerable to attack from behind. They weren’t so good at dodging, that time. Maybe something about their propulsion doesn’t let them evade attacks coming at their rear nearly as well.”

“And yet, we still don't understand their propulsion. For every answer we get, two questions crop up.”

“This was supposed to be a recon mission,” Shota said quietly.

The implication was clear, and this time Husher didn’t correct him. He’d already stood up enough for the admiral. The simple fact was, they should never have engaged the aliens here, on their terms.

Luckily, the enemy’s numbers had been significantly reduced. Those that were left appeared to be peeling off their attack run. With fighters from the other destroyers joining the battle, it was likely a mop-up operation at this point.

“We were lucky,” Husher said.

“Sir,” Winterton said. “You’d better take a look at this.” The sensor operator flicked his wrist, throwing another perspective on the viewscreen. This one was farther out, beyond the Relentless’ current field of view—a readout at the bottom told Husher it was from one of the fighters’ escape pods, which was currently floating near where they’d first spotted the giant ship.

“Is that the original ship?” Shota asked, standing and walking closer to the viewscreen. 

Winterton nodded. “Yes, it looks like it’s shedding more fliers.”

Husher watched as the ship peeled itself like an onion, releasing another layer of ships. “Based on what we’re seeing, can we extrapolate how many ships that thing is capable of deploying?”

Winterton shook his head. “It will depend on how big the underlying craft is, and since we don't know where it starts and where the layers of fliers begin….”

“Surely we can arrive at a reasonable estimate. Take its total mass, and subtract the amount likely to be taken up by the systems and infrastructure required to field a ship that size.”

“I’ve already done that, sir, but it makes no sense.”

“What did you arrive at? How many ships?” Husher stood to join his XO in front of the main display. 

“According to my estimate?” Winterton’s voice was wary. “At least seven hundred, sir. And that’s my estimate after they released that first cloud of nearly three hundred.”

“A thousand ships,” Shota said. “From a single ship.”

“It’s like our Hydras,” Tremaine put in. “Just like they can explode into thousands of kill-masses, that ship can convert itself into hundreds of smaller ones. Except when it does it, it increases its versatility by orders of magnitude.”

Winterton spoke again. “Sir, it looks like it’s finished shedding the second layer of ships. Based on the new data—”

“What the hell is that?” Shota snapped.

On the tactical display, three more red dots had appeared, each roughly the same size as the first behemoth. 

Winterton’s voice faltered. “It’s…it’s three more of them.” He looked up, eyes locking onto Husher’s. “They’re releasing their own layers of ships.”

The tactical display was getting overwhelmed by the sheer volume of threats appearing on it. A mass of angry dots poured toward the line of destroyers. 

Then, the display merged them into a single red wave.

The green dots representing the destroyers practically disappeared.


Chapter 18

Tactical War Room

UHC Relentless

 

“Sir, we have to leave. Now.”

Husher had moved from the CIC into the war room. It was just ten feet away from the command chair, but it might as well be a million miles away. Their conversation would be private. The last thing he needed was to show up Admiral Iver.

“We had success—”

Husher shook his head sharply. “We had limited success and we took losses. We still have a half-dozen of those things loose inside my ship. I have pilots in emergency pods waiting for pickup. And we have three times as many of those things inbound. Another onslaught like this and we’re going to start losing warships.”

“They’re on board your ship?” Iver asked.

“I don’t have exact details. I just know Major Gamble and his marines are dealing with the situation. Once those things got close enough to us, they slingshotted some kind of pods at us. And whatever’s in those pods then set to burrowing through the hull.”

Iver looked shocked. “How did this happen?”

Husher wanted to scream, You let it happen! But he simply shook his head. “We’ll have to get those answers later. Right now, we need to get out of here. The destroyers need to fall back to the battle group, and we need to jump back out of this universe. We can skim along the multiverse just like our Python fighters do in subspace, and then drop back in at another location.”

“And if those things can follow us?”

“We’ll have to deal with that scenario if it occurs.” Husher felt a strong sense of déjà vu, and it wasn’t hard to see why. They’d had this exact conversation less than an hour ago, back when Husher had had a hell of a lot more fighters, and no crazy creatures on his ship.

Iver sighed, sitting back. “Very well. I’ll give the order to jump out of the universe.”

Husher began to thank him when the screen went blank. 

He stood and returned to CIC. Shota caught his eye, and Husher gave him a small nod.

As soon as he returned to the command chair, Long spoke up. “Sir, the admiral is ordering an immediate jump from the dimension.”

“Very well. Make ready for jump.”

“Captain.” Tremaine turned from the Tactical console to face him. “The marine teams still report—”

“I’m aware,” Husher said. “But we need to get the ship to safety before we can clean up that mess.” He was still pissed off at Iver for putting them through this. They were taking more damage with every second.

He turned to his XO in time to see a scowl on Shota’s face as well. The man found it hard to mask his emotions in the best of circumstances. Something he’ll have to learn if he ever gets his own command. “Let’s talk, Commander,” Husher said. He wanted to work through this slowly with someone, and his XO was the obvious choice. “Consider it part of your training.”

Shota smiled. He and Husher had joked about their relationship from the start, and in spite of his short temper and reckless streak, Husher liked the man a great deal.

“Shoot, Captain.”

“If these creatures are the creation of an AI—”

“We don’t know that,” Shota said. “We know the Progenitors made lots of AIs and sent them all across the multiverse, but it’s not as though there wouldn’t be other life in those dimensions, both before and after the AIs arrived.”

“Fair enough. But let’s try and understand the devil we know before we start hypothesizing about a new one.”

Shota nodded. “Okay. So these things are the creation of one of the Progenitor AIs.”

“And if that’s so, then there’s no way it can follow us when we jump out.”

“Right. The Progenitors took the precaution of installing limitations that wouldn’t allow them to get back out of the universes they were dropped into. I read your report on them.”

Husher took a moment to consider that. Shota hadn’t seen first-hand the destruction wrought by the Progenitors when they’d unleashed AIs on the Milky Way in an attempt to destroy humanity in its infancy.

After they’d finally foiled the Progenitor plan, Ochrim had been the one to discover that the process for sending AIs back into a universe’s timeline was an imprecise science at best. As a result, the Progenitors hadn’t just fired their AIs into the human universe’s past. They’d been forced to fire them into any number of other universes, peppering the multiverse with the deadly machines.

Any given universe had a chance of hosting an AI, especially the ones intertwined with the human universe. At least some of those AIs were bound to have taken root—and to have devised ways to take over the universes they found themselves in.

But the Progenitors had at least been smart enough to understand that their own creations could turn on them, so they’d designed them with fail-safes that wouldn’t allow them to pass between dimensions.

“The AIs shouldn’t be able to circumvent the failsafe.” Husher watched Shota’s face closely. “But things that shouldn’t happen have a way of happening anyway.”

The XO’s eyebrows shot up. “You think they can jump interdimensionally, just like us?”

“I think that’s another thing I’d like to find out. Either they were made by a Progenitor AI, in which case the same limitation might not apply, or—”

“Or they’re a hostile alien native to this universe.”

“Either way, knowing if they can jump through the multiverse would be good to know.”

“We are on a recon mission.” Shota’s voice dropped to a mutter. “No matter what the admiral thinks.”

Husher decided to let that comment slide. “We’re about to find out what they’re capable of.”

“And if they can track us? Follow us?”

Husher shook his head. “Then we might just have started the Fourth Galactic War.”

“Warp bubble generating,” the Helm officer said, using a misnomer that had become popular throughout the Fleet. To travel between universes, the quantum engines actually generated a spherical wormhole.

Time seemed to slow as the CIC grew deathly quiet. Husher was sure he could hear the helmsman’s hands slide across his console. He waited for the familiar distortion to fill the main viewscreen.

Instead, nothing happened.


Chapter 19

Relentless Marine Company

Outside the Engineering Plant, UHC Relentless

 

“Get down!” shouted Major Gamble as two marines screamed in agony, pressure suits melting off their bodies.

Only two marines remained near Gamble, and they reacted instantly to his order, turning and rolling away from the creature that had fired the mucus-like sacs of acid.

Whatever the thing was, it wasn’t like anything Gamble had fought before. It had disproportionately long claws that looked like they had a series of hooks running along the edge.

The alien was one of the half-dozen that had burst through the hull. Given they’d managed to elude the mechs outside the ship, Gamble had expected them to be tough hombres. What he hadn’t expected were creatures which were practically as big as mechs themselves. 

Big, but not dumb. The intruders were making their way toward the Relentless’ main reactor. They were clearly on a mission to disable the ship. 

The engineering plant of the Relentless was familiar ground for Major Gamble and his platoon of marines—it wasn’t far from the skirmish rooms where they trained for combat situations just like this one. 

But training in pressure suits was a world apart from actually fighting in them, against hulking alien foes, in a depressurized compartment.

Gamble fired his R-57 assault rifle in a controlled burst aimed center-mass, letting the computer in his pressure suit guide his shots. The hammer lock in his helmet’s targeting system flashed red as he hit the target again and again.

But the alien wouldn’t go down. Instead, its strange bulbous head began to slide open. The gap grew larger and larger, impossibly wide, like its gaping mouth was set on a single hinge. Razor-sharp fangs gleamed from the edges of its oddly shaped maw.

It wasn’t hard to tell the creature was about to fire another round of acidic mucus from its ugly face. Gamble screamed and charged forward, waiting for the acid to coat his pressure suit at any second. The rifle pounded against his shoulder.

Bam. Bam. Bam. The weapon kicked as he slid his aim past center-mass to send slugs right down the thing’s open throat.

Its head bucked, and something like bone fragments bubbled up from its esophagus, like it was gargling white rocks.

Then the back of the head seemed to collapse. With that, the creature’s lower appendages buckled. It sputtered, and acid splattered upward, to Gamble’s left. He didn’t know if any got on him, but he didn’t have time to think about it.

He was practically on top of the creature now. Then, he realized there was another one right behind it.

On instinct, he kicked the dying creature toward the still-healthy one.

It slammed against the lower limbs of the second alien just as the newcomer tried to spray an acid bath of its own. This time, Gamble was sure he was going to get acid in the face.

Then the second alien bucked and jerked around, the left side of its face perforated with the slugs ripping through it.

The two marines behind Gamble had both opened up on the beast, taking a cue from him and firing at the head as it opened up to spit acid. 

But neither had a good angle from where they were firing, and the best they could do was riddle the side of its head with slugs. The combined impacts weren’t enough to kill the alien, but it did spin away, sending its acid harmlessly away from Gamble.

Except, of course, it wasn’t harmless. 

“What is that acidic shit!” screamed Private Davis, rushing up beside Gamble. He continued to pump rounds into the alien they’d knocked sideways. It bounced and jerked, trying to turn away from the barrage, but a second spray of slugs prevented that.

“It’s growing!” shouted Tammery, his R-57 bouncing in his arms. Gamble and Davis both glanced over at him, and he pulled his hand off his assault rifle long enough to point upward before turning his attention to the alien that was now prone on the ground. He gritted his teeth and kept firing.

Gamble glanced up where Tammery had been pointing: there were holes in the overhead, where the creatures had dropped down from the compartment above. The holes were widening, the acidic substance oozing its way into cracks and crevices, chewing away at the Relentless.

Gamble glanced back at the two marines that had been sprayed by the acid just a moment ago. Their bodies were almost completely dissolved. He could only make out a few intact pieces of combat suits. The floor below was partially melted away, but the remaining acid seemed to be pooling, and not corroding further downward.

“It’s not melting through the deck,” Gamble said. How is that possible? The other marines followed his gaze. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say the stuff knows it was supposed to help these ugly bastards get to the main reactor.” 

Davis’s eyes went wide behind his faceplate. “Are you saying the stuff is sentient? That’s impossible.”

Gamble looked up again at the overhead. The holes were still growing. When would they stop? At this rate, it would take weeks to repair the breached bulkheads and decks, not to mention the hull. “I’m not sure I think anything is impossible any—”

Searing pain racked his left shin as red warning signs lit up the interior of his helmet. He jerked back a moment before he realized that was the exact wrong thing to do.

The creature he’d shot in the face and kicked was somehow still alive. The head was gone, replaced by a black-red stump, but one of the giant claws had slid over and smashed against his leg. As he jerked back, the serrated edges had ripped open a gash in his pressure suit.

He grabbed a patch from his thigh kit and slapped it over the gash. Blood was already oozing out of the wound. 

The patch sealed on contact, and the red flashing in his helmet died away. Gamble flipped his assault rifle up and fired three more rounds into the prone alien until it finally lay still.

“They’re tough as shit.”

Tammery’s stating the obvious again. It was the man’s specialty when they weren’t in combat, and in some remote corner of his mind, Gamble found it amusing that even in life-and-death situations, the marine found it necessary to tell everyone what he was seeing. 

“That’s two down,” Davis said. “But Tate says there are four more that came in down the secondary access hall. They have a couple cornered, but they aren’t sure they can hold.”

Gamble nodded, then winced as he stood on his lacerated leg. “Let’s go.”

“You gonna be able to walk, Major?”

“No,” he said. “I’m gonna run. And so are you. Move.”

Gamble gritted his teeth and dashed toward Tate’s squad. He heard Davis and Tammery fall in behind him.

“You know, Major,” Tammery said, “I’m starting to think we might have bitten off more than we can chew, coming to this universe.”

“Great. I’ll make sure to bring up your concerns with command.” They turned down the secondary shaft. Gamble could already hear sustained fire, and he knew there was going to be an even bigger fight waiting for him ahead. “They always like to hear what a jarhead thinks.”


Chapter 20

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

Husher could almost hear the helmsman’s frustration from the way his fingers flew across his console.

“The quantum drives are online, but they aren’t generating any substantial depreciation in energy density around the ship. We can’t spool up to superluminal speeds without that.”

As they struggled to generate a spherical wormhole, the Relentless was speeding away from the oncoming cloud of alien vessels, and so were the other ships in the battle group.

Clearly, no wormhole would form. If it was going to, it would have by now. Husher didn’t need Moens to tell him that.

“What can we do about it?” he asked.

Moens’ lips formed a thin line. “Nothing. But we still have local warp.”

“We have warp, but not interdimensional travel?”

For a moment, the helmsman seemed at a loss for words. “T-that’s right, sir. They’re two completely different technologies. Our standard drives are still online. The warp bubble doesn’t involve—”

“Can you plot a course out of the system and send it out to the rest of the group?”

Moens glanced over at Lieutenant Fontaine, and the Nav officer shook her head. “It would take some time.”

Fontaine was the queen of understatement, so Husher assumed it was going to be a monumental undertaking. “How long?”

“Well, we’re in a new system with no charts, no data. Typically in this scenario—”

“I’m not talking typical.”

“—we’d be looking at a few hours to plot a safe course out of the system, sir. One that ensured we wouldn’t collide with any debris during warp transit. Which would start with waiting for sensor data to come in from the system’s periphery, and even then we’d need a certain amount of luck.”

Shota moved up next to Husher as he glanced back at the tactical viewscreen, which showed the cloud of incoming aliens. “They’re still gaining on us,” the XO said.

“We can only move as fast as our slowest support ships. That would be the two fuelers. The Kobishi and the Trenton.”

Shota shrugged. “We’re sure as hell not leaving our fuelers behind. We’ll need a Plan B.”

Husher turned back to Fontaine. “I’m looking for something more in the neighborhood of a few minutes, Lieutenant.”

Her eyes grew large for a moment; then she frowned and turned back to her console. “The stars here are much closer together than in the Milky Way. That will cut down on the necessary calculations. If we can manage to get close to the periphery, we can probably plot a clean course more or less on the fly.”

Husher turned to Long. “Open a channel to Providence.”

The image of Admiral Iver snapped into focus on the main viewscreen. Captain Daniels was beside him, talking to an enlisted crewman.

Husher decided to dispense with any preamble. “Admiral, we think we can plot a snap warp.”

“My people are telling me that isn’t possible in a system we have so little data on.”

Husher wanted to say that not having much data hadn’t stopped Iver from ordering an attack, but he held his tongue. “My Nav officer thinks that if we get close to the periphery of the system, given the lack of star density in this region, she can plot a safe jump course.”

“Reasonably safe,” Fontaine said from behind Husher. “Captain.”

Husher kept his expression neutral. “It’ll be a close thing, but it’s the best option we have.”

“How far is the periphery?” Iver asked.

“Fontaine?” 

Husher’s Nav officer tapped twice at her console. “Just under three billion kilometers, sir. I can be more precise if needed.”

“That’s…not as close as I’d hoped,” Iver said

Husher noticed his hands tightening on the command seat’s armrests, and he forced them to relax. “Are we sure we can’t warp sooner than that, Fontaine?”

“It’s not that we can’t warp sooner. It’s that the farther out we get, the better our chances of not warping into anything.”

“Which is a bad thing,” offered Shota. His flippancy under the circumstances should have annoyed Husher, but he was growing to like his brash young XO.

“Those aliens will catch us before then at current speed,” offered Winterton. “Well before. We’ll need to deter them.”

“Admiral?”

Iver seemed to mull this over for a second. Then he turned to Daniels. “Tell the group. We’ll jump the instant we have a course and are clear.” He turned back to Husher. “In the meantime, fire everything you have. We need every second we can get.”

“Yes, sir,” said Husher, as the connection was cut from the Providence’s side. A moment later, the same orders were transmitted to the rest of the battle group. 

Husher sat back down in his command chair. “Tremaine, how are we looking for firing particle beams?”

“Capacitor is at seventy percent, sir. We have a lot of leeway before we need to start conserving charge for warp.”

“Excellent. Favor secondary beams if you can, but use the primary for anything that gets too close.”

“Aye, sir,” Tremaine said.

Long spoke up. “Sir, message from Major Gamble. He reports the marine team is working to contain a group of alien invaders that breached the hull. They appear to be targeting the reactor core.”

There was a moment of silence in the CIC. Just what we needed. “There’s nothing we can do from up here. We’ll have to hope that the marines can hold the line.”

“Yes, sir,” the Coms officer said, hesitating.

“What else, Commander?”

“Sir, he reports extensive damage to the hull.”

“Very well, send repair teams to—”

“Captain, he’s saying the substance the aliens are producing is corroding the ship…and it appears to be purposefully targeting internal systems.”

Husher stared at Long. “Sentient acid? Is that what I’m hearing?”

“We can’t go to warp with hull damage,” Shota put in.

“Winterton, do we have structural damage?” Husher asked.

The sensor operator nodded slowly. “Yes, though it’s not yet at priority levels, sir.”

“Not yet,” said Shota. “But if it’s spreading…”

“All the more reason to get to that warp point as quickly as we can.” Husher tapped a command into his com. “What’s the air group’s status?”

“Not good,” Callum replied. Husher could tell from the echo that he was already back in his fighter. Husher wondered if the man had been out of it since it had made an emergency landing with the rest of the Pythons. Probably not. They’d refueled and turned around for just this occasion. “We’re at about 40% capacity. Anything those aliens hit gets eaten down to the energy core by those acidic weapons of theirs.”

“We need everything out there right now, Major. We have to hold that alien horde off long enough for the battle group to jump.”

“Understood, sir. We’ll give ‘em hell.”

“Good. But first, we’ll give them hell.” He turned to Tremaine. “Tactical spread, Hydra and Gorgons. No reason to hold back now. If we can’t make that warp, it won’t matter.”

“Everything and the kitchen sink,” said Tremaine with relish. 

“We should use paired waves,” said Shota. “Judging from the movement we saw earlier.” He glanced at Husher. “It wouldn’t do much in our universe, but I’m betting these aliens have never seen it before.”

The paired wave tactic was one that had become standard with the new Hellsong Hydras. It allowed the bursting cloud of kinetic impactors to create a cloud that blinded any anti-missile tactics that would otherwise thwart the stealth Gorgon missiles. For the dancing, unpredictable movements of the aliens, it might just be the best option.

Husher nodded at Shota. “Make it as the commander says, Ensign. Paired waves—hydras linked to Gorgons. Report results, and if they’re better than our last barrage on the first pass, then send that along to the rest of the battle group ships.”

Winterton exhaled sharply through his teeth. “Sir, the Wasp and the Able report heavy starfighter losses. They are pulling back to regroup.”

“Any change in the density or speed of those incoming aliens?”

“Negative, sir. Some change in spatial arrangement near the air group attack vectors, but I think they’re just skipping around the ships and burning them with that acid wash. Very few kills.”

“Let’s hope our ship-to-ship efforts are more successful.”

“Tactical on screen,” said Tremaine, and they now saw the line of missiles as they advanced on the incoming horde of alien ships.

Husher couldn’t help but glance at the distance left to travel before they could warp. It was just too damn far.

“Front-line Hydras are going into kill-mass mode,” Winterton said as the forward missiles split over and over into a cloud of kill-masses. That cloud poured into the aliens…and then through. “Few impacts, sir. But there was—”

“There.” Shota pointed at the display. “There!”

On the screen, explosions bloomed through the front of the enemy fleet, a slow-moving wave of light and fire. It seemed to crescendo and then peter out as it made its way into the heart of the cloud, but by that point their entire formation was deformed and shifted, with the side facing the Relentless badly wrecked.

“Relay to strike group to make way for paired waves,” snapped Husher. 

“Aye, sir,” said his Coms officer as he spun around to send the message.

“Second barrage,” announced Winterton.

It had the same effect as the first, but this time the missiles struck deep in the heart of the enemy fleet, the explosions rending the innards of the advancing swarm.

“It’s slowing,” said Winterton. “Sensors are picking up a new distortion in the enemy swarm. It seems to be re-coalescing, but at a reduced rate.”

Husher leaned back. He hadn’t even realized he was leaning forward. He could feel a palpable sense of release on the deck. “This crazy plan might just work.”

“New contacts,” said Winterton. “There are five more of those big ships appearing. They aren’t directly on our path, but they’re going to be closer than that previous cloud if they decide to…yes, they’re unraveling too, deploying the smaller ships. I’d estimate they’ll form up into a second swarm shortly.”

“Where the hell did they come from?”

“From behind the gas giant, sir. But...”

“But?”

“I don’t think they can realistically catch us. On our current course, we’re going to make it.”

Husher felt some more of the tension leave his body.

Then something on the main viewscreen flashed, like a small pulse of energy. In the same instant, Husher spied from the corner of his eye that the unbroken line of green dots had altered—the dots that represented their destroyers. When he glanced that way, he saw only four, where there should have been five.

He knew what was coming before Winterton spoke. He just didn’t know the name yet.

“Sir, sensors just lost the Able.”

Shota stepped toward the main viewscreen, eyes wide. “The enemy wasn’t anywhere near her. What happened?”

“Before she vanished, there was an energy burst I’d associate with her main reactor core.”

“It blew.” Husher leaned back in his seat.

“How?” Shota was still pointing at the tactical board. “There’s no way anything got near them!”

“The same way they nearly got ours.” Husher turned to Long. “Have we heard anything else from Major Callum?”

“Just got a report, sir,” he said.

“And?” A report was good. A report meant the marines were still there, or at least some of them were.

“He reports they’ve lost fourteen marines and two mechs. But the threat is neutralized.”

Husher looked up at the board again, exhaling slowly. “They saved all our lives, then.”

He exchanged a grim look with Shota, who looked paler than he’d been a second ago.

“The enemy must have compromised their hull during that first attack, just like us.” Husher resisted the urge to massage his temples. “Either the intruders weren’t detected, or they weren’t neutralized before they were able to compromise their reactor core.”

He turned toward Long. “Coms, send a message to the rest of the battle group. They’re to post guards at all critical engineering stations, with particular focus on reactor cores. If they had any contact with the aliens, they better get any onboard threats neutralized fast. And if they have active threats they haven’t neutralized…well, now they know where they’ll be headed.”

Shota found his voice again. “My God. What are those things, that that they could take down an entire destroyer?”

“We’ll need to debrief the marine and mech teams, and the pilots. We need to understand what we’re up against.”

The viewscreen now had a full view of the Able, broken into several pieces. There was no light. No sound. Just debris floating in space.

“Can we effect a rescue?” Husher asked, knowing the answer. 

“We can have fighters make a sweep, but we can’t get evac operations there without slowing down.”

Husher looked at the mob of aliens still bearing down on them. The human missile barrage had slowed them, but they’d regrouped, and were coming again as fast as they could. No doubt emboldened by their late-arriving comrades, who were right behind them.

We have to keep going. If any of us are going to make it out of this system alive…we have to keep going. “There’s no point in making a pass with the fighters if we can’t get shuttles there to pick anyone up. Call the fighter wings back. Make ready for our snap jump the instant we have a destination plotted.” Husher felt a hard knot in the pit of his stomach.

Those alien bastards were going to pay for this. They were going to pay for every last crew member on the Able.

“Sir,” Winterton said. “I hate to bring this up, but…”

“Say it.”

“The hull breach on the port side is now registering structural damage.”

Husher closed his eyes , and this time he allowed himself to rub his temples. “Can we jump with it?”

“If it gets any bigger—”

“Tell the Providence that if we don’t jump now, we can’t come along.”

Maybe it was for the best, Husher told himself. Maybe this way he wouldn’t have to live with the guilt of leaving the Able behind. This way he’d be able to turn and die in a blaze of glory, right alongside the Able. He’d get a chance to effect some payback.

“Providence reports common destination locked. Coordinates are good. We’re ready for snap warp jump,” said Long.

Husher opened his eyes and looked at his XO. “Well, do we try the jump or turn and fight?”

“I want to kill these bastards.”

“So do I.” But he continued to hold Shota’s gaze.

The XO stood his ground for a moment longer, out of stubbornness or pride Husher wasn’t sure. Finally, he let his shoulders slouch. “We might die in the jump. We will die in the fight.”

Husher nodded. “Agreed.” He turned to Fontaine at the Nav station. “Make ready for jump.”

“Yes, sir. Though I’m still not guaranteeing this won’t just turn us all into trillions of loose molecules floating through space.”

“Reassuring as always, Lieutenant. But our options are dwindling.”

As he said it, the outer batteries of the point defense system opened up. The front edge of the incoming aliens had just entered the railguns’ maximum range, and the computer had responded automatically. The rolling vibration throughout the CIC was enough to remind everyone of what was at stake.

“We’re ready, sir,” Fontaine said. 

Husher glanced at the tactical board and watched as, one by one, the green dots at the front of the formation began to wink out. On his own console, he took one last look at the dead hulk of the Able, now clearly illuminated in the glow of the gas giant that dominated the system. 

No matter how hard he squinted, he knew he wouldn’t see anything amidst the debris. But in his imagination, he could see the bloated bodies of the Able’s crew bouncing off the pieces of their dead ship, like so much shrapnel from a bullet impact.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” he said.

The stars on the viewscreen distorted and stretched as the warp bubble encapsulated the Relentless.

They slipped into warp.


Chapter 21

Quarantine Zone

Primary Engineering Plant, UHC Relentless

 

“Fast as the devil and twice as nasty,” said Major Gamble from a bulkhead viewscreen.

Husher stood just outside the engineering plant that housed the ship’s main reactor. The marine commander was no more than a dozen meters away, but he might as well have been on a different ship altogether.

“How long are they going to keep you in there?” Husher asked. The reason he was talking to the major through a viewscreen was because Gamble and the rest of his marines were in quarantine, stuck inside the engineering plant. They couldn’t even get out of their pressure suits. The smart kids with the PhDs all said they couldn’t alter the pressure inside the space until they better understood the biohazard.

Whatever the acidic shit eating up the Relentless was, Husher wanted it found and destroyed.

Gamble was shaking his head. “Nobody seems to know. Or at least, they aren’t telling an old jarhead. You talk to old sawbones over there?”

He nodded in the direction of Dr. Guzman, who hadn’t stopped moving since the moment Husher arrived. Currently, he was hovering over a marine private, who sat wearing a dazed expression.

“No,” Husher said. “He stubbornly refuses to put talking to me above trying to save the lives of your men, if you can believe it.”

Gamble nodded. “Just about right, then.” He paused. “I did have two men get slashed with those alien claws. I think the doctor’s most interested in them right now. Anyone that got hit with that acid shit is long gone.”

“I hear you were one of the slash victims.”

“Yeah, but the doc hasn’t been able to corner me. He knows not to bother with me while I still have men that need tending to.”

Husher chuckled softly. “So you saw this stuff in action?”

“I sure did, and let me tell you, it was freaky. I’ve never seen anything like it—the way it seemed to know what it was doing”

“So you think it was more than just an automatic reaction.”

“Not sure I follow, sir.”

“Like plants bending toward light. It could be the substance was drawn to the energy of the reactor core. The same way those creatures seemed to be.”

Gamble frowned. “Even if that were it, it’s pretty strange stuff.”

A marine appeared behind Gamble. “Major?”

Gamble turned. “What do you need, Private?”

“Just getting a data check on this,” he said, holding up a tablet.

Gamble gave him a once-over and a “Sure,” then he turned back to Husher. “You believe these kids, Captain?” said Gamble, thrusting a thumb at the private, who did his best to look innocent. “When we were coming up, would we just walk up to a couple of superiors and act like there was nothing wrong with butting in for a signature on a damn tablet?” Gamble handed back the tablet. “This is Private Tammery. I suppose if I’m being generous, he was the one to first notice how weird that acid was acting.”

Tammery leaned into view. “Captain.”

“All right, get back to work, Private,” Gamble said, giving the private a shove to help him on his way. “Kids these days.”

Husher cleared his throat. “So, the acid. Can you be more specific about what it was doing?”

“Right. It wasn’t just flowing toward the reactor, sir.”

“What do you mean?”

“I was talking to the chief engineer, and he was saying how the stuff seemed to know how to maximize the damage it was doing to the ship. It went for the bulkheads and beams that would most compromise the structure. You can see for yourself.”

Gamble stepped out of the way and pointed at the engineer plant overhead…or what was left of it. Struts had been burned away to nubs and Husher could see through to the deck above. “They did a number on us, all right.”

Gamble nodded. “But now think about where that hole is relative to the hull breach,” he said. He was again tracing the path with his outstretched arm. “It’s not lined up at all. They weren’t just rushing toward the reactor, sir. They were looking for weak points and exploiting them as they went. That’s why the smart kids want us quarantined. We don’t know what this thing is capable of.”

Husher realized his breathing had sped up. This thing might be more alive than we know.

He thought about the Able’s destruction. What if they’d managed to kill off the things that attacked them, but never realized until it was too late that there was another threat?

This is why you don’t start fights with enemies you know nothing about, he thought for the umpteenth time. “Well, once we have an idea—”

An outburst from his com brought him up short. Husher unholstered it to find his Tactical officer looking up at him. “What is it, LT?”

“We have a situation in the brig.”

The brig? Oh, no. 

“Did he get out?” Husher turned away from Gamble without comment and began speed-walking in the direction of the brig.

Tremaine looked bewildered for a moment, then relieved. “No sir, nothing like that.”

“What, then?”

“It’s Fesky, sir. She got into his cell.”

Husher’s knuckles whitened around the communicator. “On my way,” he said, leaving the quarantine zone behind him.


Chapter 22

Quarantine Zone

Engineering Plant, UHC Relentless

 

Inside the quarantine zone, Logistics Specialist First Class Zed Heller was in love. 

Zed had never really been in love before, but he was pretty sure this was how it worked. At least, that was how it worked in the vids he loved to watch, the old Earth ones that he sneaked down to the rec deck early in the morning to watch by himself, after the rest of the team were in bed, sleeping off hangovers.

Zed was a romantic. His mother had told him so. His sister had told him so. And really, Zed wasn’t arguing. He just needed someone to shower all his affections on.

And now he had her.

Claire Mulloy was everything that Zed wasn’t. She was tough and smart and uncompromising. She outranked Zed, but he wasn’t in her direct chain of command, so their jobs didn’t have to get in the way. She was just about the sexiest woman he’d ever met in his life. 

And she wanted to be with Zed. He was over the shock of that by now. He’d made the first move, somehow managing to trick her into a date that wasn’t really a date, but once they got there it was a date, and after the night that followed it was one-hundred-percent-for-sure a date.

He glanced at his com, at the last message he’d gotten from her. He goggled at the words ‘sexy beast’ like he’d never seen words before. He almost tripped over a toolbox some engineer had left lying around, but he looked up just in time, and managed to conceal his stumble—or so he thought. 

“Heller, you still trying to figure out how to walk?” snapped Cornell, laughing like this was actually funny and egged on by his little cabal of fellow assholes, Xander and Ellis. How Cornell had come to be Zed’s supervisor, he could never know. 

That wasn’t true. Zed did know. Cornell was a weasel and a kiss-ass, and he knew all the right people to get himself put in charge of a project like this.

Cornell wasn’t just an asshole. He was a professional asshole. He had a certificate somewhere that proved it. Probably stuffed up his ass.

“I’m fine, thanks,” Zed shot back weakly. He never won these little games, even when his brain wasn’t mush, except he didn’t like to let Cornell get in free shots.

Oh, what the hell. Let Cornell be an ass. Zed was in love!

This time, he did trip, landing face-first on the deck as his detail tablet flew through the air.

He cursed under his breath. The fact that the quarantine team was using multiple specimen collection trays made the floor a nightmare to traverse. Then again, Zed was a Logistics officer in a radiation suit in a heavy containment scenario, so really, he should probably watch where the hell he was walking.

Screw it. He was in love. Though the hysterical laughter from Cornell and his hyena friends did put a little dent in his joy, if he was being honest. 

He scrambled to his feet and gave Cornell the bird, then checked his suit’s principal readout and saw green across the board. Thank God for that. The last thing he needed was to break his suit and end up having to stay here with the sad-sack marines. Most of them looked like they’d rather eat the business end of their weapons rather than sit around twiddling their thumbs for another minute.

Several of the marines must have seen Zed do his faceplant, but if any of them noticed, they didn’t say anything. Nice to see someone was professional.

“I’m off,” Zed said as he approached the overseer at the exit lock. The meathead looked nonthreatening enough, but he had a weapon on his belt, and the marine that Zed could see on the other side of the door looked competent enough. Zed wondered why a simple decontamination needed all this.

Sure, it was alien goop. Big deal. It wasn’t the first time Zed had been around something like that. Once they had it in the lab and could isolate it, the secrets would come out. Usually boring and predictable secrets, but Zed was trying to be optimistic. Love will do that to a man. Damn, he was in a good mood.

The guy glanced down at Zed’s chest, scanning for the ID number, then checked his roster. Satisfied with whatever he saw there, he nodded and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “You’re clear, doc,” he said in a bored voice that barely concealed a yawn. “Have a good day.”

Zed didn’t bother to correct him. He wasn’t a doc. He was a PhD candidate. But to the overgrown ape with the big gun, he might as well be.

He stepped into the decontamination room and began to unzip his suit.

Twenty minutes later, Zed stepped out, finally free of the plastic bubble he’d spent the last four hours in. He was walking toward the head when a couple drops of water splattered down on his shoulder, splashing his neck and face. Zed wiped it away as he looked up, expecting to see a leaking compressor. But he couldn’t see anything except the edge of the containment airlock, and the small overhang that stuck out from the bulkhead.

He looked at his fingers, and felt his eyes widen. It wasn’t water. It was a mucus-like green substance. It had the slightest bit of viscosity to it, but it was thin like water or blood.

He knew instantly that it was the alien specimen. He knew it was acidic. And he’d seen what it had done to those marines—the tiny piles of organic matter that were left after it was done with them.

“Shit!” he yelped, wiping it away in a blind panic. “Shit, shit, shit!”

He ran to the head, then splashed water on his neck and face, washing the goop off. He waited for the burning sensation to start, for the acid to start tearing into him.

But nothing happened.

No pain. No burning. No anything. 

He had to tell his supervisor about this, right now. He had to tell Cornell.

The thought made him sick to his stomach. Cornell would rub this in Zed’s face. He could already see him, that fake-serious expression as he told Zed he’d royally screwed up—that he was off the project, and how Cornell was really sorry about it. Then Zed could hear him laughing with his stupid jerk-off circle of friends the moment he was out of sight. And of course, afterward, Zed would have to go sit with those sad-faced marines and twiddle his own thumbs. 

And he could just forget about Claire. They’d had one great date and one great night together, but now he’d be in quarantine for God knew how long, and he’d never see her again. He’d die old and broken and—

Stop! He stared at himself in the mirror, droplets still clinging to his face. Stop being a manic idiot like you always are, Zed. Just think!

There was no burning. No effect at all. Whatever the goop was that had killed those marines, this clearly wasn’t the same stuff. It wasn’t acidic. It was just a little bit of residual nothing. 

He rubbed his neck and shoulder again. There was nothing there. It wasn’t even red or irritated. A little discolored water had fallen on him and he’d wiped it away. And it was gone now. Nothing to see.

He’d just tell Cornell that he’d spotted it there on the edge of the containment area. If anything, he’d get some begrudging respect from Cornell. He’d even let him take credit for finding it. Go ahead, Cornell, I insist. It’s your project. You found it, great job. Promotion time for you.

And Zed could go on with his life. He could see Claire.

Everything would be fine.

Everything was fine.

He walked out of the bathroom and back to the contamination lock, to the com unit on the bulkhead. “Hey, Cornell, got something out here you need to check out. I think there’s some substance out here, outside containment. I haven’t been in contact with it or anything, but it needs to be cleaned up using proper protocol.”

He paused, waiting for Cornell to acknowledge his message. He rubbed his brow absentmindedly, then took off his jacket. Zed was always the cold guy that needed a jacket, but for some reason, he was really warm right now. Maybe he needed to talk to someone about the temperature settings in here.

He wiped sweat from his brow again. Wow. It was like a sauna in here, all of a sudden. He was glad to be leaving soon.

“Just be quick about it,” he said. “I have a date.”


Chapter 23

Primary Incarceration Unit

UHC Relentless

 

Husher entered the brig to find himself staring not at his evil double in the main cell, but at Fesky. The cell’s bulkheads were covered in blood, as was the Winger. 

“What the hell happened?”

“We locked her in there,” the guard said. Husher remembered that his name was Damon, and that he had a big family back in the Feverfew system, one of the old systems Husher had visited when he was a young officer. They’d talked about one of the local delicacies that involved stuffing vegetables into the intestines of dead animals. Damon seemed to think it was the best thing humanity had ever discovered. Husher had had other opinions.

“How did this happen?”

“She walked in and said that you gave her permission to see the prisoner.”

“And?”

“And, uh…well, everyone knows that she’s here as your guest. I mean, I didn’t think…” His voice trailed off. “I should have inquired further, sir. It’s my fault, of course, Captain. I just took her at her word. Simple as that, sir.”

“So where is the other…me?” Husher still felt unsure about how to address the situation of having an evil twin. If more from the Progenitor system had survived, maybe this would be a more common problem.

But you took care of that, didn’t you? 

He shook the self-doubt from his mind. It was always there, always looking for an opening. His little demon for the rest of his days. Maybe everyone had a version of it, but Husher also knew not everyone’s demon could point to billions of lost souls in another universe.

“We moved him,” Damon said hesitantly, nodding down the brig toward one of the smaller cells farther back.

“Why?”

“After she…”Damon nodded at Fesky, who was balled up in the corner of the cell, where she hadn’t moved since Husher had entered. “After she got in there, she went insane. She started tearing into him, ripping his face to ribbons with her talons. We rushed in and pulled her off him.”

Damon turned over his arm and showed Husher a long healing patch that ran from his armpit to his elbow. “Some of that blood is mine. She was insane. Attacked everything that moved. We didn’t dare try to relocate her. We just jerked you—him—out of there and threw him in one of the smaller cells. Then we shut her in there.” Damon shrugged. “We haven’t even examined her since it happened. I don’t think she’s hurt.”

Husher nodded as Damon finally stopped and took a breath, seemingly spent in the telling of the story. He wondered if the man thought he was going to court-martial him for his actions. He’d let Fesky in there, which was a huge lapse, but he wasn’t wrong to assume that Fesky had his blessing. Husher was the one who’d insisted she come along on the mission, so it was unfair to put this on Damon.

“I’m going in to talk to her,” Husher said. “Open the cell.”

“Sir, she would have killed him if we hadn’t gotten in there. As it is, he isn’t in good shape.”

“I’ll see to him in a second. For now, I want in that cell. Your marines at the doors can come in with me, if they like.”

Damon nodded reluctantly. He really didn’t have a choice in the matter, if Husher was being honest, but the brig was Damon’s responsibility right now, and Husher didn’t want to step on the man. He’d been through enough because of Husher already.

“OK. I want two marines in there with you and two outside. The marines go in first.”

“Of course.”

As the marines entered the cell, Fesky didn’t stir. Husher walked in behind them and headed straight for her. “Fesky. It’s me.”

At the sound of his voice, she leapt into a fighting stance with lightning speed. The marines flanking Husher brought their weapons to bear.

“It’s me,” Husher repeated firmly. “The captain. Your friend. I’m not the monster.”

“I can’t tell.” She narrowed her eyes. “I can’t tell.” Her voice was faltering and broken.

“It’s me,” Husher said a third time, keeping his voice low and soothing. “Just me.”

She finally came out of her fighting stance. “Maybe it is. But maybe it’s another one of his tricks. Who can say?”

“Since you apparently ripped him to shreds, allow me to deploy some logic. We don’t have the kind of magical technology to have fixed that in the few minutes since it happened, so you can be pretty sure I’m not the same person you just did that to. OK?”

Fesky nodded. “OK, yeah. That makes sense.”

“Why did you do it?”

“Why not? You didn’t tell me he was here. So when I found out, I decided to see for myself. And then, when I saw him, I just…I don’t know what happened. It just happened.”

“How did you find out about his presence?”

“People talk.”

“Not about this. I made sure nobody knew.”

“You weren’t sure enough.”

Husher sighed. “I thought bringing you along would help you. Now I’m not so sure.”

“Who said I needed help, Husher?”

He shook his head. “The doctor was right.”

“You’ve talked to the doctor, then? Did my evaluation meet his approval?”

Of course not. And no wonder. Look at what just happened. But Husher bit his tongue on that score. “He has a new therapeutic approach,” he said instead, channeling Guzman’s peculiar description. “But it would require that I be present during the sessions.”

“Group therapy sessions?” Fesky squawked. “I’ll play along on the condition that you have to play along, too.”

God, she did know him. She knew he’d do anything he could to avoid Guzman’s psychological scrutiny. Still, if it would help her, he was willing.

“It’s a date, then.”

Fesky clacked her beak as Husher turned and marched out of the cell. The door slammed behind him.

He turned. “For now, I think you’re going to have to stay here. I’ll have you confined to your quarters later today, with marines posted outside the hatch.”

“I’m sorry, Husher.” Fesky’s voice had dropped to almost a whisper, and she did sound contrite.

“So am I,” he said.

He motioned for the marines to follow him as he walked down the short corridor to the handful of smaller cells. He found his doppelgänger in the last one on the left.

“You look like shit,” Husher said, and he meant it. The man’s face was bloody and bloated. He had two heal-patches on his head and more on his neck and both shoulders. There was a tear in his shirt that ran all the way to his belly, the fabric red on both sides.

It looked like he’d been through a shredding machine.

In spite of it all, his double wore a mischievous grin. “She was so happy to see me. It’s so nice to renew old acquaintances, don’t you think?”

Husher shook his head. “If I didn’t think I might need you here—”

“But you do need me.” The other Husher squinted at him. “I can see it. You’ve seen something out there.”

“Something, yes. Whether it has anything to do with the Progenitors and their AIs, I’m not sure.”

“But I am sure, Husher. I can feel it.”

“If it is a Progenitor creation, I’m going to need more than just hunches.”

His twin sat back, a smile forming on his bloody, cracked lips.

“What the hell are you smiling about?”

The man shook his head, still grinning. “I have a good feeling about this universe.”
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“Pocket universe.”

“A what?” Husher asked his sensor operator.

Winterton shifted in one of the tactical room’s uncomfortable chairs. With the second watch holding down the CIC while they were in warp, Husher and the rest of the department heads had seized the moment to figure out exactly what they knew. They all needed sleep, but none of them were getting it anyway, so it made sense to put their minds together instead.

“That’s how I would describe it, sir.”

“Just because the stars seem close together?”

Husher had asked his sensor operator to help make sense of this new universe they found themselves in. In working with Fontaine and Moens to plot a course for the snap warp jump, he’d collated more data about this dimension for analysis.

“There’s a reason the stars are so close together here,” Fontaine put in. “It seems this galaxy is unusually dense because the universe is unusually dense.” 

Moens nodded. “This is all there is.”

“What do you mean, ‘all there is?’” Husher asked.

“There’s no universe here, nothing beyond the edges of the galaxy. Or, what we thought was a galaxy. Turns out it comprises the entire dimension. That’s why we were able to coordinate the jump so quickly.”

“I thought the density of the stars was the reason for that.” Shota sounded irritated. For the young commander, scientific discussions didn’t hold a candle to tactical ones. Frankly, they didn’t rank terribly high for Husher either, but since they were stuck in this dimension, understanding it would be critical.

Moens shook his head. “The density should have made things more difficult.” He glanced at Fontaine, who shrugged. “A speck of matter can be a killer, when you’re in a warp bubble. But in this case, there’s hardly anything out there to run into, despite the fact that space is densely packed with stars here. There are no quasars. No energy signatures. No significant background radiation. There’s just nothing out here.”

Husher exhaled slowly. “So. A pocket universe. Well, all right. I’m not sure how good this news is.”

Shota raised an eyebrow. “Considering we can’t even get inter-dimensional travel going, I’d say it’s very bad. We have nowhere we can run.”

“What’s the story on the quantum drives?” Husher asked. “Why can’t we go back the way we came?”

Winterton glanced at Fontaine before answering. “That’s an open question. As far as I can tell, there shouldn’t be anything preventing it.”

“We’ve double-checked every readout on the quantum engine,” offered Third Engineer Jennings. “Everything is nominal—there’s nothing in the data to suggest it isn’t working. Besides, the chance of every quantum engine in the battle group malfunctioning all at once is pretty low.”

Husher snorted. “If they’re fine, why aren’t we talking about all of this on the way back home?”

“I can’t say for sure, sir” Jennings said. “But my theory is that there’s something about this universe that’s preventing the quantum engines from working.”

Husher looked around the room. His gaze settled on Winterton. “Does Jennings’ theory align with what you’ve seen in the sensor data?”

“Sir, I can only tell you what I know. It’s a tiny universe. Like the Progenitor universe, except theirs was once as big as ours.”

The mention of the Progenitor universe almost made Husher flinch, but he caught himself in time. Dark tech had triggered the collapse of that dimension to a single star system, but he’d shrunk it down even further. And the toll had been bloody. Millions wiped from existence in an instant.

He shook himself out of his dark reverie. “Enough about where we are. Let’s talk about who we’re stuck here with. That alien invasion in engineering. They got damn close to the reactors.”

“It did,” said a science officer Husher didn’t terribly care for. His name was Cornell. “But we’ve scrubbed the contamination area, and we think we’ve gotten everything. The marines in quarantine are reacting reasonably well, given the situation.”

Husher chuckled at that. He understood that if looks could kill, the marines would all be murderers. They couldn’t stand the quarantine teams bossing them around in there. “Good to hear you have the situation under control. But what the hell were those things? And how were they able to slice open my ship and rush straight for its most sensitive part?”

Cornell’s lips tightened. “We’re working on that. We’ve isolated the substance they were spraying, and should have more data soon. As for their tactics, identifying the reactor core isn’t terribly difficult.”

Husher grunted. “Getting to it damn well ought to be.” He suppressed a sigh. “As of now, we’re playing cat and mouse in a tiny universe with a very big cat.”

“Worse than that,” Shota said. “With no quantum drives, there’s no way for us to get word back to the Milky Way, to call for reinforcements. Until somebody comes looking for us, we’re on our own. This battle group is all the support that we’re going to get.”

The room was silent for a moment at that thought. Husher thought about the dead husk of the Able, tumbling aimlessly through space. They couldn’t afford to take more losses like that. There was no one out here to help them.

“We’re trapped here.” Cornell’s voice trembled slightly.

“With a big cat,” Shota added. As usual, his tone didn’t waver.

The conference room’s vid screen suddenly came to life, and Second Watch officer Gyver stood up. The Winger’s feathers were standing at attention—a sign that he was upset.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Husher asked. He liked Gyver. He was a good officer. The Winger wasn’t the most creative thinker on the ship, but he was as reliable as any human Husher had ever had serve under him.

“Sir, we’ve exited warp.”

Husher leaned forward. “Already? We weren’t expecting that for another hour at least.”

“Yes sir.” Gyver’s beak snapped as he spoke. “But the situation has changed.”

Husher was already on his feet. The other department heads were getting the message and starting to walk out as well, returning to their stations. “How has it changed?”

“There are more enemy units in this system. Identical to the ones that attacked us.”

Shota cursed. “I guess that’s not a surprise.”

Gyver swallowed visibly. “Sir, there are far more of them than there were in the previous system.”

Husher exchanged looks with Shota. “Out of the frying pan.” He turned back to Gyver. “We’re on our way.” 

He was about to cut the connection when Gyver spoke again.

“There’s something else, sir.” The Winger’s beak clacked again. “They aren’t the only aliens.”

Husher narrowed his eyes. “There are other aliens?”

“Yes sir. They’re engaged in battle with the ones that attacked us.” He hesitated, then his head dipped. “And they’re losing.”
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Husher spent the next hour watching in fascination as the battle unfolded in front of them on long-range scanners, which gave them little flavor for the actual fighting, but a plethora of broad-strokes data on the battle.

His Second Watch officer had been right. It was going badly for the new species of alien. It seemed as though they were familiar with the ones that had attacked the human battle group. They were using tactics that reminded Husher of their own, in some ways. All of their maneuvers seemed to boil down to blinding or tricking the attacking aliens.

Whatever the history books liked to say about wars past and future, it wasn’t always the brilliant tactician that prevailed. In fact, you heard those stories precisely because they were the exceptions to the rule. The reality was that most wars were won the same way they’d been won since the beginning of time. Pure, brute force. Overwhelming numbers. Mind-numbing attrition. That was the sad reality of what Husher was watching before him. 

The new species had techniques that worked well to slow the advance of the monsters with their ship-eating acid spawn. But in the end, they simply didn’t have the numbers. And try as they might, the sheer weight of enemy aliens was going to win out in the end. There was nothing that the new species could do, no matter how brilliant their tactics.

It was a stark reminder of how the universe worked. Any universe. Even a pocket universe.

“All ships reporting successful transit,” announced Winterton. “The battle group is out of warp and accounted for.”

They’d spent the last twenty minutes monitoring near-space as the ships from the battle group had appeared, one by one.

“The Providence?” Husher asked.

“She’s hailing us now.”

By virtue of being the lead ship, and the one with Admiral Iver aboard, the Providence was the last ship to arrive. The destroyers had arrived first, and successive waves of subsequent arrivals had fortified the position. It might be a romantic notion that the admiral would lead the charge, but it didn’t make much sense to have your most important ship warping into a space that hadn’t been secured first.

“On screen,” Husher said, since Iver hadn’t requested a private conversation. Whenever possible, Husher preferred to receive transmissions in the presence of his CIC crew.

“Captain,” said Iver. “I’ve just been briefed on the situation. You’ve been here the longest. What can you tell me?”

“Not much more than I’m sure you’ve had reported to you already. Whatever this fight is, our new friends aren’t doing much better against those alien acid spitters than we did. They have better tactics, and from what I can tell, more powerful weapons at their disposal. Not to mention a hell of a lot more ships than we have.”

“But?”

“But they’re still being overwhelmed. There are just too many.”

“How long can they hold out?” Iver asked.

Husher glanced over at Shota.

The XO shook his head. “I’m not optimistic they can last another hour, Admiral.”

Iver grunted. “I’m contemplating jumping again.”

Husher nodded. “We considered that too, but as we’ve been watching, the destroyer captains have started to form a consensus. We were waiting for the rest of the battle group to get here—to get your thoughts.”

Iver sniffed. “What’s this consensus, then?”

In truth, there was no consensus. Husher had talked with his fellow captains, but there was far from uniform thought on this. He’d been banking on Iver contacting him first when he dropped out of warp, and his wish had been granted.

Husher bent forward slightly. “We need to go down there and help.”

The admiral raised his eyebrows. “In our last engagement, you wanted to run with our tails between our legs, but now you want to rush in and fight? After we’ve learned just how powerful this enemy is?”

“When we thought the quantum drives were still working and we could jump back out of this universe, it seemed prudent to leave with what information we’d gathered and return with a larger force.”

“Well, now we’re even more sure of the enemy force. This was a recon mission, and we have the recon we needed. Why engage the enemy again?”

“I don’t think this mission is about gathering data anymore, Admiral.”

“Enlighten me.”

“We know we can’t run. Not far, anyway. And I’m sure your brainiacs are telling you the same thing mine are. This is a tiny universe. We can’t hide here. And we can’t jump back to our own dimension, for some reason. Something about the fabric of this universe is changed.”

“All true,” Iver said. “But not especially compelling reasons to attack.”

“I’d disagree. My XO and I have been talking, and we’ve concluded this is a cat-and-mouse scenario. We don’t want to be the mouse. We want to be the cat.”

Iver narrowed his eyes. “How do you propose we do that?” 

“Sir, these new aliens are clearly the enemy of our enemy. That makes them potential allies. They must know more about the hostile species than we do. If we can tip the engagement in their favor, we’ll have made some valuable new friends. The kind that can help make us much stronger for the next fight.”

“So you want us to go make friends with another mouse in the hopes that two mice can kill a cat?”

“When you put it like that, it’s not the most compelling argument. But yes, I think that’s exactly what we need to do. We can’t run. That means we have to fight. If that’s the case, we’d better find allies. This might be the only chance we have.”

“Sir,” said the Coms officer. “I have a transmission incoming.”

“From where?”

“The engagement, sir. I think it’s coming from one of those new alien ships.”

“Put it on the speaker.”

The message comprised of hissing sounds interspersed with staccato clicks. Husher had heard it before.

“That sounds just like the distress signal,” he said. Iver was on the main screen, no doubt hearing the same message himself. “These are the creatures that sent the original signal, the one we came here for.”

Iver nodded slowly. “All right,” he said at last. “We’ll set a course for the engagement, God help us.”

With that, the admiral vanished from the viewscreen.

Husher glanced over at Shota. “Ready to go take the fight to that cat?”

Shota smiled. “Power to the mice.”
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“Steady as she goes,” Husher said, watching the battle grow larger on the viewscreen. 

Their new allies, if that was what they were going to become, had ships that were highly modular. As they approached the flank of the battle, Husher saw one of the ships begin to break apart.

“Magnify that,” he said, stepping toward the screen. 

“Did she take fire?” Shota asked. “Is that why the vessel’s breaking up?”

“Negative, sir,” Winterton said. “None of the enemy ships has managed to reach it.”

Husher shook his head. “The breakup is too controlled. It’s purposeful.” As if to support his assertion, a moment later the pieces of the ship that had split apart began to rotate and move at speed. They looked like little modular versions of the main ship.

“Is this a trick that everyone in this universe uses?” Shota said sarcastically.

Winterton gave a small shrug. “Similar patterns should emerge across any number of fields, particularly in a universe as small as this one.”

“So the way they all seem to split into smaller units, this must be a common battle tactic here.”

“Apparently so. Whether our own tactics put us at an advantage or a disadvantage, we don’t really know yet.”

Husher allowed himself a small grin. “It’s nice to have that tactic on our side, considering how effective it was against us. Even if our new friends’ vessels look much less organic than the enemy’s. Their craft were like living beings.”

“Like amoebas or something.” Shota’s gaze was intent on the viewscreen. “At least these look like proper ships.”

As they watched, one of the larger modular ships exploded. “They might look like proper ships,” Winterton said, “but they’re struggling against the same ones that attacked us.”

Another blinding flash confirmed the sensor operator’s words.

Husher suppressed the urge to curse. “This might be ending faster than we thought.”

“It’s a failure cascade,” Tremaine said from the Tactical console. “They’ve reached the tipping point, now. The destruction of their ships is going to happen faster, because they’ve lost containment across the front closest to us.”

Husher took a deep breath. “Well then, we need to get in there.”

“Sir,” Winterton said. “I might have been wrong—”

“My God,” Tremaine said. “How is that possible?”

The ship that had seemed to get blown to pieces had somehow split into fourths the moment before the blast. Only one of the chunks had sustained damage. The other three were spreading apart from it as they concentrated firepower on the amoeba creatures that were still converging on the destroyed quarter. 

In spite of the growing distance as they fled, because they were all concentrating their fire, they were far more effective than even the paired missile launch had been. They were able to overwhelm and destroy the amoeba creatures, despite their efforts to flee back into space.

“That’s a hell of a way to limit damage,” Shota said.

Husher nodded. “And it’s a hell of a way to get those things right where you want them.” The screen was full of the battle now. “How close are we?”

“Another two minutes and we’ll be able to launch missiles ship-to-ship.”

“We’ll need to make sure we’re firing far away from those modular ships, at least until they know we’re on their side.” Husher bit his lip. This is going too smoothly. “Why doesn’t the enemy come after us?”

Shota furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that they must see us coming.”

“Maybe they don’t know about our last engagement.”

“I doubt they’d need to. They were only too happy to attack us without provocation.”

“We were a little provocative,” offered Shota. “We tend to be that way wherever we go.”

Husher ignored the remark. “There was no reason for them to attack us, but they did. Now they’re in a heated battle, and they’re just going to let us saunter up to their flank with no resistance?”

“Sir, we’re inside missile range,” Winterton said. 

“Guess so,” Shota said. “I guess your reputation doesn’t precede you everywhere you—”

“Sir,” Winterton said. “We’ve got company.”

I knew it. “Where are they?”

“Off our starboard side. Seven more of the Stomachs we encountered before.”

Husher tilted his head. “Stomachs?”

The sensor operator’s gaze locked onto his. “The ones that shed the amoebas in layers. Seems as good a name for them as any.”

“Get our alert fighters in the air. Divert non-critical power to the point defense systems. How the hell did they sneak up on us?”

The Tactical officer shook his head, but it was the sensor operator who broke in: “They just appeared out of nowhere, sir. I wouldn’t say they sneaked up on us, exactly.”

“It’s the same way the amoebas seem to jump in and out of realspace.” Shota said. “Apparently the Stomachs can do that, too.”

“They didn’t before.” For the first time, Husher wondered if some of these might be the same ships they’d fought in the last engagement. If they could just jump in and out of space like this, who was to say they couldn’t travel incredibly fast as well?

Tremaine leaned over his console, his entire body rigid. “They’re going to outflank us! Sir, we have to redeploy the battle group.”

“Has the Providence—”

“She’s calling for us to form up out front with the other destroyers,” Winterton said, having guessed what his captain had been about to say. “The battle group is reorienting.”

Husher took a long breath. “They want a fight. They’re getting one.” He mashed the com panel. “Major Callum, get everything you’ve got out there. Expect similar conditions to last time.”

“Can’t wait,” Callum said, his voice tinny in the cockpit as he raced away from one of the Relentless’ launch tubes. “And I have a bunch of stick jockeys with me who feel the same way.”

“Good.” The tactical display turned red with the cloud of incoming amoebas. “You’re going to need all the help you can get.”
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“Keep it together, folks,” Callum said. “Work with your wingman, controlled bursts, take out what you have in front of you.”

“Shiiiiiiit,” Z-man called. “There’s a helluva lot more out here than there were before.”

“What did I just say?”

“Sorry, Major.”

“Hang tight. Backwash incoming.” He watched the barrage of missiles from the Relentless roaring up behind them. A moment later, the missiles soared past, their internal AI guidance easing them past the fighters and forward into the unrelenting cloud of aliens ahead.

“Go get some, little dudes,” Thunder croaked, his Winger beak clattering in his flight suit. Callum had put on a Winger flight suit once, just for fun. No one had told him how much it would smell. It hadn’t actually turned out to be all that fun. Even so, he was happy to have the sensible Winger along.

Another wave of missiles screamed past, these fired by the Providence. The crisscrossing missile barrages smashed into the approaching aliens. Many of them were destroyed. But even from this distance, Callum could tell that that their constant location-shifting was limiting the damage.

“They’re adapting,” he muttered. The aliens had only seen the paired-wave tactic once, and they were already adapting to it. 

“Well, we can adapt too,” said Rooster, ever the optimist. 

“Remember, team, we don’t have the advantage of subspace capabilities, so don’t think linearly. Your enemy is the one who can drop in and out of space at will. That means that we have to focus on maneuverability, not forward thrust.”

A number of affirmative responses came over the com. “Good hunting,” Callum said as the first warning lights began to blare on his HUD, to indicate that there were ships now within his firing range.

Callum switched to his local shared frequency for his wingman. “Rooster, let’s open a path.”

In unison, the two Pythons let loose with a string of Punisher missiles. They were dumb ordnance, but right now they just wanted a clear path to—

Something shimmered into view directly between Callum and Rooster.

“Tango Two,” snapped Rooster, identifying another target that had appeared just out of Callum’s view at his two o’clock.

“Your kill,” snapped Callum, not taking his eyes off the alien in front of him. “I’m on deck.” He began firing the instant before he engaged the gyroscope to rotate the outer shell of his fighter around, bringing the kinetic cannons toward the target. Time was more important than accuracy here. He only had a blink of an eye before the thing could—

The ship shimmered, already starting to duck out of realspace. 

An explosion burst from its port side where the first of Callum’s kinetic kill-slugs hit the ship. He kept his thumb mashed down on the top of his stick. “Eat that, bastard,” he shouted as the shimmer abruptly stopped and the ship spun wildly around, out of control.

Callum’s Python continued to hurtle forward in space, but he had a perfect view of the amoeba-like alien, even as it was sliding away in the HUD view. Two more kinetic impactors found the mark and the ship blew open, its soft, organic exterior splitting apart and bleeding into space.

“Splash one.” The moment he said it, red impact lights blared on his helmet. He turned to see Rooster’s fighter tumbling toward him on a collision course.

Callum instinctively shoved his stick down and applied full power. For an agonizing moment, his Python refused to respond, stubbornly adhering to the laws of physics.

Finally, it relented to his thrusters’ power, breaking the spell of inertia. His Python leapt downward just as Rooster went tumbling past.

As soon as his view cleared, another alien ship appeared, covered by the telltale shimmer as it jumped into realspace.

Callum reacted reflexively, mashing down on his kinetic impactors before his outer shell brought the cannons around to zero in on the alien. 

His aggressiveness paid off, clipping the thing just as it began to shimmer again for a jump out. For all their ability to move fast, the alien vessels weren’t heavily armored, and every kinetic impact seemed to rattle the outer skin. Two more impacts, and it joined the other alien, ripped into meaty chunks in space.

“Splash two. Rooster, status?”

“I’m OK,” Rooster said, his fighter back under control “The bastard shot that acid at me.”

“Are you hit?”

“Maybe. I’m not sure. Can you look?”

Just then, three of the aliens all jumped into space right behind Rooster. “Dive,” Callum managed, instinctively reaching toward his kinetic cannon release. But this time, he couldn’t start firing before he had a solution. If he did, those wild shots risked hitting Rooster. His ship could take a couple of slug impacts, but at this close range, the rounds might do severe damage. 

Instead of executing a true dive, Rooster did an inverted spin, flipping around and straining his gyroscope. But it was up to the task, and it quickly compensated for the motion by spinning his outer shell around and bringing his cannons to bear from the other direction.

Callum started firing, knowing it was too late. The aliens would be able to see this coming.

But a funny thing happened. With both he and Rooster concentrating their slugs, the aliens became overwhelmed. Rather than jumping instantly, they seemed to hesitate, trying to understand the flight pattern of the kill-slugs coming fast at them. That moment of hesitation killed them. All three were shredded where they floated in their indecision.

“Boo-yah!” yelled Rooster. “Not so tough now.”

“They’re easily confused,” Callum said, talking fast. “That’s why the paired missile launches are so successful. Sure, they’re familiar with those now, and they adapt quickly. But that adapting is their crutch. Take just then. They hesitated—probably trying to figure out our attack pattern. But it took them too long. If they’d accepted there was no pattern, or just jumped away, they might not have died. But they couldn’t help themselves. They had to hang around and see if they could find a pattern.”

“That’s a lotta talk, boss. What are you getting at?”

“We need to be working in larger groups that can concentrate firepower.” Callum flipped over to the all-com channel. “All wings, if you can hear me, pair up. We should be in two by two formations, and we should concentrate firepower. I say again, concentrate firepower.”

Almost immediately, Callum could see a change in the battlefield. Even without his enhanced HUD view, it was clear that there were more alien splashes occurring all around him.

But there was a downside, which became clear after a few minutes. While the fighters were much more effective at getting kills on the aliens, they were also concentrating on far fewer targets. It didn’t take long to see that while the strategy could work, they’d need more fighters than they had to make it effective.

He’d been so focused on the threats around him that he hadn’t realized that the cloud of aliens—what was left of it—was nearly past the destroyers’ air groups. The human starfighters were effectively in chase mode, just as they had been before.

At least we understand what’s happening, this time. At least we managed to do some damage. 

The point defense systems on the destroyers came to life, raining down kinetic kill-slugs on the aliens. The Pythons couldn’t go near that hell, but it was incredibly effective at cutting down the incoming swarm.

Plus, fewer threats had made it past the fighters than in the last engagement. And the hull-mounted railguns were cutting their numbers down even further.

“We’re gonna win this one,” Rooster said. 

Almost on cue, something winked into life in the corner of Callum’s HUD. He didn’t want to believe it. Part of him wanted to pretend he hadn’t seen it.

Then he heard a gasp of recognition over the com. It was followed by cursing from more than a few pilots.

There were five more of the giant alien ships. And they were all belching out fresh swarms.

“Or not,” he murmured to himself.
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 “Five more of those Stomachs just appeared off the starboard bow,” Winterton said. 

Five more? Husher felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He winced and leaned back in the command chair. They were barely holding their own as it was. “Anything through the point defenses yet?”

Tremaine shook his head. “Not yet, sir. The Pythons were effective—they chewed up the first wave pretty good. We might want the marines and mechs on standby, but I don’t anticipate a hull breach of the magnitude we had last time.”

“Not from this round,” the XO muttered. “But sure as hell from the next.”

“Sir,” said Tremaine sharply as he looked up from the tactical board. “I think we’re seeing a change in tactics.”

Husher stood and quickly crossed to his console. “What do you mean?”

Tremaine pointed to his console’s viewscreen. “These three aren’t deploying any of the smaller ships. They’re not unraveling like the others.”

“What are they doing, then?” Shota asked, walking over to join them.

“They’re breaking away and moving toward the edge of the battle group.” 

Husher frowned. “That is a new tactic, and one that’s more conventional. They’re going after the heart of our battle group.”

“I’d suggest the very heart,” Tremaine said, dragging his finger along a line that extended from the current course of the three huge ships and ended on the largest green dot on his tactical board.

“The Providence?”

Tremaine nodded. 

“How did they identify the lead ship so fast?”

Shota shrugged. “It’s the largest. And it’s clearly being held back.”

“Fair enough.” Husher cursed under his breath. “Has the Providence figured this out?”

“I’m guessing they have now,” Tremaine said, as the point of light indicating the Providence began to slide sideways, putting one of the destroyers between it and the aliens.

“What destroyer is that?”

“The Strongbow.”

Captain Nolle. A good man, and a better commander. “Very well, tell the Strongbow that we’re inbound to join her for intercept actions. Helm, take the coordinates and get us there now.”

“Yes, sir.” Moens’ hands were already flying across his console.

The Relentless responded almost instantly. A moment later, Husher ordered a full spread of Gorgons and Hydras.

“Get me Nolle, Long.”

“Aye, sir,” the Coms officer said.

“I’m requesting the addition of your particle beam to ours,” Husher said the moment he had Nolle on the com.

“We’re right there with you. Our battery is charged. Should we fire in unison or take turns?”

“Unison. My fighters report the enemy gets confused in situations with multiple fire points. But I want to make sure we wait until they get hit with that missile barrage, to mask our efforts as much as possible. Helm, how close are we?”

“We’re within range,” Moens said. “But we need to get closer to—”

“Missile impact,” said Captain Nolle, interrupting Moens. “It’s now or never if we want the element of surprise.”

Husher nodded. “We’ll target the closest vessel, then, Captain?”

“Affirmative.”

Fire the particle beam, Tremaine. ”

Together, the two destroyers fired their particle beams in unison.

The lead Stomach seemed to hesitate, then shift course. But it was too slow. Maybe the ability to appear and disappear at will meant a trade-off with agility in conventional space. 

Either way, the lead Stomach exploded in a spectacular fireball. Because it looked organic, Husher had assumed its destruction would be more akin to a watermelon exploding than a starship. But he was wrong. The explosion was, if anything, larger and brighter than a similar-sized destroyer would be.

“Sir,” Tremaine said. “The explosion. It’s killing them.”

Husher whipped his head around to see that the explosion was indeed causing havoc among the alien ranks. A second Stomach ship was clearly on fire, having sustained damage from the destruction of the ship next to it. The third was falling back. And all around them, the cloud of smaller aliens was convulsing as material from the destroyed ship tore into their ranks. Rather than fleeing, they seemed to be drawn to the wreckage, like they were trying to figure out what was happening rather than running away.

Husher said a small prayer of thanks that particle beams had replaced the lasers he’d had on his last command. They were more energy-efficient, and didn’t require the sustained contact lasers did, getting the same damage done in shorter bursts.

It was a welcome victory in an engagement that had mostly proven harrowing, so far. He’d been the one that advocated for this attack. He’d been the imprudent one this time.

But was I imprudent? He couldn’t have known the Stomachs would drop out of space like that. And he still believed they couldn’t afford to hold back anymore, trapped in this universe as they were. They needed to take the fight to the enemy, no matter how overwhelming their numbers. They needed to gain a foothold.

And yet, a glance at the tactical display told him that was hopeless. Even as they’d repelled the three Stomachs, six more had appeared, and they were joining their undamaged brothers in making another run at the battle group.

Then, without explanation, they stopped.

Husher stared at the viewscreen, blinking. “Is there a sensor malfunction?”

Winterton shook his head. “I’m not getting any errors.” He turned toward Husher. “It seems they truly have halted, sir.”

Stranger still, the smaller amoeba ships were allowing themselves to be shot and destroyed by the fighter wings, which were only too happy to oblige. 

The alien numbers were dwindling fast

“What the hell is going on?” Shota snapped, the irritation clear in his voice.

“Sir.” Long was holding an earpiece tight to the side of his head. “You might want to hear this.”

“What is it?”

“There’s a message coming in from the aliens again.”

“Like the distress signal?”

Long shook his head. “That’s just it, sir. It’s not like that at all. It’s…well, it’s in Galactic standard.”

Husher exchanged a look with his XO.

“That’s a new one,” Shota said. “They can’t have ever had contact with humans. How are they talking to us in our own language?”

Husher was starting to get the sense humanity was a new player in a game that had been going on for a long time. What exactly had they stumbled into?

He tried to release the tension in his shoulders, but the knots stubbornly remained. “Patch it through to the intercom.”


Chapter 29

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

“We know who you are,” the voice said.

The voice had…depth. In fact, it didn’t sound like a single voice. It was as though a billion voices were speaking as one, but in perfect harmony.

An overwhelming sense of dread had wormed its way into Husher’s chest, as though all those voices were leaning over him and whispering directly into his ear. Violent, harsh sounds seemed to echo in the background of the voice as it finished each word, like the sound of waves crashing onto a dark, desolate beach. He could feel the power hidden behind that wave of sound pushing down on his chest, taking his breath away.

He wanted to glance around the CIC to see if others were experiencing the same sensation, but he couldn’t seem to turn his head. He couldn’t move at all. His body was completely in rapture to the sound of the voice coming over the speaker.

“We know you are human. We know of your universe. We know how you got here. We know why you are here. You may call us the Brood, although we are also the Knowing Ones. That is how our name would be translated in your limited language. There is no limit to what we know. We know you are doomed here, and this is one thing that you know as well. But we also know that you are addicted to hope, and we are willing to exchange hope for what we need.”

For beings who thought they knew everything, they didn’t seem to know how bargaining worked. You weren’t really supposed to spell out the deal in a way that insulted the person you were bargaining with. 

“We will trade you exactly one thing for your ongoing hope.” The voice paused as the crashing background noise hit a crescendo, then died down. “We want the one you call Husher.”

The instant he heard his name spoken, it was like the spell was broken. He felt whatever had been pushing down on his chest disintegrate. His chest heaved, as if he’d been holding his breath for a long time. Perhaps he had.

He turned to the Coms officer. “Can we send a message back?”

The Coms officer looked over at Husher stupidly, his mouth open, his eyes practically glazed over. It seemed to take several seconds of concerted effort for him to break free of the spell. “N-no sir. That is to say, I don't think there’s anything blocking us from sending a signal back, but I have no way of knowing if they’ll receive it.”

The Brood was still talking. “We wish to study Husher. We believe he has much to divulge to us. So we, the Brood, make you this offer. Give us Husher, and we will let you leave. We will not engage a single one of your ships. We will even allow you to destroy all the ships you see before you, if that is your wish. We won’t stop you.” The wave of energy again seemed to crash over Husher. “We will give you all the time you need. But understand: if you try to leave with him, we will annihilate you. You have not yet seen what the Brood can do. Give us Husher and you won’t have to, this day.”

The sound seeped away as the last of the crashing waves seemed to recede, leaving only the sound of the fans in the artificial air units to fill the sudden emptiness.

The com console beeped, and every person in the CIC jumped.

“What’s that?” Husher snapped.

“It’s the admiral.”

“Put him through.”

“Well, that’s a helluva thing,” Iver said. “I know you had poker games in some strange parts of the universe, but this one takes the cake.”

The effort at levity fell flat. Husher found that his sense of humor had evaporated. “How the hell do they know my name?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

Husher shook his head, staring down at the deck. Was this some kind of nightmare? Could this really be happening? Was it a simulation? A game?

It seemed impossible that he’d crossed into another universe only to be called out by name by aliens humanity could never have encountered before. “Why me?” he croaked at last, not liking the sound of his voice one bit.

“That was going to be my next question,” Iver said. “Here’s the thing. If you really have no idea what’s going on, then you need to figure it out. You might be the missing piece that holds this whole thing together.”

“It might be the AIs,” Shota offered.

Husher looked over at him. He’d almost forgotten Shota was there. He’d almost forgotten about everything. “What do you mean?”

“That’s the only thing that makes sense. Who else in the multiverse would have any knowledge of humanity? They would know much of what this ‘Brood’—” Shota made air quotes with his hands. “—seems to know.”

“Most of the AIs never made it to our universe.”

“No, but the Progenitors would have programmed them with knowledge of us. We were among their primary targets, after all.”

“That still doesn’t explain how they know me by name.”

“True. That part is a little freaky.”

“A little?” Husher said, some of his humor returning.

Shota shrugged. “Maybe that was an understatement.”

“It might be a bluff,” Iver said. 

“Of course it’s a bluff,” Shota said. “They aren’t letting anybody walk out of here.”

Husher pressed his lips together. “You don’t know that.” 

Shota furrowed his brow. “No way. I know what you’re thinking, and no way.”

“What am I thinking?”

“You’re thinking that you have to go. That this is the only way we have a chance.”

“And?”

“And nothing. That’s stupid. There’s no value in just playing into their hands.” 

“Except that we don’t really have a choice.” Husher noted that there was no rush to disagree from the admiral.

Shota was making up for that. “No. Period. It would be plain idiotic to give them what they want. We have to find a third way.”

“A third way?”

“Yes. In command school, this sort of thing came up again and again. Scenarios that only seemed to entail two choices, black and white. But there was always a third option. It wasn’t clear, because the rules were set up to make us see only the black and white choices. The best solution was hidden, because nobody was looking for it.”

“All due respect,” said the admiral, “this isn’t some textbook scenario in command school. There are thirty thousand souls in this battle group we have to think about. I can’t just put their lives on the line in the hopes there’s a better solution.”

“Admiral, with all due respect, that solution can’t be to just turn the captain over to them. That’s exactly what they want.”

“You still haven’t given me a good reason not to do it,” Husher said. “And believe me, I’d love if you could come up with something.”

Shota shook his head, clearly frustrated. “I don’t know what to do, but I know the answer is staring us in the face.”

Husher stood. “The bridge is yours, XO. Admiral, we have to give them what they want.”

There was a long pause. Shota looked like was going to be sick. “Are you sure about this?”

Husher nodded, turning toward the hatch. “I’m sure.” He felt the gaze of every officer on the deck follow him as he walked out of the CIC.


Chapter 30

Combat Shuttle Little Beetle
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Husher watched the bulkhead viewscreen opposite him, which showed the Relentless receding as the shuttle that carried him floated away.

Off in the distance, he could see the other destroyers of the fleet. He hadn’t realized they were so close together. From this vantage point, he could make out the silhouette of some of the point defense cannons, the huge railguns ready to swivel and fire in unison if any foe managed to close within their deadly range. 

But there was only so much trouble you could keep at bay. Trouble always won out in the end.

He shifted in his seat, craning to see the two guards that were sitting closer to the flight deck. Beyond them, through the open hatch, sat the pilot. She was lightly armed, but the marines were armed to the teeth.

“Seems like a little much,” Husher snarled at the nearest marine, “just for little old me. What exactly do you think I’m going to do?”

The marine next to the one he was addressing shifted a little in his seat, but neither of them responded. He’d been taunting them since the moment he’d been loaded onto the shuttle, and even before that, while they were shoving him into his pressure suit with the cold steel of their muzzles pressed against his head. Daring him to struggle.

The other Husher—the butcher who’d murdered everyone he loved and got a slap on the wrist, plus a new command for his trouble—sat strapped into a crash seat opposite him. He wore a stupid look of concern on his face while he blathered on, trying to explain the enemy he faced, and how overwhelmed they were.

Apparently, they’d already lost one ship. I hope you lose them all. 

The man across from him was so weak. It hurt Husher’s ears to listen to his whining, pathetic voice. “I don’t care about your stupid task force,” he said. “Your men. Your ships. You didn’t care about mine. You didn’t care about the men and women you killed when you destroyed the generators that kept my collapsing universe at bay.”

The pathetic Husher took a deep breath. It must have been a nice luxury. For his part, he could barely breathe inside the hot pressure suit the marines had shoved him into, all the while tempting him with their eyes to make one wrong move.

Then they’d bound his hands behind him, purposefully twisting his fingers, probably hoping for a reaction so they could beat him. Cowards.

He couldn’t fathom the moral code these marines lived by. They had no honor. They spoke like they were saints, but they killed their enemies without facing them. They’d shoot them in the back if they had to, and find an excuse for their actions. 

Husher fought like a man. He faced his enemy and spat in his eye. He didn't hide behind rules of engagement or some thin excuse for civilization that ignored reality.

His pathetic twin had felt compelled to explain the predicament they found themselves in. Another weakness. There was no reason he should tell him, a prisoner, anything. But the man was weak, like his soft face.

He felt the urge to spit, but he doubted his saliva would make it to the other side of the shuttle. “You’ll never leave this universe alive,” he said instead. “You’re stuck here. Forever.”

“For now, we’re stuck here. But we believe that we can remedy that.”

“They’ll kill me. You know that, right? Once they’ve extracted whatever information they need, they’ll discard me.”

His do-gooder twin frowned. “I don’t know that, actually. But I do know that if you do survive, I will personally vouch for your actions.”

He laughed. “You think that’s going to mean shit? Even if I somehow survived, our government wants me dead. Your marines want me dead,” he said, glancing at the men standing passively nearby, their weapons at the ready. “But you think ‘vouching’ for me is going to help me?”

“It’s the best I can do.”

“I don’t have a choice in this, so don’t pretend like I do. I’m so very sorry if it’s troubling your conscience, but I won’t tell you what you want to hear. I won’t tell you I’m willing to do this. That I understand and I’m doing this for the greater good. You’re going to have to make me do it. And you’re going to have to live with it.”

The captain of the Relentless frowned. “So be it. I can live with it.”

Husher smiled. “We’ll see about that.”

The intercom above emitted the shuttle pilot’s voice: “We’re nearing the alien vessel.”

Husher squinted at the viewscreen, which now showed the bulbous alien ship. “How the hell are you going to dock with that thing?” It looked like a giant piece of organic matter. Its sides looked wet, with nothing that looked even remotely metallic. Nothing that resembled an airlock or a dock of any kind.

One of the marines approached. “Get up.” The brute jerked Husher to his feet. 

He spat at the man, and missed. The marine spun him around, marching him toward the airlock at the back of the shuttle.

Frustration curled his stomach, and he hissed. “If my hands weren’t bound…”

“But they are, freak,” the marine said, shaking him roughly.

“Easy, Dixon,” the do-gooder Husher said from his crash seat. He’s not even bothering to get up.

One of the marines slapped a helmet over his head, the fastenings clamping down automatically to seal with the rest of the suit. The captain was donning his helmet, and so was the pilot.

“Depressurizing,” the pilot said.

“Are we in position?”

“Affirmative.” A few moments passed, and the pilot spoke again. “Depressurization complete. Turning off gravity now.”

The marines were already gripping handles built into the bulkhead, using their free hands to hold Husher. Their boots left the shuttle’s deck, and so did Husher’s. His stomach dropped as he realized the pilot didn’t plan on trying to dock with the alien ship.

The captain’s voice came into his ear, through his helmet’s radio. “Good luck,” he said. “You don’t deserve it, but there it is.”

The airlock at the back of the shuttle opened, and Husher looked out into space—at the giant organic ships that loomed before them. 

“Have a nice flight,” one of the marines said. With a mighty shove, they sent Husher hurtling out of the airlock and into the void, tumbling wildly, the universe spinning around and around him until he wanted to vomit.

He did vomit, and the bile floated through his helmet, splashing into his face, getting in his eyes and up his nostrils. For a moment, he felt like he was suffocating from the putrid contents of his own stomach.

Crossing the distance between the shuttle and the alien ship seemed to take an eternity. An eternity spent drenched in vomit, trying not to drown in the stuff.

At some point, he realized the organic vessel was coming toward him. It was growing larger, moving to meet him slowly, almost majestically.

When it finally reached him, it opened up, swallowing him.
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Time slowed to a crawl.

Bizarre, multi-limbed aliens were awaiting his arrival. They reached out hungrily for him. Possibly, they were literally hungry. Maybe they wanted to have him for dinner.

But for some reason, Husher felt only calm. There was a powerful sound in his ears, like rushing water. It calmed him, and almost made him forget that his face was awash in his own vomit.

The inside of the alien ship, the thing that his double had called a Stomach, looked exactly like that name would imply. It was dripping with thick liquid and what he could only describe as digestive acids. There were thick white vestibules that were covered in red veins, like the inside of a diseased organism. The aliens dragged him to a dais made of flesh and forced him down onto it.

He knew he should struggle. Scream. Try to run. But the overwhelming calm of the rushing sound made running seem like a worthless pursuit. Instead, he stayed right where he was, enjoying the gentle nudging of the aliens’ many limbs as they probed and inspected him. 

A set of red emergency lights blinked inside his helmet, along with a warning about depressurization. It took Husher a second to realize that the aliens were cutting him out of the pressure suit. The suit fought off what it perceived as an attack, trying in vain to patch and restore pressure as the aliens worked to remove it.

It didn’t take long. The aliens won out, and the suit’s emergency lights fell dead. The blaring stopped. The suit died as it was ripped from his body.

Husher wasn’t one to be bashful about his body. He’d been practically naked under the pressure suit, for no other reason than to make the marines have to handle a naked man.

He expected to feel cold, but if anything, he was warm, even warmer than in the unforgiving pressure suit. The air was moist, and a strong smell of rotting eggs reached him, even through the bile coating his face. He felt more bile coming up in his throat, and he turned his head to throw up again. But nothing came. He only dry heaved as the aliens carefully maneuvered his prone body.

“What are you doing?” he managed to whisper. The alien closest to him seemed to cock its head, like it was watching a strange experiment unfold. It reached out and poked Husher’s cheek. He felt the slick digit as it slowly ran itself across the features of his face. There was a sucking sensation, and he wondered for a moment if this was what an encounter with a baby elephant would feel like.

Then it pulled back, a long string of wet saliva connecting its appendage to his face. The limb shot forward, connecting with his exposed neck with a wet thud. It was like being punched, except Husher felt something puncture his flesh. The pain and shock made his mouth gape open.

In that moment, a tube shot out of the alien and fired down his throat, gagging him. He tried to spit it out, but he could feel it questing deeper and deeper as he struggled, tunneling into him. He could feel his organs shifting and moving in his body, trying to accommodate this strange intruder.

When he tried to scream, a gargle came instead, spittle blowing past the edges of the tube.

Then he felt something warm and wet sliding down the sides of his chest. It was pooling on both sides of him, slowly dripping off the dais.

He glanced down and realized it was blood. Thick, pooling blood.

His blood.

His panic grew, as he realized he was watching the aliens flay him open. He saw his organs pulled out of him. His spleen. His appendix. A portion of his intestines pulled aside and considered thoughtfully by an alien as one of his friends began tugging at the bottom of what he presumed was his lung.

He heard a crack and realized it was his sternum. They had popped him open almost effortlessly.

His last thought as he passed out was of his double. The weak man who believed he was better than him, the man who swore that his principles and oaths to some higher calling made it OK for him to kill everyone Husher knew.

What about this, you sanctimonious bastard? Look what it did to me. Look what you’ve done.

Blackness edged his vision, closing in.

Look what you’ve done.

The curtain of blackness fell, and he felt nothing at all.
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Admiral Iver glanced over to Captain Daniels as the aliens began to pull away. The Brood, as they knew to call them now, were leaving.

“They were true to their word,” Iver said.

“Were we true to ours?” Husher replied over the com.

With a zoomed-in visual, Iver had watched the shuttle take both Hushers near the Stomach, and then expel one of them. He hadn’t known Captain Husher had been aboard too until it had departed the Relentless, and by then it was too late to try to talk the man out of it.

He has a strange sense of honor. But at least he has one. Unlike that monster we just sent to hell.

The moment the shuttle had returned to Relentless, the entire battle group had pulled back, anxious to see if the Brood would follow them. So far, they hadn’t.

“In a manner of speaking,” said Iver. “They wanted Husher. That’s really Husher, and you’re really Husher. So are all the other Hushers, in however many other universes contain them.”

“Do you think there are other Hushers in this universe?”

“Maybe. But there’s something fundamentally wrong with this universe. The smart kids in the lab coats are telling me they don’t think this universe was always like this.”

“How was it different? One moment.” Husher had returned to his own CIC, and he paused to give an order to his Nav officer, as part of the joint retreat across the sector.

“Even the brainiacs don’t know for sure,” Iver said when he was finished. “But they’ve been speculating about the way the aliens are able to jump back and forth in space.”

“And show up out of nowhere, when it comes to the Stomachs.” Shota delivered his earnest input from his position standing next to his captain.

Iver did his best to conceal his frustration with the young XO. He seemed to want to inject himself into every conversation.

He’d been the one to recommend Shota for the position aboard Husher’s command. No one knew that, and Iver intended to keep it that way. He’d thought Husher might be just the thing that the bold, impetuous XO needed, but Iver was afraid he’d misjudged. If anything, they were feeding off each other.

“Yes, and that,” he said. “My people think some form of interdimensional travel is most likely.”

Husher frowned. “We can’t travel interdimensionally. Why would they be able to?”

Iver shrugged. “It’s just a theory. Whatever the truth is, it must have something to do with the physical structure of this universe. That seems obvious.”

“So we can’t jump out of here thanks to the structure of this pocket universe, but they can jump in and out of space with impunity because of it?” Shota shook his head. “I wouldn’t exactly call that a breakthrough.”

Had the man forgotten that he was addressing an admiral? It was one thing for Husher to eschew proper forms of address, in private—Iver invited that kind of open, honest communication from him—but he drew the line at some uppity commander still wet behind the ears.

“I wasn’t asking you to characterize the information for me, Commander. In fact, I was informing you. That’s the typical relationship between admirals and commanders. I inform, you obey.”

Shota frowned, but seemed otherwise unfazed.

Husher seemed to ignore the exchange entirely. “So we’ve still made no progress toward returning home. We’re still trapped.”

Iver nodded. “Seems that way.”

“Where are we going, then?”

“Damned if I know,” Iver said. “As far as we can get from these things.”

“But you just said they can jump through space to find us. Sure, we can keep warping from system to system to evade them, but eventually our capacitors will be depleted. They’ll have us cornered, then.”

“True…except, there’s something we haven’t discussed yet.”

Husher raised his eyebrows.

Iver’s smile widened. “It looks like we got that ally we were looking for.” He looked up from his console, which displayed Husher’s and Shota’s likenesses, at the CIC’s main viewscreen, where a number of yellow neutral icons were following the green friendlies. In the last few minutes, the distance between the two groups had been closing. It seemed their new alien friends were deciding they could trust humans enough to come a little closer.

“Have they communicated with us yet?” Husher asked.

“Yes, but we still can’t understand their language very well. We are making progress—enough that we have a name for them, at least: Scions. Even so, we don’t yet know enough to have a normal conversation. We’ve given them the coordinates we’re jumping to, in mathematical format. All we can do is hope they can process them.”

Husher fell silent, his eyes narrowed in thought.

“How are you doing, Husher? With what we just did?”

As he so often did, the man instantly grasped what Iver was talking about. “I did it, sir. Sending that bastard in my place was my idea.”

“It was on my watch. And it was ultimately my call.”

Husher’s shoulders fell almost imperceptibly. “Let’s hope it was the right one.”

“It was. His hands weren’t just red with blood. They were soaked in it. He bathed in that blood. There’s no reason for us to feel sorry for him.”

“Even so. We turned a prisoner under our watch over to his death.”

“We don’t know that for sure.” Iver decided not to share that the remote link with the bastard’s pressure suit had gone dead, which didn’t suggest good things about his survival prospects.

Iver worried about Husher. The events in the Progenitor system had hardened him, but Iver sensed there was a fragility underneath—something waiting to break. The shock of what his double had done, and then of what he’d done to stop him: those things were weighing on his mind. They could even be affecting his judgment.

Iver had ordered the doctor on the Relentless to investigate that question, but so far he’d been unable to get Husher to commit to a session. Perhaps it was time to tell Guzman to stop being so nice about it. He didn’t need him to carry out a full psych evaluation; he just needed to know his best man was still his best.

“You didn’t answer my question, Husher. How are you doing with sending that monster over?”

“If I’m being honest with myself, I have a bad feeling about it.”

That made Iver blink, as he strove to maintain a neutral expression. Despite his words, he shared Husher’s foreboding. He couldn’t quite pin it down, but there it was.


Chapter 33
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“That wasn’t as terrible as I thought it would be,” Fesky said.

Husher grinned. “I’ll pass your ringing endorsement on to Doctor Guzman.”

“What did you think of it?” Fesky gave him a sideways glance. The Winger’s feathers made a soft hiss as they walked down the corridor of the Relentless toward the lift at the far end of the level. 

“It wasn’t the worst way to spend an hour.”

Fesky snorted. “Sounds like we both have nothing but fine things to say about the doc.”

The two of them had just had their first joint session with Doctor Guzman. The doctor had said the session wouldn’t delve into anything too deeply, and Fesky had made sure of that. Husher wondered how the doc could ever come to change his mind if she didn’t open up. It was hard to make a psych evaluation on someone who didn’t speak.”

“You weren’t terribly forthcoming.”

Fesky shrugged. “You don’t really think he’s going to clear me to fly based on anything I say in there, do you?”

He raised an eyebrow. “I think that’s the whole point of these sessions, Fesky. If you want to get back in the cockpit of a Python, you need to convince Guzman to clear you for duty.”

Fesky didn’t say anything for several seconds. “It’s hard, Captain.” She didn’t look at him as she said it, just stared straight ahead down the empty corridor. “You don’t understand what happened out there.”

Husher nodded, but said nothing, not wanting to break whatever spell Fesky was under out here. This was more than she’d said in the last hour, in front of the doc. Maybe he could pass along some of this to Guzman. Husher desperately wanted his friend to be well enough to fly. It would be good for her.

And better for the Relentless.

She clacked her beak as she took in a ragged breath. “It’s not just what the Progenitors did to me. Not even what your…twin…did to me.”

Husher didn’t like the way she said ‘twin.’ She made it sound like he and that evil bastard from the Progenitor universe were just two sides of the same coin. But he let it pass.

“You know how Wingers evolved on Spire?” she asked.

Husher was taken aback by the abrupt change in topic. Spire was the homeworld of the Wingers, or had been, before it was destroyed by the Gok in the First Galactic War. “I can’t say that I know the details, no. Unless there’s something specifically to do—”

“The Fins. We evolved with them. They were our sister species, in every sense of the word. We grew dependent on them, which probably sounds funny to you. Humans have nothing like it in their history. Hell, I can’t think of another species that does And on top of that, for a bird species and a fish species to be so intertwined in their evolution is…strange.”

Husher shrugged. “Evolution is often strange.”

She continued like he hadn’t said anything. “It was bad enough to lose Spire and the Fins. But after what—” Her voice broke. “—after what happened with your twin, I…I.…” She stopped walking.

Husher stopped beside her, unsure of what he should say, if anything. He chose to say nothing.

“It wasn’t just the torture. It’s that afterward, I lost touch with Ek.”

Husher frowned. This was the first he’d heard of that. Ek and Fesky had once been inseparable, intertwined by friendship as much as evolution, at least as far as Husher could tell. 

“I don’t know why, but I just couldn’t look at her again after all that. She tried. She came to visit when she could, but she had her own family to care for. We lived so far apart. The systems aren’t as easy to travel now as they were before the war.”

“How long has it been?”

Fesky shook her head. Again, she drew a ragged breath. “Years. It’s been years since I saw her, and somehow that makes my memories of the torture that much worse. I can barely stand it.”

Husher understood now. Fesky had been dealing with all of this on her own. She’d been trying to hold it together, trying to come to terms with what had happened to her, but the one creature in the universe that she needed to be with, the one creature who could fill the void after that experience, wasn’t there. And the impact was so much the worse for it.

“It’s not your fault,” Husher said. “None of it. Not the torture. Not the pain. Not the separation from Ek. None of that is your fault.”

Fesky nodded and started moving forward again, like Husher had said exactly what she’d expected. He couldn’t help but feel it had also been exactly the wrong thing to say.

“I was always filling that void before by fighting enemies in my fighter,” she said as they finally reached the lift. 

“I’m not sure that’s the healthiest reason for you to be in a starfighter. But for the record, I do want you back in one. We need you out there fighting these things as much as you need to be doing it.”

Fesky nodded. “But?”

“But we need to get you cleared by Doctor Guzman.” The conversation had come full circle, in a frustrating way. He had more information, but precious little he could do with it.

“That’s a bit of a catch-22, isn’t it?”

He took a deep breath. “We’ll keep trying.”

The lift doors slid aside, and Fesky stepped in. She reached across the doorway, blocking Husher as she reached for the control pad. “I don’t think we’re going the same way, Captain.”

Before he could think of anything to say, the doors closed.


Chapter 34

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

“Down transit in five…four...three...two…one.”

The CIC viewscreen snapped to life, full of stars. A pair of planets forming a tight orbit around a small gas giant took up a portion of the viewscreen. Like the rest of this universe, and the galaxy that seemed to define the edges of it, this system seemed inordinately tight. He could almost feel the entire battle group experiencing claustrophobia as the ships arrived around the Relentless one by one, dropping out of warp.

“Nearspace contacts,” Winterton reported, his voice clipped but clear. “It’s our new allies, sir. The Scions.”

Husher felt his heart rate drop just a tad. “And our other out-of-town friends?”

“No sign of the Brood.”

Husher glanced at his XO. “Gotta have something go our way.”

“Do we?” Shota asked.

“Good point.”

“We’re getting a transmission,” said the Coms officer. 

“From the Scion?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How long until the admiral’s ship transits out of warp?”

“The Providence should be here in two minutes,” Fontaine said.

“Very well. Patch the Scion message through.”

“It’s repeating,” Long said. 

The sound that greeted them wasn’t words. It was a series of sounds of different lengths and pitches that repeated in a pattern.

“What are we listening to, Lieutenant?” But Husher realized the answer even before he’d finished talking. “It’s a pattern. That’s numerical.”

Shota nodded. “Math seems to be a language we can all agree on.” Shota said.

Fontaine had a pure math background, and she was already using her console to manipulate the computer’s transcription of the message. “Sir, these are coordinates.”

“How do you know?”

“The main message is a star map. But the map is encoded in the message. The sounds we’re hearing are the coordinates. Except, there are two overlapping sets of coordinates. One points to our current location, and the other to another location on the star map.”

Husher glanced at Shota. “Pretty efficient.”

The XO nodded. “I’m guessing the other coordinates point to where they’d like us to go.”

“Winterton, what are sensors telling us about that Scion group?”

“They’re moving away from us, sir.”

“Overlay the coordinates that Fontaine has extracted. See if their current path will take them near that other location.”

Husher was pretty sure he knew the answer, but he waited patiently for his officers to work. Just as Winterton confirmed that the Scion were heading toward the coordinates, the Coms officer swiveled in his chair.

“Sir,” Long said. “Transmission from the Providence. She just dropped out of warp.”

“The admiral’s not going to like this,” Shota said.

“You never know. Long, brief the admiral on the message, then patch him through to the main viewscreen.”

“Aye, sir.”

“So they just want us to follow them?” Iver said once he was up to speed. “And we don’t know anything about where they want to go?”

“To be fair,” Husher said, “there aren’t many locations they could direct us to in this universe that we would know anything about.”

Iver shook his head. “I don’t like it one damn bit.”

“I’m with you, sir. Unfortunately, I’m struggling to see a better course of action.”

“Are you? Because not following them seems like a better course of action to me.”

Husher shook his head, again surprised by Iver’s short-sightedness. Had he simply been spending too much time pushing pencils? Had he forgotten how to properly evaluate risk?

Of course this was risky But there were good risk and bad risks. Trying to save the Scion to make friends was a good risk. Attacking the Brood without knowing anything about them was a bad risk. And yet in both scenarios, Iver had been on exactly the wrong side of the equation.

Husher had a feeling his math on this one wasn’t going to be any better. “If we stay here and don’t follow them, then all our efforts to save them were in vain. The point of saving them was to try and make an ally here.”

“But we don’t know if we’ve made an ally or just another enemy,” said Iver. “You’re assuming that just because they didn’t attack us like the Brood, they’re our friends. But it’s just as possible that if they’d encountered us before the Brood had, they would have attacked us too.”

“Sir,” Shota broke in. “That distress signal that we got. It was clearly from the Scion. They were the ones looking for help.”

“And look where that got us,” Iver snapped. “We tracked the signal to its origin, and we were ambushed.”

Shota sat back, frowning. “You think they were colluding?”

“I’m not drawing conclusions, only pointing out that we shouldn’t just blindly follow them.”

“I agree,” Husher said. “We’ll want to exercise caution. But I don’t think not following them is an option we can afford to explore, sir.”

Iver seemed to mull it over. “Very well, but we don’t warp. I don’t care how long it takes us, I don’t want the fleet dropping out of transit right on top of that location. It’s too easy to set a trap for us that way.”

Husher turned to his helmsman. “Can we reach those coordinates without warp?”

Moens shrugged. “Sure. This system is so small, it’ll only take about twelve hours. We could shave a couple of hours if we hustle.”

Husher nodded, refocusing on the main screen. “Sir, I understand the concerns you have, and I share them. But I don’t think we have a choice in this. We have to go to those coordinates, and see what the Scion can offer us. If we run into the Brood again, and they realize we sent the wrong Husher…well, they’ll probably be even less friendly than before.”

Husher had been trying not to think about the swap with the Brood. He hated everything about it, and just mentioning it seemed to create an uncomfortable and awkward silence on the com. They still didn’t understand why the Brood had asked for Husher. He had no idea how they’d known he was here, let alone to ask for him.

Then there was the fact that they’d sentenced a man to a fate worse than death. The Husher from the Progenitor system was evil. He’d been the one that had tortured Fesky to within an inch of her life. He’d ordered the deaths of thousands of Husher’s friends and fellow soldiers, and he’d promised to kill millions more. He didn’t deserve mercy. But Husher wasn’t sure he deserved whatever they’d done to him.

Husher also couldn’t shake a nagging feeling of cowardice, for sending his double instead of himself. It would have been idiocy to abandon his command, his battle group—it would have hurt humanity far more than it would have helped. But the feeling nagged him still.

“If the Brood figure out what we did,” Iver said, “then they’ll realize we did nothing wrong. Like it or not, Vin, that was you. And if they knew so much about us to ask for you by name, they should have known enough to know that we had two of you onboard.”

Husher felt something about that sentence tug at his mind. The Brood should have known there were two Hushers onboard. Did they? Had Husher played right into the Brood’s hands? Had he done exactly what they’d expected him to do?

Before he could travel farther with that train of thought, Iver stood. “I’ve made a decision. We’ll follow them at standard speed. And in twelve hours, we’ll see what there is to see.”


Chapter 35

Main DFAC

UHC Relentless

 

Zed was nervous. He shouldn’t be. Things were going great with Claire. But for some reason, he felt sick. He’d thrown up twice. And now that he was here in the mess, he could feel the sweat on his face. 

He was gross. That was all there was to it. There was no reason someone like Claire should be interested in him, and now he was going to show her. Show her his true, awkward, stupid self. He was going to blow it.

“Hi,” he said, trying to plop down nonchalantly next to Claire. After the date last week had ended in Claire’s quarters, he’d been sucked into the stupid quarantine mess down in Engineering. He hadn’t seen her for four days. He couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d simply forget who he was, or pretend things had never happened between them.

“Hi.” She smiled broadly, which made Zed’s overheating body get even warmer, if that was possible. He thought he was about to pass out.

Then, her smile vanished. “What happened to you?”

Dammit. No wonder nobody wants to be with me. “Nothing. I’m just not feeling great. I think I caught a cold or something.” Great move. Nothing a date wants to hear more than that you have a cold.

Despite how sickly warm he felt—for the last two nights he’d woken up to sheets so drenched in sweat he thought he might have pissed the bed—he felt stronger than ever. He’d been to the gym eight times in four days. He’d never done that in his life; even when he was in high school and practically lived in the gym, he didn’t lift like this. He felt like an animal. He couldn’t seem to stop.

Even now, it felt like his arms were practically trying to leap away from his body, like they couldn’t stand not to be tearing into some weights. Or just tearing into anything. He had a fleeting, horrible image of his arms tearing into Claire, ripping the limbs from her body and swinging them over his head. The image of blood splattering made him salivate. What was wrong with him?

He shook his head. “Maybe I just need something to eat. Then I’ll feel better.”

“They have soup.” Claire nodded down at her chow. “You can have mine. It’s some kind of thick broth, tastes like—”

Before she could finish, he was already downing the soup. He tipped the bowl to his lips and drank in the thick liquid. It poured down the side of the bowl and down his chin.

He knew he was acting like an animal. He hadn’t eaten soup like this since he was in elementary school.

“What the hell, Zed.” Claire looked disgusted. She glanced around, and Zed had no doubt that people were staring. There was a fine line between being a boorish ass and plain weird.

But he couldn’t help himself. He was ravenous. Despite all the throwing up that was happening, he couldn’t get enough food. Liquids, especially. He could feel the warm pit in his stomach demanding more and more.

“S-sorry,” he stammered, wiping the soup from his chin with the back of his hand. “I don’t know…I don’t know what’s gotten into me.”

He meant it. He was getting scared.

Claire’s eyes grew huge, like saucers. “My God, Zed.”

“What?”

“Your face. Your chin. It’s—”

He reached up and pulled away a piece of loose material. It was soft and rubbery, with a little soft liquid underside. He realized it was a chunk of skin, about an inch wide and four long, with ragged edges. “What the hell is—” He looked down at the back of the hand he’d used to wipe off his chin.

A flap of skin was hanging off. His skin had ripped away like tissue paper. He reached for it, fascinated by the fleshy pulp he saw underneath. Like a boy poking at a dead thing with a stick, he grabbed hold of the skin flap and tugged, watching in fascination as the flesh came off in a strip that peeled off his forearm, right up to his elbow.

Claire stared up at him in horror. It took Zed a minute to realize that he was standing. When had he stood? He didn’t remember. But like a giddy kid on Christmas morning, he started tearing away his skin like so much wrapping paper. He couldn’t stop. He knew there was something obscenely wrong with what he was doing, but he couldn’t seem to think straight.

This just seemed like the right thing to do.

“Zed,” Claire said, reaching out for him but stopping short of touching him. “You have to go to sick bay right now. Something isn’t right.”

Zed looked down at his raw arms, the skin dangling loose. Had he done all that? 

“I feel great,” he said, or tried to. Something was wrong with his tongue. It felt thick, like it was too big for his mouth. It slapped at the inside of his cheeks like he no longer controlled it. Like it was a creature inside him, fighting to get out.

His forearms snapped, startling Claire, who jumped back. A nearby diner screamed. People were staring and pointing. 

From his snapping forearms, stubby claws folded out, thick and muscular and sinewy. It felt so good. But now something was gnawing in the pit of his stomach again. He looked down at the plates of food. He was hungry again. But the food looked disgusting. He realized it was eating that stuff that made him sick.

He needed something else to eat. Something better. He looked at Claire. Her face grew even paler, like she’d seen something in Zed’s eyes that hadn’t been there a moment before.

“Zed,” she said, holding her hands up and backing away.

He reached up to his face and brushed aside the skin there. It tore away with a wet sucking sound. More screams filled the mess hall.

His tongue lashed out, and a mouthful of teeth shot out, raining down over Claire. His tongue exploded forward, pushing his mouth open like it was on a swivel. The thing shot out a foot from his face, three feet at least. It was impossible for his tongue to be that long.

It reached Claire’s face, and she stumbled, tripping backwards. 

Tasted so good.

His tongue flicked out again, questing for her. This time he noticed the razor-sharp teeth where his old, useless ones had been.

Something hit him on the shoulder. A metal tray. Someone was on his shoulder. They felt small, like a bug. He shrugged them off and saw the person go flying like a rag doll.

He felt so strong! He wanted to go work out again. He needed to.

But he needed Claire more. He couldn’t get the taste of her out of his mouth.

She screamed and turned to run. He pursued, leaping over the table, his giant claws slashing through a pair of hands that reached out to stop him.

He was desperate to get at Claire.

He was so, so hungry.


Chapter 36

Relentless Marine Company

Outside Cargo Hold 4, UHC Relentless

 

Gamble tapped Davis on the shoulder and nodded. Davis turned back and put up his fist, his arm bent at a sharp angle at the elbow, then snapped it down, pointing with two fingers.

Silently, Tammery and Tate slid past him, placing themselves on each side of the doorway just ahead. They were in one of the com tech passages of the ship, but damned if Gamble knew what was down here. There wasn’t anything in the manifest showing up as explosive or flammable, so the marines had their pulse weapons up, ready to fire.

Tate kicked the door open. The loud sound of humming machinery greeted them, and then something else: the sound of a wild animal roaring. There was something human-like in the scream, but there was something else below the surface of it. Something strange and ferocious.

“Definitely another one of them down here,” Tammery said, having rushed into the doorway Tate had kicked open. Tate followed, his rifle high as Tammery ducked and found cover next to a large machine with venting slats all up and down it. Gamble and Davis tailed them in, their own rifles at the ready.

Davis glanced over. “Where to, do you figure, Major?”

Gamble waited a moment for the strange roar to come again. “I’m thinking three o’clock.”

“I think so too, but there’s some hella reverb in here.”

“These damn machines are loud as shit.” Tammery kicked the machine he was standing behind. 

The king of obvious strikes again. “Thanks for the heads up. Let’s move.”

Davis moved to point, with Gamble at his side. Tammery and Tate shared a look before they fell in behind.

“How many more of these things are there?” Tate whispered.

Tammery kept eyes forward as he answered. “Reports are coming in from all over the ship.”

Gamble grimaced at the chatter, but he let it go for the moment. He needed his men sharp. Yelling at them wasn’t going to help that right now. Whatever they were tracking, it wasn’t moving toward them at the moment.

But it was moving.

“We need to get going, marines,” Gamble snapped. “We aren’t losing this one.”

They’d already had one creature get away. It had looked like a normal crewmember from a distance, but when they got closer they could see that whatever it used to be, it had shed the majority of its skin. It had literally peeled the human it had been open, and whatever it was now, it was no longer human. At least, that’s how Gamble saw it.

There were reports coming in from all over the ship. Something was infecting the crew. 

“Nonlethal still, Major?”

“That’s the order,” Gamble growled back. He didn’t like it, personally. It was stupid. Whatever these things were, they weren’t human anymore, and hampering his marines with compliance weaponry was dangerous. He’d already had four of his men injured. These things were impervious to their immobilizing foam, and rubber slugs were a joke.

The only thing that seemed to stop them was tranquilizer darts. But it took a couple, and those had to be fired at close range to pierce through.

No automatic fire on the tranq guns. Even with the quick-cycle rounds, it took a moment for each dart to rotate into place.

He didn’t like fighting off these things with one hand tied behind his back.

“Movement,” Davis snapped. He held up a fist, and the marines instantly ducked, falling still. Davis glanced back at Gamble and nodded to his right. Looking over, Gamble saw the reflection in one of the machinery boxes just ahead. It looked like a hulking form that was bobbing up and down.

Gamble turned back to Tammery and Tate, motioning them around the other side of the box.

Tammery nodded once they were in position.

Gamble slipped forward just as Davis slammed hard against the box opposite him, assault rifle high to cover Gamble as he crouched low and ran forward at the creature.

What he saw made him want to puke.

He thought for a moment that this creature was eating one of the crew. There was a pool of blood and organs scattered on the ground. It looked like a human had been gutted here, like so many fish after a morning at the lake. It smelled putrid.

The creature swung its head around, and its huge tongue lashed out at Gamble. He fired a tranquilizer dart, hitting the thing right in its chest as it turned. He leaped aside just as one of the giant claws swung past his head.

The blow glanced off his shoulder. He’d reacted as fast as his training and reflexes would allow, but another split-second’s hesitation would have seen those claws planted in his throat.

A shot rang out from behind him the moment he threw himself aside. Davis had fired once he had a clear shot.

The creature screamed, leaping forward, but another dart smashed into its back, then another as Tammery and Tate unloaded on it.

The creature was right on top of Gamble. The tongue slapped at his helmet, which vented the smell of decay inside to him. He’d forgotten to turn on the filtration.

He shoved his rifle into the creature’s neck and fired another dart, which lodged deep into the neck. Blood streamed, black as oil.

Gamble kicked the creature off of him with some effort. It was sinewy and muscular, but heavier than he expected from its skeletal look.

He scrambled to his feet as Davis appeared at his side, his R-57 trained on the creature that had taken five darts before going down. “You OK, Major?”

“Never better.” His shoulder was throbbing where the thing had hit him, but the HUD in his combat helmet told him that the armor hadn’t been breached. He was lucky. “Just getting acquainted.”

“Call this one in,” Davis said to one of the two marines standing on the other side of the creature, inspecting the bloody mess on the deck. “That’s four we’ve run across, now.”

“I wonder if the other ships are dealing with anything like this,” Gamble said. “Have you talked to your buddy on the Providence lately?”

Davis started to shake his head when Tammery spoke up.

“Son of a bitch.” Tammery was standing over the pile of bloody bones and organs the creature had been feeding from. “That was its own body. This was the body it came out of. Or shed. Or whatever.”

Beside him, Tate was holding a torn piece of material. Gamble could see the wings on it from where he was standing. It was a piece of a flight suit. Tate was staring at the name. “I knew this chick. She was a pilot. Real cocky.” His voice faltered as he said it. He was shaking his head, clearly in shock.

“Take it easy, Private.”

“What the hell is going on?” Tate said to nobody in particular.

Gamble shook his head. “Damned if I know, son.”


Chapter 37

Medical Services Bay

UHC Relentless

 

 “We’ve got seventeen of the creatures held in the brig,” Doctor Guzman told Husher, not bothering to look up from the patient he was examining. It was an unconscious young woman with scratches on her face and shoulders. There was a huge bandage across her midsection, and Husher could see that it was thick with blood in places, practically dripping through.

“Is she going to live?”

Guzman shrugged, his bedside manners as good as ever. “Beats me.”

“I’d think you’d be the one to know, doc.”

“Then you’d be wrong. I learned a long time ago not to make promises.”

Husher looked at her uniform. An officer. Engineering, it looked like. 

“She’ll make it,” Guzman said at last. “It’ll be touch and go, but the creature that attacked her wasn’t fully transformed yet. She was in the mess hall when it happened. A couple other people were able to beat the thing away. It scratched two other people—one almost as badly as her—then it ran off when they started firing on it. Didn’t kill it, mind you, but scared it off.”

“So it could go attack someone else.”

“Presumably.”

Husher looked down at the chart. “Claire Mulloy must be pretty tough.”

“Or lucky. Or both. I have plenty of people who weren’t.”

“How many?”

“Thirty-nine more from every department. Six dead. Six in critical.”

Husher shook his head. “We’ll have to extend watches to compensate.”

“What are you going to do with the seventeen of these things we have in the brig? We’re pretty much filled up down there. We can’t leave them alone with each other. We already had a couple wake up and start fighting. We’ve got them separated into their own cells.”

“I’m guessing the brig isn’t the best place to be doing research.”

“You’re right about that. I need a specimen up here, where I can crack it open and see what makes it tick.”

“Let’s hold off until we have a better grip on what we’re dealing with.” Husher raised his hand against the objection he knew Guzman was about to raise. “I know dissecting one is the best way to figure out what we’re up against. But for the moment, I want those things contained in just one part of the ship. I don’t want them in contact with anyone else. The first priority is containing the situation.”

Guzman nodded. “I don’t disagree, but you know, we already had one quarantine on the ship.”

“Are you drawing a connection?”

“I’m not. Your marines are. Major Gamble is convinced these are the same things that they saw earlier.”

Husher felt like he’d been punched in the gut. “He’s sure?”

“He’s sure,” came a voice from behind him. Husher turned to see Gamble himself walking up. His gear was a mess, dented and streaked with blood. “Those were the same damn things.”

“And yet, you didn’t encounter the same acidic substance from them.”

“No, but I think that’s just because these are newer. Younger. Less mature. Whatever you want to call it.”

“So you think that whatever’s ripping itself out of my crew, it’s the same things that ripped through our hull before, and tried to take out our reactor.”

“I do, too,” Guzman said.

“Why do you say that?”

“I have reports from the quarantine site. We can’t make heads or tails of that acid, but I know the DNA signature. Claire Mulloy managed to get her own claws into the thing that attacked her. She had perfect samples under her fingernails.”

Husher glanced down at the unconscious woman. Then he looked back at Gamble. “So the quarantine didn’t hold.”

“Seems so.”

Guzman held up his hand like a schoolboy. “I see a problem with that theory.”

Husher frowned. “How so?”

“None of the patients that transformed were in the original quarantine. None of the marines or engineers turned into these things.”

Husher sensed the doc was holding something back. “What else do you have for me?”

Guzman turned to scoop a datapad from his desk, then passed it to Husher. “There was a quarantine team member among those who transformed. A Logistics officer.”

Husher frowned down at the pad. “Zed Heller. He was on the quarantine team? So he wasn’t exposed to the initial attack?”

Guzman shook his head. “If he’s our patient zero, then it had to be secondary transmission.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Gamble asked.

Husher’s head had begun to ache. “It’s communicable.”

“Didn’t we know that?”

“No,” said Guzman. “We thought the creatures who first attacked us might infect people, but we killed all of them. Which means that something they left behind caused all of this.”

“That acid,” Gamble said, rubbing his chin. “It was smart. Seemed like it was intentionally helping those things make it to the reactor core.”

“You think it sought out a member of the quarantine team?” Husher said.

“If it was smart enough to locate the reactor core, it would be smart enough to see the people coming and going from the quarantine and hitch a ride.”

“We do have protocols for that,” Guzman said.

“All due respect, doc, those were field conditions. The quarantine was our best effort in the moment.”

Guzman nodded. “It looks like this acid was smarter than we were giving it credit for.”

“We have to notify the other ships,” Husher said.

“Already on it,” Guzman said, nodding at his pad. “I’m in communication with my counterparts already. Unfortunately, my warning came a little late.”

“How bad is it?”

“We had the worst outbreak. Two other destroyers experienced similar crises. But there were eight other ships that had minor outbreaks.” Guzman looked up from the datapad, meeting Husher’s eyes. “Except, those eight ships were never attacked like we were.”

“There must be a gestation period. We had people coming and going between ships, and they carried the infection with them.”

Gamble shook his head. “We have to limit ship-to-ship movements until we can nail this down. If it spreads…”

Guzman finished Gamble’s thought for him. “If it spreads, we’re all doomed.” He turned to another patient.
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 “The Scions are slowing,” Winterton said, his fingers dancing over his console. “And they’re turning, sir.”

Husher frowned. “Are you picking up on any other readings throughout the system?”

The sensor operator shook his head. “Nothing, sir. We’re still some distance from the coordinates they gave us.”

“But these aren’t them.”

“No, sir. There’s a planetary body at the coordinates. We’re getting close, but we aren’t there yet.”

“Strange,” Shota said. “It doesn’t seem like they’d lead us all the way here, only to tell us to go away right at the doorstep—“

“Sir,” Tremaine cut in. “I’m getting an energy signature similar to what we saw when the Scions were engaged with the Brood.”

Shota leaned forward. “They’re activating their weapons.”

“Or their shields,” Husher said. “Either way, I wouldn’t expect to see those deployed here. Arm our point defenses, Tremaine. Move to full alert status.”

The lights in the CIC changed red as the order was relayed throughout the ship.

Husher tapped at the com embedded in the command seat’s armrest. “Alert fighters?”

“Ready and willing,” came the reply from Callum over the bay com.

“They’re firing,” said Tremaine.

“Helm, get ready for evasive.”

“It’s not going to hit us, Captain,” Winterton said. “It’s a shot across the bow.”

“Providence is hailing us,” Long said.

Husher nodded. “Patch him through to the main viewscreen.

“What is this?” Iver said once he appeared. “Any ideas?”

“Not a trap, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Shota said. 

Husher appreciated his young XO’s bluntness, but he knew Iver wouldn’t share that opinion. Husher was almost sure that Iver had been the one to assign Shota here. If he’d expected Husher to dull the commander’s rash streak, he was failing badly.

“Thank you for outlining what I’m already thinking,” Iver snapped. “But if it’s not a trap, then what is it, Captain?” He emphasized the last word.

Husher glanced at Shota, who shrugged and sat back. “They wouldn’t miss us unless they wanted to. We saw those plasma lances in action against the Brood. They had no problems targeting them.”

“So a warning shot, then? But why? They brought us here.”

“To be fair, they showed us the coordinates and made it clear we should follow them. But they didn’t actually tell us what we would find here.”

Winterton interjected. “Sir, I have drive activity coming from the planet’s orbit. It took some time to see it because there’s some interference coming from the planet. Something powerful is blocking the signal. But now I can definitely make out more of their ships.”

“How many more?”

Winterton shook his head. “They keep coming. At least a dozen.”

“And they’re all as big as the ones we’ve been following?”

“Bigger, sir. Much bigger.”

“Still sure it’s not a trap, Commander?” Iver said sarcastically over the com as the information rolled in.

“I think so,” said Shota. “Tactically, there’s nothing to gain from bringing us all the way here to ambush us. They could have set that up much more effectively farther out in space, away from a planet they value.”

“You’re assuming that planet means something to them. It might be some cold rock they’ve been using to conceal their numbers.”

“I don’t think they would have fired a warning shot if they wanted to attack us,” Husher said, backing up his XO. “It’s not a guarantee, though. We should definitely move to full defensive spread.”

“Agreed,” Iver said, and the coordinates for the destroyers to line up to absorb the first wave of incoming ships were immediately transmitted, like the admiral had them waiting to send. It was prudent, Husher told himself. In this case, the admiral was absolutely right to be concerned. 

He was beginning to have second thoughts of his own as he watched the ships in the viewport grow larger. They were much bigger than any of the ships they’d seen before.

“Admiral, what are we thinking—”

A high-pitched squeal of sound made everyone in the CIC wince, and Admiral Iver vanished from the main viewscreen. Several covered their ears. 

“What the hell?” Shota said, looking over at Long. 

The Coms officer shook his head. “It’s not on our end. We’re getting a transmission from one of the alien vessels.”

“One of the ones we’ve been following?”

Long shook his head. “The source is one of the ships incoming from the planet, sir. It’s drowning out all other communications. That’s why we lost connection with the admiral.”

“They’re jamming us,” Shota said. “I’m starting to think the admiral is right.”

Husher’s jaw tightened. “Me, too. Alert fighters, get out there. Tango on deck.” He turned to Tactical. “Tremaine, we need a firing solution. Don’t open the tubes, but let’s plug in what we have—”

“Sir,” said Long. “I’m getting visual.”

“Since when do jamming signals come with visuals?” Shota asked.

“We’re not in our universe anymore.” Husher realized he’d leaned toward the main viewscreen, and he forced himself to settle back into his seat. “Put it onscreen.”

An alien filled the screen. It had scarlet skin, and a face that tapered to a point at the chin. But it was the catlike eyes, taking up much of the face, which drew immediate attention. Of the alien species they’d encountered in their galaxy, Husher didn’t recall any quite like this. The mouth looked small, little more than a slit above the pointed chin. It had no ears, but wore a comically large cone on its head, like an ornate head covering.

“Well?” Husher asked. “I’m not hearing anything.”

Long shrugged. “They aren’t sending anything.”

“No audio?”

“Nope, just this visual.”

“Can we transmit?”

“Affirmative.”

Without communication with the other ships in the battle group, there was no way for Husher to check with Iver to see if he wanted to do the honors. He was about to give up and start broadcasting on his own when Iver spoke, transmitting a standard message with his rank and ship name and requesting to know the aliens’ intentions. Despite the fact that the human ships couldn’t communicate with each other, the admiral’s voice was apparently being relayed to the Relentless. By the Scions, presumably.

The aliens said nothing in reply.

A few minutes later, the same message was repeated by Captain Daniels aboard the Providence.

The alien on screen nodded, which Husher took to mean that they were being heard. But the alien said nothing. It just kept nodding.

Then it dawned on Husher. “We’ve heard from them, but before today they haven’t heard from us.”

Shota cocked his head, then seemed to grasp it as well. “We’ve had the distress signal from them for months, and it took us weeks to decipher.”

“And now that we’ve cracked that, we can translate what they send us,” Husher added. “But we’ve never sent them anything they can use to learn from us.”

“What can we send?”

“Technical specs?” offered Winterton.

The XO shook his head. “If we’re going to send something that could be a Rosetta Stone, then it needs to have some kind of shared language on it that they can translate from. And we haven’t shared any language yet.”

Suddenly Husher smiled. “But we have shared a language. Mathematics.”

“So maybe star charts?” Shota scratched his chin. “But that would still be problematic. We don’t want to reveal too much—”

Husher held up his hand. “Not star charts.”

Shota shrugged. “Well, you got me, then. What can we share that includes numbers, that isn’t technical information of any kind? The admiral won’t sign off on the transmission of anything even remotely sensitive, and I’d have to say I’m with him on that.”

Husher nodded. “Have you chatted with our cook?”

Shota look bewildered. “The cook?”

“Let’s take a walk down to the mess hall,” Husher said. “I think I know what our Rosetta Stone will be.”
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Twenty minutes later, they’d sent over the entire recipe database for the Relentless, complete with full step-by-step conversion explanations for any number of different measuring systems that could be applied.

In the meantime, the other ships and captains, once they’d caught on to the idea, had started running on a loop most of the multi-language welcome messages that were common to all ships in the fleet.

Abruptly, the alien who’d been standing silently, facing them like a statue for the better part of an hour, came to life.

“Thank you,” said a smooth, automated voice. Husher didn’t even see the lips move at first. It was just the slightest bit of a trembling at the edges of the small mouth. “Our shared matrix needed to gather as much information as possible so that we could communicate properly with you. I have to admit that this was a great struggle for us. But all of your input has finally given us the information we needed to communicate in your language. Please allow us one more moment to assimilate.”

“That’s one use for a cookbook,” Shota murmured.

The CIC fell silent as they waited for whatever processes the aliens had initiated to finish—and for whatever this Scion would say next.

“Thank you for your patience,” the alien on the screen said at last. “And thank you for your assistance in fighting the Brood. We have not had help in this fight for many cycles.” If the voice of a computer could sound depressed, this one did. “Had you not interceded, we fear that would have been the last stand before they were upon us here. And we suspect they soon will be.”

“First things first,” Iver said. “Why did you fire at us?”

“We must apologize for that as well. Without communication, we were uncertain how to proceed. We feared you would interpret our warning shots as hostile.”

“You feared right. Care to explain?”

“We cannot allow you any closer to our home planet. It is sacred space to us, and none but Scions may approach. There are a number among us that have become even more keen to protect the homeworld from intrusion since we began losing colonies to the Brood.”

“I see,” Iver said. “What can you tell us of this universe? We came in response to your distress signal. We struggled to understand it, since it appeared to describe a past event. I wasn’t sure—we weren’t sure—what the nature of the emergency was, exactly.”

The alien cocked its head at this, then turned and began an animated discussion with someone sitting next to it off-camera, presumably another Scion. Suddenly, the tiny mouth that had barely moved before was now moving rapidly, in an up-tempo tone that contrasted with the alien’s calm demeanor before.

After several seconds of this, there seemed to be an agreement reached.

“We apologize,” the Scion said. “Your use of time is difficult for us to fathom.”

Husher remembered Ochrim’s words about how the Scions didn’t seem to think in terms of past, present, and future. Instead, they thought of everything as though it had already happened—as if the whole of existence were a play, watched from a distance.

Iver seemed to be thinking along the same lines. “How should we refer to time, then?”

Again the creature nodded to another, but this time the other alien stepped into frame, and its thin mouth began to quiver in much the way its companion’s had. “Forgive me, Admiral, but I am a scientist. My name is Malek, and I believe I can shed some light. You see, Admiral, this is actually related to why our homeworld is sacred to us. We have evolved in an environment that is clearly very different from yours. Our world, known as Skisel, is home to many viruses. As a result, we evolved a high awareness of, and connection to, our bodies. We learned to consciously direct our immune system to attack invaders.

“This has proven to be one of our best defenses against the Brood, who have the ability to infect new hosts in order to reproduce. Our cells replace themselves every two years, at our conscious direction. As a result, we are far less attached to a sense of personal identity. Certainly, nothing like what I have seen of your species. I mean this not to be disparaging. Quite the opposite, in fact. I’ve spent my life researching many species, both on our native world and throughout the universe. Many of them possessed a self-awareness similar to yours, one I believe could have served our people better, at times.”

The alien next to Malek leaned forward to say something in their language.

Malek nodded. “These speculations don’t have a place here, of course.”

Husher smiled inwardly to himself. In any species, it seemed, there was always a boss that wanted to micromanage. Husher made a note to remind himself of this the next time he decided to tell one of his bridge crew how to do their jobs.

“This is why Skisel is sacred. It is where all our ancestors, past and future, have lived. Because we direct our own cellular replacement at a much faster pace than most species, we are less attached to an individual sense of identity. It is a prevailing belief throughout Scion society that our ancestors live on as spirits, who are often considered more important than living Scions. Some also believe that Scions can act as the embodiment of ancestors for a period of time, though this has not been specifically proven…” The Scion glanced at his boss. “Or disproven, for that matter.”

Learning about the Scions was important, but Husher was more interested in military matters. Like how the Scion ships worked—specifically, their modular design. It had to be a design characteristic of this universe, since the Brood seemed to operate in much the same way.

He cleared his throat. “Sorry to interject—if I may, Admiral?”

“Go ahead, Husher.”

“I’m Captain Vin Husher of the UHS Relentless. I’m anxious to know what you can tell us of the Brood.”

The scientist hesitated, then nodded to the alien next to him, bowed, and stepped back. “There isn’t much to say,” the first alien said, who Husher was beginning to think as of their own version of the admiral. “They arrived suddenly, as if from nowhere, with no precedent here. In short order, they ripped out almost all living things in the universe. Our species survived their initial onslaughts, partly because of our unique immune systems, but that just meant that they quickly evolved attack methods that allowed them to overcome that with brute force. They are extremely adaptive. They typically arrive in giant, slow-moving biological craft that carry dozens of smaller units. We have no word for them that translates.”

“We call them Stomachs,” Husher said.

“The smaller units that break off from the main biological craft, those we call Pseudopods. They, like the cargo they carry, are able to spit acidic bile. Inside their biological bubble, they carry wild killing creatures we call Wayfarers. They are some of the most hideous creations in all the known universe. All claws and teeth.”

Husher nodded grimly. “You don’t have to explain to us.”

The alien bounced its large head discernibly as the AI seemed to translate that simple statement. “And yet you live. Most impressive.”

“So far. But they killed many. We have some of them trapped in our ships.”

The alien seemed further agitated by this. “Captain, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but you have a highly contagious parasite on your ship.”

“Airborne?” the admiral cut in, sounding choked. “Contagious how?”

“They’re called Polymorphs,” the computerized voice said, “and they transfer through physical contact. They will also linger on a surface, well after a carrier has touched it. After they infect an individual, in time that individual becomes a variation on the Wayfarers. And once that happens….” The speaker trailed off, then seemed to gather himself. “We expect to make a last stand soon. You are welcome to join us. With Wayfarers among your crews, your days are short, as are ours. The Brood will attack soon. We are sure of it. Our analysis indicates that the battle you interrupted was only the beginning move in a final, all-out assault on our world. Once we are gone, there will be none here to resist them.”

“What do they want?” Husher asked.

The alien shook its head. “Destruction. Death. The end of all things.” He hesitated. “And now, the end of you.”

“But what have they told you?”

“Nothing. No one has ever communicated with them.”

Husher sat back, letting that last message sink in. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Not all things do,” the computerized voice said, as if it was teaching him a new lesson.

“No,” Husher said. “I mean they spoke to us.”

The computerized voices fell silent for several seconds as the aliens discussed this in their frenetic language of hisses and clicks.

“Can you confirm the meaning of your last transmission?” the lead Scion said at last.

“The Brood hailed us. They spoke to us in our own language.”

The astonished look of the Scion was unmistakable, even on an alien face. “That’s impossible. What did they want?”

Husher shook his head. “Me.”
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“Welcome aboard, Captain,” said a Scion wearing an elaborate head covering.

Husher assumed such garb was the norm for the Scion. He’d yet to see one that didn’t wear colorful robes, and humongous headgear with various protrusions that seemed to serve no obvious purpose. This one looked like an old-style candelabra, and Husher had to force himself not to stare.

The creature moved aside and allowed Husher, Iver, and the other captains of the lead ships to step forward into the huge vessel.

The Scion had described it as a “mobile command post,” and Husher had to admit that it seemed like an apt description. He thought of it more as a cross between a starship and a defense platform. It had looked formidable enough as the shuttle brought him toward it: all sleek blue hues, it was many times bigger than the Providence, and bristled with plasma weapons. Like the orbital platforms of the Milky Way, much of its mass seemed devoted to weaponry and ordnance. As such, he suspected its mobility was limited to this system. The energy requirements to take something that colossal into warp would be staggering, and probably unfeasible.

The Scion wouldn’t let the human battle group near their home planet, but that didn’t mean they didn’t want to work with them. In fact, after Husher’s announcement, they were eager to have him join them on their mobile command post. 

“Are you kidding me?” Captain Hystad said, gawking around at the war room as they walked into it. 

The chamber was clearly an immersive experience, with functioning holotech—a technology that had remained beyond the grasp of every species in the Milky Way. Even the advanced ships of the Progenitors, with their dark tech devices, had nothing like this available to them. The entire system, and vast parts of the space beyond, was represented by dots of light with projected data. As Husher reached out and touched a planet, the data field around it changed to give him new information, albeit in glyphs he couldn’t begin to understand.

“I’m thinking it’s time the Relentless got an upgrade,” Husher said, chuckling. His quip belied the awe he experienced as he gazed upon the setup.

A group of dots clustered near the planet Skisel obviously represented the human battle group, and near them was a mass of light showing the location of the very station they were on. It was a little disconcerting to see his own location as a small dot holo-projected into the middle of the vast room.

“My name is Regan,” said a sharp voice. 

The voice was nothing like the soothing, computerized one Husher had heard so far from the other Scions.

“Your voice,” Husher said, walking across to meet the alien. “It’s different.”

Regan nodded. “My consciousness is directly linked with this facility. I don’t just command this facility. I am the facility. From this central location, all the Scion fleet is coordinated with the home fleet. The protection of our home planet is my only job. It is my life.”

The Scion’s words echoed inside Husher’s head: I am the facility. That sounded a lot like lucid tech—or rather, the scale to which the IU had been planning to take lucid tech before they abandoned the idea as too dangerous. But apparently the Scions had figured it out. Another notch in their belt as a species.

Husher clasped his hands together. “We’ve learned a little about how important your homeworld is to your people. It tells me that your role is one of great honor.”

“It is. I carry the ultimate responsibility of my ancestors.” Regan studied Husher for a moment. “You walk with a confidence that speaks of many lives lived. You channel your ancestors well.”

Husher wondered how he was supposed to respond to that. Based on what he’d learned so far, this was a great compliment. In the end, he bowed, and the alien responded in kind.

Husher returned his focus to the holodisplay that stretched throughout the room. “We know what the Brood are, but we aren’t any closer to understanding what they want.”

“Other than wanting you…no, we don’t. But we do know how they will attack.” Regan reached up and swept his hand through the sky. The stars spun, until Husher had no idea what they were looking at.

“This is typical of their more recent attacks, after they studied our defenses.” Regan pinched the air, and the view zoomed in on a portion of space. A single Brood ship was visible. “The Brood attack units tend to be coordinated by one central hive mind. We call them Ancestorless. I’m not sure how that term will translate for you. But regardless.” He progressed the attack forward in time, with both sides exchanging units and ordnance at blinding speed. “They attack in patterns for the most part, but when tighter coordination is necessary, the Ancestorless will take control of units directly.”

“You mentioned the Brood targeted your colonies first. Have they ever attacked your home system?”

“Brood Stomachs are capable of appearing at virtually any coordinates in space. And yet, they have not yet attempted to infiltrate this system in that way. We think we know why: the long-range plasma cannon installations we have distributed throughout it. They are concentrated around Skisel, but they cover the entire star system, including the asteroid belt circling it. Put simply, wherever the Brood choose to appear, they will be surrounded by those weapons.”

Husher felt uneasy about that. “Do the Brood know the exact locations of these cannons?”

Regan blinked—a momentous event, with his enormous Scion’s eyes. “Yes. Lately, they’ve been jumping in and out with a small recon force, and we assume they are doing just that: mapping our defenses. It’s frustrating, but there is little we can do. Like our ancestral planet, the cannons themselves are sacred, as they have protected our world for millennia. They represent the finest achievement of our ancestors. Most of them are larger than the largest of your ships, and capable of firing halfway across the system.”

Husher knew all about stationary defenses, and how their owners could come to over-rely on them. The setup Regan was describing sounded similar to that of the Kaithe, who had trusted their ancient Preserver to protect their homeworld from hostile species. Right up until the day the superweapon was destroyed.

 Even the most powerful weapons were vulnerable. They might need to look for another advantage. “Can you explain how they’re able to drop out of space seemingly anywhere they want?”

A burst of light exploded into existence on the holodisplay, right in front of Husher’s face. He instinctively jerked back in surprise. The red blob of light quickly expanded, and Husher could see that it was made up of thousands of dots of light, tightly packed together. More and more streamed in to join the cloud.

Even on the alien hologram, Husher didn’t need anyone to translate what was happening for him.

The Brood had arrived.
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The order to mobilize came straight from Husher. He was off-ship, but hurrying back. Gamble relayed it in his thoughtful manner. “We got all kinds of shit heading our way. I want those mechs of yours up and humming, yesterday.”

Jake had a lot of questions, but he knew when he was expected to swallow them.

He called the team down to the hangar where the mechs were, and started everyone suiting up. He didn’t like to have the team entering the mech dream until they had to, but they could still get suited up and wait inside their mechs.

The giant war machines towered over the team members, who got ready in silence. Often the moments before action were lighthearted, the team buzzing with excitement and rearing to go.

This wasn’t one of those times. What they’d seen already in this universe was enough to make anyone somber. As the mission had progressed, there had been a general sense of dread starting to seep through all levels of the ship. The stakes were as high as anything Jake had seen in his life.

He had his suit on and was about to don his helmet when Ash grabbed his arm. 

“You with us?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“I mean it, Jake.” She peered into his eyes.

He took a deep breath. If there was anyone in the world he could confide in, it was Ash. “You know what it’s like. I just need to get clear and focus on the mission. All that other stuff—”

“All that other stuff is what the problem is, Jake.” Her voice was tight. “You get that, right?”

“I can keep it off my mind.”

“You don’t need it off your mind. You need to get that shit figured out.”

“What, right now? I think the team has more important things to worry about.”

“The team needs their leader to get a clear head.”

“What is there to figure out?” Jake had stopped gearing up.

Ash glanced around. They still had a few minutes before the real push started. “She doesn’t love you.”

Jake frowned. “What?”

“Lisa doesn’t love you.”

He felt like he’d been punched in the gut. Maybe it was simply the mention of her name. It had been a long time since he’d even said it out loud, let alone heard it. But he knew it was more than that. What Ash had said was like someone cutting inside his chest and ripping his heart out.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“She’s barely alive, Jake. It’s the truth. You know it. I know it.” She leaned back, shaking her head. “You can’t get her back. She’s not coming back. You can blame yourself until the world ends, and you can love her until the world ends.” With that, Ash got right in his face. “But she can never love you back.”

He tried to push her away, but Ash wouldn’t let him. She stayed right up in his personal space.

“You don’t know that. I’ve been to see her.”

“We’ve all been to see her, Jake.” 

“I don’t need her to love me to—”

“You have someone in this life who loves you. She loves you right now. Just like you are, you sorry piece of shit.”

He felt his heart stop. “Iris.”

Ash nodded. “That girl’s so stupid that she actually loves you. I saw her traipsing around with you on the Vesta. She was looking at you like you were the world. And last I checked, somehow, inexplicably, she still loved you even when you couldn’t stop thinking about Lisa. Lisa, who’s gone and is never coming back.”

“I can’t just abandon her. I abandoned her before, and look what happened.”

“It’s not your fault.”

“But—”

“It’s not your fault,” Ash repeated. “And there’s no going back to fix it.”

Jake was staring down at the helmet in his hands. It suddenly felt small and unimportant, which was crazy when he was in the middle of gearing up for the most important fight of his life.

“Iris loves you,” Ash continued. “She wants to be with you. Stop being an idiot by denying happiness for both of you.”

She kicked Jake in the shin. Hard. “Ow!” he said, rubbing his prosthetic leg, which communicated the sensation exactly like a natural leg would. “God, your talks are the worst.”

“I’ll kick you someplace you’ll remember if I have to have this little chat with you again.”

She put on her helmet and spun around, strapping into her flight suit while she walked toward her mech.

Jake watched her go and tried to process his thoughts. He should be mad as hell at her. How dare she say those things about Lisa? She was so out of line it was crazy.

But he had to admit, somewhere deep down that he didn’t like to look, she was right. He loved Ash like a sister, and she was right. He was making everyone unhappy. Lisa could never love him. And Jake and Iris could never be together until Jake admitted that.

“I’m an idiot,” he said aloud.

“We all know that,” Tucker said, casually walking past him toward his own mech.

Jake flipped him off before standing up. He watched the other members of Oneiri Team climb into their mechs.

With that, he put on his helmet and started toward his own MIMAS. He suddenly realized how important this mission was to him. It wasn’t just about survival. It was about getting back to Iris. Because she deserved to know that he loved her, too. 

“We ready for this, Oneiri?”

“You know it,” Maura said.

“Bring it on,” Driscoll and Hong said in unison.

“Good,” Jake said. “Because we’re about to kick some serious ass.”
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 “This is the largest Brood swarm we’ve encountered,” Regan said. He was moving quickly now, limbs flying through the air as the view in front of him flashed through screen after screen, data and ships and maps all blurring together in a fast-moving train of images that left Husher blinded. He had to turn away before he got motion sickness. “They’ve appeared near our cannon installations on the belt.”

Husher was back on the CIC of the Relentless, having rushed to his ship, just as the other captains had rushed to theirs. But Regan had left a transmission view up for them to share.

“Let’s just go audio-only for Regan, Coms.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Put a tactical display on the main viewscreen.” The view switched to a more conventional view of the sector, and Husher saw that the Brood was still amassing units, the cloud of red dots growing even larger. “How many enemy units have arrived, Winterton”

As he said it, a flash of energy lit up the tactical display—and the entire CIC, for a moment. 

“What the hell was that?” Shota said.

“Energy signature,” Winterton said. “Sensors went offline momentarily.”

“It was one of those plasma cannons,” Tremaine said from tactical, his voice almost reverential. On the tactical display, a huge gaping hole was ripped into the side of the cloud of red Brood dots, almost like someone had taken a knife and stabbed straight into the heart of it. The dots that were there had simply disappeared. The knife ripped through clean to the other side of the cloud, and there was even more destruction among the red dots as they smashed into each other on the edges of the open space torn through the cloud’s middle.

Still, just like air filling back into a sudden vacuum, the red dots quickly closed back in, becoming whole again.

But the cloud was noticeably smaller now.

“Holy—” said Shota, his mouth agape. “How many ships did that destroy?”

Husher stared at the tactical display, his lips pressed firmly together. Peppered through the cloud of smaller red dots were a handful of larger ones. The Stomachs. Whereas Husher was used to seeing them appear and then unload hundreds of Wayfarers, these had appeared in-system with the smaller units already deployed, forming a buffer surrounding them.

“Not as many as it needed to,” he said.

The enemy was using their own ships as a shield against the plasma cannons. What kind of creatures could give up such huge numbers purely for defensive purposes? The thought was staggering. From a tactical standpoint, Husher would only expect such a tactic from an enemy with an almost endless supply of troops. The only resource that was expendable was one you had an unlimited supply of.

Without warning, the enemy swarm fractured, and a steady stream of the smaller ships seemed to drain away, diving at a location in the asteroid belt.

“Triangulate that movement,” Husher said, but he feared he knew exactly where they were going. “Regan, how strong are the cannon’s own defenses?”

“As strong as we could make them. But…likely not strong enough.”

“Another shot!” Winterton said as the tactical display flashed, and a plasma bolt ripped open one side of the Brood swarm, expanding as it drove deeper into the heart of the cloud and leaving nothing but open space behind it.

Again, the red dots poured back in to fill the space, and then another stream of them flowed toward the source of the strike.

The cloud was less than half its original size. But from what Husher had seen, the Brood wouldn’t need even half of that again to wipe them all out, Scions and humans included. “Regan, tell me your cannons can fire again soon.”

“It will take a few moments before they—”

A third time, an energy spike caused the telemetry on the tactical display to waver.

“Did you fire again?” Husher asked. “I thought you said it would take…” His voice trailed off.

Something inside the asteroid belt had ruptured catastrophically, sending an expanding fireball outward, which consumed the surrounding asteroids. 

Typically, asteroids didn’t explode like that—not unless they weren’t asteroids at all, but a weapon attached to an enormous energy source. Like an ancient plasma cannon bigger than a supercarrier, for example.

A moment later, another explosion jostled the image on the tactical display. Husher didn’t particularly enjoy the blasts that had been continuously roaring across his main viewscreen.

A fireball bloomed in a second section of the belt, obliterating more asteroids until the breathless void finally snuffed out the conflagration.

“We’ve lost both cannons on the side of the belt closest to the enemy swarm,” Regan said. Even through his voice synthesizer, Husher could sense his shock.

Before the human captains had left the mobile command, the Scion had told them he didn’t think the ancient cannons could actually stop a full-on Brood assault, no matter what the rest of his people believed. 

But saying it and seeing it happen were two different things.

The Brood hadn’t tried to outsmart the plasma cannons. As far as Husher could see, they’d purposefully appeared right in the line of fire, allowing themselves to be ripped to shreds as they methodically overwhelmed each cannon’s defenses. 

The Scion spoke again. “At their current location, there are no other cannons that can reach them.”

So the enemy had been a little more strategic than Husher was giving them credit for. Now they had a base from which to survey and attack the system with impunity, with no fear of the ancient plasma cannons hitting them.

He forced himself to take a deep breath. “Regan, we need to move our fleet there to attack them now, before they can strengthen their position. They have a foothold, but it’s tenuous. The best time to respond to this intrusion is right now. Potentially, it’s the only time Every second counts.”

“I agree, Captain.” There was a note of melancholy in the Scion’s voice. “But your thoughts are not the only ones on the matter.”

Husher leaned forward in his chair, eyebrows knitting together. “What are you talking about? I thought you were the supreme commander of the forces here.”

There was a pause.

Husher’s gaze snapped to his Coms officer. “Put him back on screen.”

The alien appeared, surrounded by his complex holodisplay. Somehow, that display seemed less impressive, now. The Scions’ insanely advanced war room looked almost like a toy

The alien’s face should have been impossible for Husher to read. He’d never seen one of them before today, and he’d still seen less than a dozen of them in the flesh.

But he felt like he could tell when a creature, any creature, looked defeated. There was something in his drooping stance that told Husher everything he needed to know.

“What are you telling me, Regan?”

“I am sorry, Captain. But the loss of two ancient cannons—it’s a tragedy for my people.”

“Yes, I get that. But we have to attack now.”

“I understand that. Your admiral has already given the order to advance.”

Husher glanced at Long, who nodded to indicate that they had indeed gotten an order from Iver. Likely, the admiral assumed the Scion fleet would follow, but Husher sensed that wasn’t going to happen.

Regan’s eyes fell. “I also have a higher authority I must answer to.”

Husher stood. “Regan, you said when you first saw me that I channeled my ancestors well. I don’t know what that truly means to you, and I wouldn’t pretend to understand, but I know what your scientists have told me about your past. About your people. And I know that your ancestors are the most important thing in your world. I know that those cannons are sacred, perhaps on par with your ancestors, but I guarantee that the ancestors who made those cannons knew they were fallible. They didn’t worship them. They relied on them as machines that could help, not something to mourn when they were gone.”

Regan looked sad. “You do channel your ancestors well, Captain. But I fear you don’t understand my people as well as you could. Our planet is too precious to us—the burial grounds of our ancestors are too precious. If we join you among the asteroids, we risk a second Brood force appearing to threaten our planet, with our forces too far to lend aid. ”

Husher racked his brain for the right thing to say—the thing that would convince the Scions to change their minds. “Your ancestors would want you to join us in this fight.”

He nodded. “Yes. But my commanders have decided to keep the fleet within the range of the remaining plasma cannons. They prefer a defensive posture to an offensive one that would risk the destruction of our sacred grounds.”

“And what do your ancestors tell you?”

Regan said nothing.

“Sir,” Winterton said. “I have a sensory reading that is…standing out.”

Husher walked over to his console. “Show me.” Shota joined him just as the console shifted to show a huge cluster of activity and energy signatures around a handful of the largest asteroids. 

“It appears that they’re embedding something in those asteroids.”

“The ‘brains’ the Scions were talking about,” Shota said. “Ancestorless, they called them.”

Husher nodded. “Do those sound like anything familiar to you?”

The XO frowned. “What do you mean?”

“A central hive mind that can control thousands of units?”

Shota’s eyebrows shot up. “You don’t think…?”

“I don’t think anything,” Husher said, trying to stop Shota from speculating too wildly. Though why he cared, he didn’t know. Maybe just saying it aloud would make it more real, and it was the last thing they needed right now. “The Scion said the Brood typically attack in patterns, so it might be nothing.”

Shota looked like a dog who’d gotten hold of a bone and wouldn’t let it go. “It could be them. It could be one of the Progenitor AIs.”

Husher frowned and realized there was another reason he was uneasy about this assertion, if true. The one person they’d brought along in preparation for such an encounter was also the person they’d handed over to the Brood.

And if the Brood were really a creation of an AI embedded this universe, that would explain why they’d asked for Husher by name. Because the other Husher, the one from the Progenitor system, would be well-known to it.

We may have made a terrible mistake.
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Admiral Iver took ten seconds to hear out Husher’s concerns before he cut him off. “So you think because they use these centralized minds, that they must be in some way connected to the Progenitor AIs?”

Husher nodded. “I think it’s a possibility. It’s something we’ve been worried about all along.”

“We’ve been very focused on that possibility. And because of that, I think you’re putting too much stock in the connection.”

Husher had to admit that Iver might be right—that he would probably be more prone than anyone to confirmation bias on this subject. He’d brought his Progenitor twin here for the very reason that he’d suspected they might run into an AI construct. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was right.

But now wasn’t the time to argue that point. “You might be correct, Admiral. Regardless, those hive minds are going to be the key to all this. We have to knock them out.”

Shota was nodding along with Husher’s words. “Agreed, but we have a problem. The Scion aren’t pulling their weight.”

Iver squinted. “What’s he talking about?”

“Regan told me that the loss of the plasma cannons was a crippling blow to the Scion’s morale,” Husher said. “The planetary leadership doesn’t want their fleet moving away from the home planet, for fear it would endanger the lands where their ancestors are buried.”

Iver blinked. “Crippling blow to their morale? Don’t they realize that we have to hit them now with everything we’ve got?”

“Regan seems to. But he only commands the fleet. He doesn’t have final say on where it goes. If he’s ordered to stay close, then…”

Winterton signaled to him. “Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt, but the Scion fleet is underway and moving toward us.”

Husher turned back to the screen just as Iver did the same. Apparently he’d gotten the same news.

“Looks like they had a change of heart,” the admiral said. “Once they join up, I’m ordering you to take half their fleet with you to make for an asteroid whose designation I’m sending over now. According to sensors, the Brood have sent large payloads to five different asteroids, creating massive impact sites on each. Our analysis suggests one of them almost certainly houses the hive mind. The rest are likely decoys.

“I want you to make for the closest asteroid we’ve identified. You’ll have operational command of your half of the battle group—Wasp, Idaho, O’Kane, and Regent. Of the frigates, you can have Trusty, Utah, and Zephyr. I’m taking the rest to strike at the second-closest target, then to loop around and regroup with you.”

“Understood,” Husher said, and Iver broke the connection.

“Sir, the Scions are hailing us,” Long said.

“On screen.” Their new alien friend appeared. “Regan, I’m glad to see that you got new orders to join us.”

“I don’t think you’re going to like my orders so much when you hear them.” Regan’s voice held a note of exhaustion. “I’m allowed to bring our forces out to you, but we can’t go beyond the range of the remaining plasma cannons. It’s considered too great a risk to—”

“You’re not coming in?” Husher was surprised by the anger in his own voice. “We don’t need a chaperone, we need an ally.” He forced himself to breathe. “Regan, you have to make your superiors understand what’s at stake here. It does no good to come closer if you can’t join us in the asteroid belt.”

“I agree, Captain. I took some risk just getting to this point. But what authority I have left will be stripped from me if I move our forces into the asteroids. It’s possible that I would be immediately relieved, in which case I suspect our forces will abandon you in the middle of combat.” He shook his head. “I hope you understand the panic on my homeworld. My family is there. All the families of my crew are there. There’s an incredible strain on the leaders, whose top priority is honoring my ancestors, and protecting the grounds where they are buried.”

Husher sat back in his chair. “You weren’t authorized to even bring the fleet this far, were you?”

Regan smiled wanly. “I listened to my ancestors, as you suggested.”

“And they aren’t telling you to go this extra step farther?” Husher knew he was probably overstepping his bounds, but he had to try.

“They’re telling me that I’ll have a mutiny on my hands if I go any farther. The best I can do is promise you that I’ll be monitoring the engagement, and if it appears that you’re in a desperate situation, I can send my best fighter cluster in to help you. But I can’t, under any circumstances, send any of our main battle ships.”

Husher shook his head, no words left to say. He’d said his piece.

“I’m truly sorry, Captain.”

“Please let me know if the situation changes.” Husher made a chopping gesture toward Long, and the screen went blank.

“Should we let Iver know about this?” Shota murmured. “That offer of help is a joke. If they’re outside the asteroid belt, there’s no way this fighter cluster is going to be able to respond to a ‘desperate situation’ in time to help us. They might as well piss in the Brood’s direction for all the good their offer is to us.”

Husher frowned at Shota. “Get it together, XO.”

The young man blinked, then nodded, his jaw firming.

Lose your cool too often, and the crew starts to see it as an appropriate response.

But Shota wasn’t wrong. His battlefield knowledge was as precise as ever. The offer of help from the Scions was a useless gesture, and he suspected Regan knew as much.

“Long, send Iver a message briefing him on my conversation with Regan. But if I know him, it changes nothing. Our orders are our orders.”

“It seems things have changed a little,” Shota said. “It seems now we’re in the business of protecting other creatures’ homeworlds for them when they can’t be bothered to do it themselves.”

“You still have a lot to learn about being a starship captain. For the good ones, saving people who won’t save themselves is a big part of the job.”

Shota shook his head and turned back to the screen.

Something Captain Keyes had told him years ago came back to him then—something he’d said during the Second Galactic War. You could pick a side in a war, but you couldn’t pick the people you fought for. Sometimes you helped those who couldn’t help themselves. And sometimes you helped those that wouldn’t help themselves. But the job was the same.

Winterton turned toward him. “Sir, the Scion forces are just off the bow, holding their position.”

Husher nodded. “Understood. Nav, plot a course into that asteroid belt. Use your discretion. Our target is the closest of the suspected hive mind positions. Assume that we’ll need to make evasive maneuvers once inside, and try to find us a route that gives us some elbow room.”

Fontaine nodded as she studied her console. “I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will.” Husher slapped the com built into his command chair. “Major Callum, we’re going to have to go hunting in less than hospitable waters. Think you can handle it?”

“You had me at hunting, Captain. We’re in the tubes and ready to fly.”

“Very well. I’ll have Commander Long send you coordinates. We’re linking up with the rest of the big boys. All but the Strongbow; she’s assigned to close space with the Providence. Other than hers, you’ll lead all air groups, Major.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Captain,” Long said. “The admiral has responded to our message. Orders are unchanged.”

Husher nodded, then slapped the com on his chair again. “Python squadrons are cleared to launch and form up with your counterparts from the other destroyer. Stand by to take evasive maneuvers at a moment’s notice.”

“Understood,” Callum said again.

“Happy hunting.” Husher turned looked up to find the eyes of several of the bridge crew looking his way. They knew what was at stake. They’d already taken the fight directly to the Brood once before, and had had to run with their tails between their legs. Twice. Now, they were rushing headlong into the biggest number of them they’d seen yet.

“Nav, do you have a good course through that asteroid field?”

“There are some tight corners, sir, but we’ll fit.”

“Very well, take us in, Helm.”

Moens nodded. “Here we go.”
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Fontaine might have understated the difficulty of her approach.

Husher and the rest of the team in the CIC watched as the image of the asteroids on the main viewscreen flipped and spun around the Relentless, which barreled along the complex route the Nav officer had Moens running her through.

Husher watched as Pythons buzzed in and out of the flight path the Relentless was locking into. It was much tighter than Husher would have liked. If they found themselves under assault from the Brood fighters—the Pseudopods, as the Scions called them—there would be nowhere to go.

They’d simply have to destroy whatever came at them.

Husher watched the tactical display as a sizable enemy force, accompanied by three of the large Stomach ships, broke away from the group that stationed near their target. 

“Point defenses active,” he said.

“They’re going to have problems in here,” Tremaine said. “The computers aren’t going to be able to see targets coming in on vectors shielded by asteroids.”

“Understood.”

Shota shot him a concerned look. “We’ll have to rely on our starfighters.”

“That’s why we launched them before we moved in here,” Husher said. “They’re going to have to be our eyes…and our shield.”

“The front Stomach is opening up and splitting off Pseudopods,” Winterton said.

“Understood. Tactical, send a paired missile barrage at the two rear Stomachs.”

“Sir?” Tremaine said, sounding confused.

“We’re going to try catching the rear ones with their pants down. If we can damage or destroy those two before they can unload their Wayfarers, that’s going to make the job that much easier for our fighter groups.”

“Understood, sir. Targeting those back two. Based on the amount of natural debris between us and them, can I suggested a doubled barrage?”

Husher couldn’t help but think about the amount of munitions they’d already expended in engagements with the Brood, and he was sure that was going to be nothing compared to this fight. As long as they were trapped in this pocket universe, they weren’t getting any replacement munitions.

None of that matters if we don’t win today. “Do it, Ensign. And Coms, tell Callum that he’s going to have to take on that first wave on his own. We’re counting on them.”’

“Aye, sir.”

Winterton bent closer to his console. “Sir, some of these asteroids are…behaving erratically.”

Husher furrowed his brow. “Behaving? Explain, Ensign.”

“They’re moving in directions that seem out of step with their heliocentric orbits. Some of them are almost perpendicular to those orbits. And every displaced asteroid happens to be on a course to intersect…well, our course.”

 The XO was looking at Husher, and he met the man’s eyes.

“Could the Brood be nudging them toward us?” Shota said.

“For what purpose? They must have figured out that our guidance computers are too smart to carry us into one of them.”

“Maybe. But even if we don’t hit one, we’ll still have to go around it. And the more asteroids we have to dodge, the more we’ll deviate from the other destroyers. ”

Winterton spoke up again. “Sir, our first wave of missiles is having a good effect. One of the Stomachs is already badly damaged and the second is trying to unload its Pseudopods, but it’s also taken damage. Our second wave is closing in now.”

Husher nodded, but his mind was still on the discussion with Shota. “They’re trying to isolate us.”

Shota nodded. “That’s what I’d do.”

“Winterton, have any other of our ships had to break away?”

Winterton returned his gaze to his console, then nodded. “Yes sir. The O’Kane. She and another cruiser were paired at the back of the pack. But O’Kane had to break away from the rest of the battle group’s course. Looks like she’s angling to rejoin now.”

“There,” said Shota, striding across toward the main viewscreen. “There they are.”

As they watched, two more Stomachs appeared as if out of nowhere, from behind a particularly hectic section of asteroids. “They were waiting.”

Husher didn’t need advanced instruments to see how the course that the O’Kane had shifted onto was going to send her right into those Stomachs.

“Sir,” Winterton said. “The Stomachs are unloading their Wayfarers.” Even as he said it, Husher could see the red dots bursting from their biological carriers.

“How are the Stomachs we hit with missiles doing?” Husher asked.

“Both incapacitated.”

“And the third?”

“Engaging our air group. Difficult to say what the outcome will be.”

Husher had Long put him through to the Idaho, which was right behind the Relentless. “Captain, kindly lead the column toward our primary target. The Relentless and her air group are going back for the O’Kane.”

Captain Beverly Halger looked nonplussed. “We need the Relentless more here if we’re about to make an attack run on that big gang of Brood.”

“Admiral Iver took a portion of the strike group around to the other side of this vector. He’s going to hit another of the five potential hive mind locations, then meet up with you and take command of the column.” Husher hoped Iver would do that, anyway. It had been the plan, but who knew what kind of resistance he might be facing from other Stomachs sneaking among the asteroids?”

“And in the meantime?” Halger asked.

“In the meantime, we’ve disabled two Stomachs. I see that you’ve been able to damage a third. And the Wasp did the same to a fourth.”

“We still have heavy fighter involvement. And some of those Wayfarers have already landed on my ship.”

Husher paused, considering that news. “We’ll leave the main starfighter fleet with you. We’ll take the Relentless air group to go back for the O’Kane.”

“I really don’t think—”

“It’s not up for discussion, Captain. I was given operational command by the admiral, in case you forgot. The O’Kane has no fighters to defend her. She needs our help. Besides, you’ll rendezvous with the Providence shortly and be reinforced.”

“Understood,” Halger said, her lips a straight line. “But I’m not happy about it.”

Me either. The connection ended. “Bring us around, Helm. As quick as you can.”

He leaned over his com and relayed a message to Major Callum to bring his fighters around. When he looked up again, the scene on the viewscreen was flashing past in a blur that Husher might have mistaken for the universe tumbling out of control. He was suddenly very aware that without the artificial gravity, he’d be thrown from his seat, along with everyone else working quietly at their stations in the CIC.

Well, I did tell Moens to be quick.

The view stabilized, revealing a grim scene. The O’Kane had been flanked by two Stomachs. Two thick columns of Pseudopods streamed from the bulbous alien vessels, hurtling toward the beleaguered destroyer.
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Callum had never been in a fight like this in his life.

“On your six,” shouted his wingman Rooster as two more of the Pseudopods flashed past.

The bigger Stomachs didn’t seem to be playing their game of jumping in and out of space, and Callum wondered to himself if that wasn’t because of the asteroids that were everywhere. His sensors kept picking up on smaller debris that could damage his craft. Having to constantly dodge it was wreaking havoc on his concentration.

“I can’t see a thing in all this,” Z-man shouted.

“Thanks for the update,” grunted Thunder from somewhere farther down the engagement.”

“Two o’clock high, I’ve got inbound.”

Callum spied the incoming pair of Pseudopods. He spun his fighter around and smashed down on the controls, sending kill slugs flying even before his computer could find a lock. They tore into the front Pseudopod, but the rear one managed to evade his entire stream of kinetic impactors. 

He flipped to a Sidewinder and waited for a good tone, then let it fly. He was close to the target, probably too close, but he couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t jump out of space. The Pseudopod tried to evade, but it didn’t have enough time to react.

The explosion rocked Callum’s Python. Red lights flashed, accompanied by alarms. A portion of hull plating was highlighted in red on his HUD.

“That was a little too close for comfort, Major,” Rooster said. 

“Two more,” snapped Callum, allowing inertia to take over as he spun the outer shell of his fighter around. The target shrank for a moment, but the computer compensated. He loosed a string of kinetic impactors. Again, he was only half-lucky. One Pseudopod was clipped and spun wildly out of control, but the other kept coming. 

The first bogey crashed into a small asteroid, about twice the size of a Python. The asteroid exploded, sending chunks of debris whizzing. Alarms sounded in Callum’s cockpit as his hull absorbed the impacts.

This time, Callum noticed something else. The second Pseudopod, the one that had somehow evaded his slugs, was now floating dead in space. It took him a moment to be sure, because of the nature of their amoeba-like structure.

It was the asteroid explosion. It had damaged his hull, but apparently the Pseudopods didn’t have the kind of hulls that could withstand such an impact.

Debris was proving to be a real hazard—to both sides. His pilots were flying more cautiously, but the Pseudopods seemed downright frightened, with their erratic movements. Weren’t they supposed to be mindless drones? Maybe when not being directly controlled by the Brood mind, they did have some form of cognition.

“Asteroids,” Callum shouted over the radio. “Shoot the asteroids around you. Anything you see. They can’t take the impacts.”

“Uh, we can’t really take it either,” Rooster shot back. 

“We can take it better than they can. Just don’t get carried away.”

The strategy turned out to be easier to outline than execute. Soon enough, the battlespace was clogged, and his fighters had to pull back. He lost two fighters in the effort.

But it worked. The Pseudopods were dropping like flies thanks to the wayward asteroid chunks. 

Callum pulled open a priority channel to the CIC. “Captain, the Pseudopods are susceptible to blunt impacts. We’re destroying as many asteroids as we can out here to create a debris field. It’s making it suicide for the enemy to fly through.”

“Sounds suicidal for your fighters too. Your hulls aren’t indestructible.” 

Callum was reminded again that Husher wasn’t just some plush seat-sitter. He’d spent time in a cockpit too. “We can manage. The thing is, without this, I’m not sure we stand a chance.” 

“Understood. We’ll do what we can to assist.”

A moment later, the Relentless fired a secondary particle beam into the heart of an asteroid that would have been too large for a Python to blow up. Then, she hit another.

“Pull back,” Callum ordered as the debris field swept through the remaining Pseudopods struggling to make it to the O’Kane. As the debris overtook them, they broke up and scattered.

The Relentless had already turned one of her particle beams on the nearest Stomach, and Callum watched, pleased, as it burst apart and blew organic chunks out into space.

“Go get some, big girl,” he whispered as the beam lanced into the split-open Stomach, which yawned open like diseased roadkill.

“Let’s form up and get ready for another run,” Callum said. “We still have a second Stomach out there.”

Rooster pulled tight after a moment, and Callum did a quick count-off as his team started to reform. He’d lost six fighters, and at least two more didn’t look like they’d even get back home.

But the O’Kane was hanging in there. He instructed his fighter to give him a zoomed-in visual of the cruiser. Then, he frowned.

“Captain,” he called to Husher. “It looks like some Wayfarers landed on the O’Kane. Her mech team is engaging them on the hull.”

“Affirmative,” Husher said. “I’m in contact with her captain. She also has all her marines engaged at the moment. They’ll either stop them from getting to her reactor or they won’t.”

Callum nodded to himself. Couldn’t argue with that. He could only control the fight in front of him. He had to trust his fellow soldiers to handle their business.

“This asteroid field might be the advantage we needed,” Rooster said. “How’s my nose look?” 

Callum boosted his Python forward so he could take a look. His wingman was nursing damage to his nose that had incapacitated one of his rocket ports, but his other weapons looked intact. “She’s ugly, but she’ll get the job done.”

Thunder cut in. “I gotta tell ya, boss. I’m starting to like our chances—”

An intensely bright light flashed, like a star going supernova right next door to them. It flickered, then went out. 

“What the hell was that?” Z-man said, who was late returning to the formation. His was the last Python Callum was waiting for.

“Looked like a reactor drive going critical,” Rooster said.

On Callum’s HUD, a yellow blinking icon appeared, indicating a direct line to the CIC was open. A knot of dread took shape in his stomach.

“We just lost the Wasp,” Husher said.
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The Wasp was ripped in half, the rupture exactly where her reactor core would have been.

The rear quarter of the ship was continuing to hurtle forward, dragged on by inertia in the dead stillness of space. The front of the ship was slowly rotating and tumbling away, giving off no energy signatures. Completely dead.

“Send out rescue teams,” Husher snapped.

“Aye, sir.” said Long. “On it.”

“That’s the second destroyer we’ve lost in two days,” Shota said. “And even if the O’Kane can fight off the Wayfarers clawing their way inside her, they’ll still have damage to deal with.”

Husher nodded slowly. He’s right. What’s more, we can expect no reinforcements. No new ships. No replacement parts. No more ordnance.

We’re on our own.

He shook himself. “Tactical, how’s that debris plan working out? Is Callum on to something?”

“Seems so, Captain. The Brood are definitely more susceptible to kinetic impacts than we are.”

“Why did they come in here at all?” Shota asked. “Why not bypass the asteroid fields all together?”

“Catch-22.” Husher said, remembering Fesky using that phrase to describe her effort to get cleared to fly. I’d sure like to have her out there. “Say what you will about those Scion pulse cannons, they made it impossible for the Brood to make a direct approach into the system. The asteroid belt might be a deadly obstacle for them, but it was also the best section they could have targeted. It afforded them enough cover to take out two cannons—and to protect their hive mind while getting it close enough to coordinate the assault.”

Tremaine turned to face him. “Sir, I don’t think we can continue to target asteroids. The smaller support ships are going to struggle if the debris field gets much denser. They don’t have our protective hull plating.”

“Understood.”

“We’re getting a transmission from the admiral,” Long said.

“Put him on screen.”

“Husher,” Iver said briskly, “I’m ordering the carrier group on to the next potential hive mind location. According to our analysis, it has the best line-of-sight vantage point on the rest of the system. So it’s the most likely place to host the actual hive mind.”

Husher furrowed his brow. “Sir, do we have actual intel to back that up? It’s possible line of sight doesn’t make a difference when it comes to controlling the Brood.”

“We have eyes on the asteroid in question, and there are definite signs of a Brood presence, even at this distance,” Iver said. “The asteroids we were focused on before were a dead end. Both show every indication of being deserted. They’re clearly just decoys.”

Shota was shaking his head. “We just lost a destroyer trying to close with our current target. That seems like a good indication we’re going in the right direction.”

“Son,” Iver said, “you spend enough time in the deep black, you learn there’s no rhyme or reason to why ships are lost. That’s war.”

Even Husher grimaced at the fortune-cookie platitude. “You mentioned a presence at this other asteroid?” He still felt unconvinced.

“Based on what the Scion told us, we aren’t encountering the levels of resistance we’d expect if we were currently pressuring the real hive mind. We need to push deeper into the belt and see if we can get a stronger reaction. When the Brood come at us with everything they have, we’ll know we’re hitting them where it hurts.”

Husher thought of the fight to save the O’Kane and the loss of the Wasp. If this wasn’t the Brood giving them everything they had, he wasn’t keen to see that. But he also knew Iver was right. If they really were right on top of the actual hive mind, the Brood would do everything in their power to stop them.

Based on what Regan had said, hive minds were critical to how the Brood operated. They might be able to apply generic attack patterns without one, but it sounded like they were unable to form a complex attack strategy without one. When a hive mind wasn’t present, it seemed they were just blunt killing machines.

“Understood, Admiral. We’ll follow your lead. We just need to recall our fighter wing and make sure the O’Kane can get underway.”

Iver nodded. “See to the O’Kane. The rest of the battle group will accompany the Providence. With any luck, I’ll end this before you catch up with us.”

“Good hunting, Admiral.”

Iver actually smiled. “We’re going to win this.”


Chapter 47

Combat Information Center

UHC Providence, Battle Group Flagship

 

Iver spun away from the Coms officer as the screen went blank, and glanced at Captain Daniels.

Daniels gave a tight smile. He’d been captain on the Providence for some years now, and he felt he’d learned how to keep the supercarrier and her crew on their A-game. He didn't need Iver breathing down his neck.

“You have command of our half of the battle group, Captain. Let’s end this thing.”

Finally. Daniels didn’t have anything against Husher, who’d proven himself more than capable during his time as captain of the Vesta. After all, the breakthrough that had won the Third Galactic War had happened on his ship, although that was less to do with anything Husher had done.

Daniels knew better than most captains what it was like to command a ship as big as a supercarrier—considering he now captained one himself. You got all the credit when things went right, and all the blame when they went wrong. That was the nature of command.

“Very well, sir.” He glanced at his Nav officer. “Do we have a course plotted?”

“Plotted and set, sir.”

His sensor operator spoke up. “Captain, there are a number of enemy vessels on intercept.”

“Can we outrun them?”

“Most of them. Not all.”

“Acknowledged. Tactical, get a full missile barrage in the tubes, just in case we need it. If they enter firing range, you have my permission to launch our barrage.”

“Aye, sir.”

His sensor operator, the gray-haired Macmillan, spoke again. “Sir, we should have visual on our primary target within thirty seconds.”

“Very well, put it on screen when you have it.”

Daniels expected his CIC to function like clockwork, and his crew were once again rising to meet that expectation. His father, a decorated fighter pilot, had taught him that much. Jerry Daniels’ voice echoed in his mind now: Control what you can reasonably control, with as much precision as you can muster.

The part Daniels struggled with was having grace about what he had no control over.

His sensor operator turned to face him. “Sir, the enemy’s behaving oddly.”

Daniels didn’t allow the CIC crew to use names like “Brood” and “Scion.” He hadn’t come on this mission to discover new alien species. There was friend or foe. That was good enough for Daniels, so it was good enough for his crew.

“Spit it out,” Daniels said.

“They aren’t moving to engage us.”

Daniels felt the admiral whip around in his seat. For his part, Daniels kept his cool.

“What makes you say that, Ensign? Show me on the tactical display.”

The sensor operator flicked a data package to the main viewscreen from his console. “See, sir? They’re holding back.”

“It looks like they’re closing to me,” Iver said.

Daniels bit his tongue. For most of the mission, Iver had stepped all over him like this was his ship. Given the man’s rank, there was little Daniels could do, except remain calm and professional. But he found it trying when the admiral insisted on directly interacting with his crew, sowing confusion among them more often than not.

“They aren’t closing as quickly as they were,” Daniels said coolly. “There’s no way they’ll catch us before we reach the target, at their current velocity.”

“Why would they slow down?”

“Captain, I have visual of the target.”

“On the main viewscreen, Ensign,” Daniels said.

The screen came to life, showing a medium-sized asteroid, shaped like a cashew and sporting a clear impact crater. Discoloration covered the bottom of that crater—a mix of dark greens and purples that put Daniels in mind of the Stomachs they’d been fighting since arriving in this universe.

“Zoom in on that crater.”

The sensor operator complied, and the section Daniels wanted to see leapt into view.

As expected, the asteroid was crawling with Wayfarers. Their presence was consistent with the number of Stomachs and Pseudopods that swarmed around the broad rock, and it lent credence to their conclusion that this asteroid held the Brood mind.

Except, whatever had made that crater now seemed to be smeared across its bottom.

Daniels noticed that his breathing had accelerated. “Admiral, whatever crashed into that crater…I don’t think it’s intact anymore.”

Iver looked fairly at ease as he studied the visual. “Let’s not make assumptions about what forms the hive minds are able to take, Captain. If the acidic slime that infiltrated some of our ships showed signs of sentience, then it’s not unreasonable to expect whatever’s coating that crater to do the same.”

Daniels shook his head slowly. “With all due respect, I’m having trouble buying that analysis, Admiral. Certainly, the Brood are versatile. But for an organism as complex as the hive minds must be, I would expect a complex organic structure to match. I can’t imagine it would still be able to attain such complex cognition while…smeared on a crater’s bottom.” He cleared his throat. “I think we need to consider the possibility that this is one of the decoys.” 

The admiral leaned forward in his seat, and Daniels noticed his knuckles whiten as he gripped the right armrest. I think I’m actually getting through to him.

“This was supposed to be it,” Iver said. “It makes perfect sense, given the enemy’s—”

“Sir,” snapped the sensor operator. “They’ve stopped.” He paused. “No, they’re reversing course. They’re heading back the way they came.”

“What the hell are they up to?” Iver said.

“They appear to be headed back, sir. Toward the Relentless’ location.”

Iver jumped to his feet. “Give me visual on what the Relentless is doing.”

“Sir?”

“Where is the damn Relentless?”

“She’s right…” The officer paused for a moment, seemingly surprised by what he was seeing. But Daniels didn't need to hear what his sensor operator had to say. He could see it on the tactical board. They’d been so consumed with the movement of the Brood as they’d closed in on their new target, they’d failed to notice that the Relentless wasn’t following. She’d turned back to the initial target.

And now all the Brood ships in the region were rushing toward her.


Chapter 48

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

Husher frowned at the tactical display, where the Providence and most of their battle group was speeding toward the asteroid that, according to Admiral Iver, housed the Brood hive mind.

The Relentless was waiting for the O’Kane to perform a quick systems check. Once she got back to Commander Long with green across the board, both warships would sail after the other human vessels.

But is it the right move?

Husher had been watching his starfighters engage the Pseudopods that remained in Relentless’ nearspace. The alien fighters seemed unusually reactive to the Pythons’ maneuvers. Almost as though the hive mind was paying special attention to those Brood.

Which would mean it’s paying special attention to us. But why, if Iver’s the one barreling toward the mind with weapons ready?

The XO’s voice broke into Husher’s thoughts. “Sir?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Yes, XO?”

“I have a bad feeling about the plan.”

Husher kept his face neutral, careful not to reveal his own feelings on the subject. He wanted an unbiased perspective from the bright young officer, and that meant withholding any sign that he agreed. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

The XO stood and crossed to Winterton’s console. Husher joined him.

“It doesn’t make any sense for the Brood to put their hive mind where the others are headed,” Shota said.

“It seems the tacticians on the Providence disagree with you.”

Shota gave a sardonic laugh. “I graduated with half of them. Add them all up and you don’t get half a brain.”

Almost, Husher rebuked him for failing to show proper respect for his fellow service members. That rebuke was coming, but now was not the time. “The admiral seems to put some stock in them.”

The XO rolled his eyes. “Look.” He tapped the console. Husher could see out of the corner of his eye that Winterton was less than enthused about the commander tapping his display, but he said nothing. “Zoom in on that.”

Winterton slid his hand over the display and made a quick motion with two fingers. The image shifted and spun in closer. “Look at the way the Brood is hanging back, just here.”

Husher decided to continue playing dumb. He wanted to find out just how much the XO had seen. A younger Husher might have tried to demonstrate he’d seen this, too—to prove his competence, his insight. But Husher had proven himself enough for one career. If they turned out to be correct, and Shota got the credit for it, then so be it. “It looks like they’re pursuing the Providence and the rest of the battle group as they head toward the new primary target.”

“Sure, looks that way. But look again. Yes, the enemy’s heading in the right direction, but they’re decelerating. It’s like their heart isn’t in it, and they want to stay ready to turn on a dime.”

Husher finally allowed himself a smile. “Good work, XO.”

Shota’s mouth opened, then closed. He clearly hadn’t expected the sudden praise.

Husher returned to the command seat. “That’s no hive mind Iver’s headed for. If it was, the Brood would be doing everything it could to catch up.”

“Uh…exactly, sir.” Still looking somewhat perplexed by Husher’s sudden agreement, Shota returned to the XO’s chair. 

Tremaine spoke up. “That leaves an important question. Where is the real hive mind?”

“There’s one way to find out,” Husher said. “Winterton, I want to you to keep a close eye on those Stomach ships.” He turned to Fontaine. “Nav, we’re going to have a course change. And I want it to be dramatic.”

“Say the word, sir.”

“Turn us back toward that asteroid. Our initial primary target. Helm, I want to make for it at best possible speed, considering the circumstances.” He meant the mess of debris they’d created, but Moens would know that.

“Aye, sir.”

“Execute as soon as you have the course from the lieutenant.”

Shota still seemed uneasy. “If we’re right, we have a problem.”

“No backup.”

“Exactly. Iver won’t be able to get back to us in time, and we know not to count on the Scions. We’re on our own.”

“Course engaged, sir,” Moens said.

Almost immediately, the Brood ships that had been following the main battle group came to a halt. Then, they turned.

“Looks like we got someone’s attention,” Shota said.

Husher nodded. “Now we have to move fast. Coms, tell Major Gamble we need him to assemble a landing party, and we need it assembled yesterday.” He slapped the com link. “Callum, there’s been a change of plans.”

“Sir?”

“We believe the asteroid we were headed for contains the hive mind. The fact that the entire Brood force is converging on us now that we’re headed for it seems to confirm that. We’re going to get hammered in a matter of moments.”

“Are we leaving the O’Kane, sir?”

“Negative. We’re bringing the O’Kane with us. We’ll need all the help we can get. The rest of the fleet won’t be able to get back to us ahead of the Brood.”

“I hate to tell you, sir, but there are still plenty of hostiles out here. I think we got most of the Pseudopods, but I’d be shocked if there aren’t Stomachs hiding among the asteroids, using them to avoid all the debris we kicked up. Those Stomachs can take a lot more punishment than the Pseudopods can.”

“I agree, Major. We’ll bring all we can to bear. But I have another task for you. I’m about to send out a landing party—your job will be to get them safely to the asteroid’s surface.”

“Understood, Captain.”

Husher nodded at Long. “Get me Gamble.”

A moment later, the marine major was on Husher’s console. He looked somewhat out of breath, and the sound coming through had a tinny quality to it. After a moment, Husher identified his location as the corridor leading into the main hangar deck.

“How close are you to wheels up?” Husher asked.

“Two minutes,” Gamble said. “Just finishing up loading four shuttles with some very bad characters. Plus some nasty toys for them to play with.”

“Very good,” Husher said, smiling in spite of the severity of the situation. “Take your bad characters and do some damage down there. Major Callum will escort you to the asteroid. We’re almost certain that what you and your men are headed into is the hive mind controlling all the Brood activities in this system. I don’t think I need to tell you that I expect you’ll encounter extreme resistance.”

“Understood.” If the news bothered Gamble, it didn't come through in his voice.

“Good luck, Major.”

Less than two minutes away, Winterton glanced back at him. “Shuttles are away, sir.”


Chapter 49

Oneiri Team

Above asteroid in Scion space

 

“Listen up, boys and girls,” Jake said. Oneiri was about to deploy along with the shuttles carrying the marines. His pilots were already inside their mechs, and the landing bay was being depressurized. “Our Python friends are going to have their hands full, getting those shuttles to the asteroid’s surface. The Brood are coming with everything they have. If those marines are going to reach the asteroid in one piece, we’ll need to pitch in to defend them.”

“The soft meaty humans,” Driscoll said. “Always needing the big metal men to protect them.”

“Pretty sure you’re one of those meaty humans,” Maura said.

“Details.”

“Line up,” Jake said. “Bulldog, you take Zeph and Whiskers on the front shuttle. Moonboy, you and Frog can keep an eye on the middle children. Moe, Steam, you’re with me on the rear shuttle. We’ll probably take the most fire.”

With that, the double doors of the landing bay’s main airlock both opened, the broad hatch sinking into the deck. The shuttles engaged thrusters, each lifting gracefully from the landing bay and floating into space.

As the last one departed, Jake gestured to the rest of his team. They sprinted toward the opening, then leapt into the void, thrusters flaring to life.

“Incoming,” Bulldog said. “We’ve got twenty-six Pseudopods incoming.”

“Roger that, Tucker,” Ash said. “Looks like they’re flinging Wayfarers our way.”

Jake turned toward the incoming aliens and had his suit’s sensors zoom in. Sure enough, a monster was tearing through the membrane of each Pseudopod’s carrying sack. Each alien flier flung its deadly cargo toward the shuttles with its characteristic slingshot motion.

With that, two squadrons of Pythons tore into the alien fighters, locking both forces into a deadly struggle. Jake trusted the Relentless air group to keep the Pseudopods off them—but dealing with the lethal cargo they launched would come down to Oneiri Team.

“Listen to your suit, people,” Jake said. “It has your back. Literally. If an enemy is coming on your six, fall back on your training, and remember: an autocannon to the face goes a long way.”

The Wayfarers were nearly upon them. “Break, break, break,” he called out, firing his own thrusters to spin around, tracking the incoming attackers. He retracted the fingers of both hands so that they lay flush against his mech’s wrists, revealing the autocannons underneath. With that, he opened up.

The other MIMAS pilots followed his lead. Once the Wayfarers left their carriers, they had no control over their trajectory, so for now the mechs could hammer them with impunity.

Threads of high-velocity rounds lit up the intervening space. Rockets streamed from shoulder launchers.

Wayfarers were torn to shreds by armor-piercing rounds, or blown apart by rocket fire. Together, Oneiri cut the alien numbers almost in half.

But half was still way too many. A few of the Wayfarers missed the shuttles altogether, but thirteen crashed down onto the shuttles, using their claws to dig into the metal, to avoid being thrown off.

The impacts jostled the transports, but they managed to reorient, staying the course. That wouldn’t last unless Oneiri Team could deal with the aliens on their hulls, quickly.

Jake landed on the rear shuttle’s hull, switching on his mech’s magnetic boots for purchase.

“Look out!” Maura shouted as the Wayfarer nearest him split down the middle, its throat opening to reveal wicked fangs glinting in the starlight. The thing belched a piece of bone covered in green-blue liquid. Jake dodged sideways, and the acid spray flew beyond him and into open space.

He took aim at the Wayfarer’s head with both autocannons. Twin threads of light ripped into its fang-covered mouth. The head exploded and the body went flaccid, floating dead, but still attached to the shuttle by its razor claw.

Jake didn’t have time to celebrate. Another Wayfarer charged him from the side, already too close to hit with autocannons.

He grabbed the creature just as it tried to slash him with its huge claw. He slammed his head into the alien, but there was little he could do about the razor-sharp teeth. They clamped down on his MIMAS’ shoulder like a dog tearing at a piece of meat.

Jake’s HUD lit up with the damage to the hydraulics in that arm. The teeth were so sharp they instantly pierced his outer armor. He swung his other arm around, simultaneously extending the bayonet.

It drove deep into the creature’s head. The thing went limp, but a puff of acid burped out of its ruptured skull.

Jake jerked away, but it was too late to save the exposed shoulder joint. The hydraulics were completely eaten away.

He didn’t let it slow him down. He couldn’t. There was no surviving this if he let it. He leaned hard into the lucid dream now, trying to feel the edges of his mech. He wanted to feel exactly how his mech felt, so he could understand what mobility he had left.

He saw another Wayfarer rushing at Maura, but before it could get close, Ash split it in half with her lance.

Jake barely let himself take a breath before hailing the rest of Oneiri Team. “Bulldog, Moonboy. Sitrep. You need help clearing off the other shuttles?”

“You kidding?” Tucker said. “We handled that long ago. I had time to take a nap.”

If Jake hadn’t been deep inside the mech dream, he would have rolled his eyes. “Moonboy?”

“We’re clear, Clutch,” Bo said.

At that moment, the stars whirled as the shuttles noticeably changed course, nosing ‘down’—from the mech pilots’ perspective, anyway.

“What the hell are they doing?” Maura asked over the team-wide channel.

Staring along the shuttle’s nose, Jake had his sensors enhance once more. An asteroid leapt into view, and so did part of a crater, a third of which was hidden beyond the rock’s horizon. Its center was visible, however, and there he could see the mouth of a large tunnel.

I bet that wasn’t there yesterday. He would have bet money on that being where the hive mind had entered the asteroid.

 The shuttle was decelerating fast, straining his mech’s legs to keep him upright. “We’re on our final approach to the asteroid.”

“Which is also our final approach to rendezvous with the critters swarming all over it,” Ash put in.

Jake studied the perimeter of the asteroid. Ash was right. It was crawling with Wayfarers.

Maura took a step toward the front of the shuttle. “Let’s go introduce ourselves.”

“Belay that.” Jake stepped toward Moe’s mech and laid a hand on its shoulder. When she turned, he pointed. “We have more Pseudopods inbound. My guess is they’re going to try to sandwich us between the Wayfarers they carry and the creatures on the asteroid, just as we’re landing.”

Maura’s MIMAS shook its head. “Smart.”

“Yeah,” Jake said. “They seem pretty motivated to protect this rock.” More confirmation that we’re headed toward the real hive mind.

“Look!”

At Ash’s interjection, they turned back toward the asteroid. There, the Wayfarers were leaping off the surface and into space—making their way toward the four shuttles with startling speed.

“Wow,” Maura said. “I didn’t expect them to try that.”

Ash nodded. “They’re strong. And that asteroid isn’t holding them down with more than a hint of gravity.”

“If they’re trying to reach us already…” Jake turned to confirm his suspicion. Yep. The Pseudopods were loosing their nightmarish cargo, too: membranes tearing to release the monsters inside.

Mentally whipping through HUD menus, Jake opened a channel with all four shuttle pilots. “Petty Officer Price here. I have a request. Wait until the last possible minute, then commence evasive maneuvers. My pilots and I would prefer to cut down on the number of hurtling death machines we have to deal with, if it can be helped.”

“I got you,” said Rodriguez, who piloted the Little Beetle. The other shuttle pilots echoed the sentiment.

As Jake switched back to the Oneiri channel, he saw that his request to evade the incoming aliens would be harder to honor than he’d expected. The aliens had apparently anticipated the move, and both the Wayfarers who’d leaped and the ones who’d been launched were fanning out through space in an even spread. The chances of dodging all of them seemed small.

The first brute neared the rear shuttle—the one Jake, Ash, and Maura were defending—but in an almost unbelievable stroke of luck, an asteroid chunk came hurtling out of nowhere to knock it off-course.

Two more Wayfarers sailed past, closeby, but not close enough to make contact with the shuttle. Instead, they spat acid as they overtook the craft. Jake sidestepped to avoid the spray…

…and it splashed across the shuttle’s hull instead. The metal there began to instantly corrode. If it makes it through to the marines inside…

But he couldn’t think about that. They would reach the asteroid soon, and he knew the pilots had already depressurized the shuttles, in case they were breached during the fighting. The marines all had their suits sealed tight.

“Maura!” Ash shouted.

A Wayfarer crashed down onto the shuttle, right in front of Moe. It lashed out with a claw, but Maura deflected it with her bayonet at the last minute.

Both Ash and Jake stepped toward her, but Moe shouted at them. “I got this! Watch for more of these bastards incoming, damn it.”

 Reluctantly, Jake turned and began scanning the space around them—fore and aft. He spun up his autocannons and eviscerated another Wayfarer angling toward them. By the time he finished with it, only a tattered corpse was left to smash into the shuttle’s hull before flopping off into the void.

A second Wayfarer landed on the shuttle, near Ash. Jake was about to go help her when he spotted a third above them, on a direct crash course with Ash’s mech.

Without thinking, he deactivated his boot magnets and shoved off the shuttle’s hull, diving straight into the alien.

Jake had surprised himself with that move—but the Wayfarer seemed more surprised. It failed to spit acid at him as he closed with it, left bayonet extended.

The blade sank through the creature’s torso, and it writhed, reaching to grasp the blade with both claws.

Before it could, Jake shoved his autocannon into its face and fired. Armor-piercing rounds exited through the back of the thing’s head, and it went flaccid.

He fired his wrist thrusters, reorienting himself toward the shuttles, which had nearly reached the surface.

His team was still grappling with five Wayfarers, who’d managed to land on the shuttles’ hulls.

But that was far from their biggest problem. The four troop transports had nearly reached the asteroid, where dozens more of the aliens awaited them.

Firing his ankle thrusters, Jake made for his team as fast as he could.


Chapter 50

Relentless Marine Company

Above asteroid in Scion space

 

The shuttle pilot permitted himself a glance back at Gamble, and the man must have noticed his discomfort. “Not a fan of fast insertions?”

Gamble glared at him. “Will you focus on the God damned maneuver?”

The pilot faced forward again with a smile. “All due respect, I wasn’t going to miss the chance to watch a jarhead squirm.”

Gamble shook his head. Considering the fight happening all around them—Pythons clashing with Pseudopods and MIMAS struggling with Wayfarers—Rodriguez had to be certifiably insane to be so calm.

Something streaked past the curved viewscreen: a fighter, firing wildly at one of those enemy fliers and nearly hitting the shuttle in the process.

Good Lord.

Rodriguez engaged starboard maneuvering thrusters, and Gamble watched the universe tilt. He’d rather be in the back of this tin can, where he could close his eyes and ignore the viewscreens. But he didn’t have that luxury. His men were in the back. It was his job to stay in front, next to the pilot, and monitor the engagement so he could keep his men briefed on what they needed to know.

As a result, he didn’t miss a single energy blast, hurtling space rock, launched Wayfarer, or anything else that threatened to ruin his day.

The pilot grimaced as something darted past the viewscreen. That was one of the MIMAS mechs. Its thrusters were all engaged, sending it straight into a Wayfarer that had been hurtling directly toward the Little Beetle.

He breathed a sigh of relief. This wasn’t the first time Gamble had placed the lives of his men in Jake Price’s hands. He just hoped Oneiri Team came through.

At least it’s not a full orbital insertion. Dropping through a planet’s atmosphere meant more bumps and bruises on the way down. The asteroid they were approaching was cloaked in nothing but vacuum.

The shuttle bounced violently, and Gamble figured one of the mechs had pushed off the side of the shuttle to engage another Wayfarer.

“What’s the over-under on making it to that rock without getting crumpled like a tin can?” he found himself asking Rodriguez.

The pilot shrugged. “That’s crazy shit out there.” A massive understatement, as far as Gamble was concerned. “And the more we decelerate, the easier it gets for the enemy to hit us. Unfortunately, we don’t have a choice, unless we wanna go splat against the side of the asteroid. Can I ask you a question?”

“Shoot.”

“What’s the plan for when we get down there?”

Gamble swallowed. The Little Beetle was no Python, but it was a combat shuttle, and it did have some teeth—hull-mounted turrets fore and aft, as well as armored barriers that would fold out to grant his boys some cover. He wasn’t sure how well those barriers would stand up to Wayfarer acid, but it seemed he was about to find out.

“Pretty simple,” he said, fighting to keep his voice level. Get it together. You’re the marine commander on a destroyer, and you’ve been through worse than this. Except, he wasn’t sure he had been through worse. He was finding it difficult to believe any of them would make it back to the Milky Way alive.

Nevertheless, with an effort of will, he steadied himself. “We’ll cluster around the shuttles and give ’em hell until we’ve secured a perimeter around that crater. After that, we’re heading inside to bag ourselves a hive mind.”

Rodriguez’s shoulders rose and fell. “I’m gonna level with you, Major. Once you’re inside, I’m not sure how long we’ll be able to hang around. There’s a chance we’ll have to push off while you’re underground.”

“Understood,” Gamble said, without hesitation. “This was always going to be a do-or-die operation. If we succeed, and the Scions are right about the hive mind being a single point of failure for their entire attack force, then things should get quiet enough for you to come back and get us. If we fail, then it’s a moot point anyway, ain’t it?”

The pilot nodded. Something flashed directly in front of the shuttle, forcing Rodriguez to engage port thrusters, hard. They both rocked to the left as an explosion painted the port half of the viewscreen with fire.

“That was a Python. The Pseudopods are closing in.”

“Where are the mechs?”

“I see them out there, but they have their big mechanical hands full.”

Gamble didn’t like the sound of that. “Now what?”

“Now, we dive.”

Rodriguez pushed the yoke forward, and the asteroid loomed large in the viewscreen, growing rapidly. Gamble resisted the urge to flinch.

The pilot jerked his head backward. “Might wanna tell your boys to hang on.”

But it was a little late for that. The asteroid filled the viewscreen, now, and Gamble felt like he could make out every little feature of its terrain. He was sure they were going to crash straight into it.

At the last second, Rodriguez pulled the nose up, just as a rocky patch of ground rushed up to meet them. They slammed into the ground, hard.

Gamble felt…tilted. He glanced at Rodriguez.

The pilot shrugged. “Not a whole lot of level ground here.”

The terrain immediately around the shuttle was clear, but through the viewscreen Gamble spied a group of at least thirty Wayfarers, charging toward them.

He opened his mouth to order his marines out, but before he could speak, something crashed into the asteroid a hundred meters ahead of the Little Beetle, streaming fire and debris. It impacted right on top of the incoming Wayfarers, sending dust and debris shooting spaceward. Gamble couldn’t see anything.

“What was that?” he asked, even though he already knew the answer. This time, he couldn’t keep the tremor from his voice.

“That…that was the Featherlight, Major.”

One of the four combat shuttles they’d brought with them. Forty of his marines. Almost certainly dead.

“Get out there, marines,” he growled over an open channel. “Give ’em hell.”


Chapter 51

Hangar Bay Alpha

UHC Relentless

 

Fesky was alone in the changing room. Rather than opening a locker, she threw down the bag she’d brought with her on the bench and started pulling out her old gear.

Without the doctor’s clearance, she’d get no new gear of her own. She knew that all too well.

As for why she’d kept her old flight suit from her time aboard the Vesta, she couldn’t quite say. She supposed, as horrifically as that had ended, the crew aboard the supercarrier had been her family. And the ship itself had been her home.

I wanted something to remember it by. I just had no idea that something would actually come in handy.

She’d kept the suit properly stored, and it was in good condition. She also had an old frequency scanner she’d managed to smuggle onto the Relentless, and she pulled it out now. Her first day aboard the destroyer, she’d talked one of the trainees into giving her the frequency code.

Today, it had let her eavesdrop on the air group’s communications in nearspace. Even now, as she pulled on the pressure suit, she listened to the Python pilots’ chatter. They were getting desperate. She couldn’t sit by anymore and do nothing.

“Now that’s old school,” a voice behind her said. 

Fesky jerked in surprise, trying to cover the old IU badge on her spacesuit as she turned toward the entrance. It was pointless, of course. The man had clearly seen it.

“I haven’t updated my gear,” she said hesitantly.

The man shrugged. Because Fesky hadn’t been cleared to fly, she didn’t know many of the flight crew members. That included fellow pilots as well as the deck hands that worked the hangar bays. In many ways, hangar crew were the most important members of the flight crew. Without them, there was no getting your ship prepped and out the hatch. And as any pilot knew, if the hangar crew didn’t like you, your life would be a living hell.

“You aren’t the only one with out-of-date gear,” the man said. “I’ve seen plenty of stick jockeys launch with IU gear.” He was older, Fesky was sure of that. Thanks to her years around humans, she was pretty good at figuring their ages. This one was probably nearing retirement.

“I just haven’t had the time to update.”

The man smiled and ran a hand through salt-and-pepper hair. He was thick around the waist, but he looked strong. Tattoos ran up both sides of his neck. “I’m an old-school guy myself, so there’s no need to apologize.” He tapped his chest. “Paul Decker.” He nodded toward the flight deck. “Decker by name, decker by trade.” He winked.

Even with years of experience around humans, she still struggled sometimes to read their unspoken communication. The man seemed genuine enough, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t stand in her way. She wasn’t supposed to be here, after all. 

“Fesky,” she said, not really seeing a reason to lie. It said so on her gear, after all. It wouldn’t be hard for him to figure out.

She finished gearing up and grabbed her helmet. With that, she turned to walk out of the changing room and into the hangar bay proper.

She had no plan. Hell, she didn’t even have a fighter. There would be fighters that were hot, of course. There was an engagement going on. But that was someone else’s bird, not hers.

“Hey,” the man said, just as Fesky got to the hatch that led to the flight deck. She stopped, and just for a moment, she considered making a run for it. Or just ignoring the man and seeing what he did. But either move would raise too much suspicion. She figured once she was in a fighter that was primed in a launch tube, they couldn’t stop her. Until then, anybody could ask a few questions and figure out she didn’t have clearance to be here.

She turned hesitantly.

“You forgot your bag,” the man said, holding up the duffel bag she’d carried her contraband gear in.

“Oh, right.”

“Can’t take it into a Python with you, of course.” He chuckled. “I’ll just leave it in your locker.” Decker hooked a thumb back at the locker she’d been changing in front of. She had no idea who it belonged to.

“Sure. That’s fine.” She turned toward the hatch again.

“You know,” he said to her back, “it’s a little strange, you being here. As far as I was told, every pilot available was already called out. Hell, they aren’t even holding back the kids for the alert fighters. I think the only pilots we got left in reserve took their training wings off last week.” The big man chuckled to himself. “So it’s weird, you know. You being here, all of the sudden, when we didn’t hear anything about another pilot coming down.”

Fesky felt her cold blood run even colder. The feathers on her neck stiffened—a sign of stress, though she doubted the human would recognize it.

“I….” She didn’t actually have a lie for this. Everything she was doing suddenly seemed incredibly stupid. Did she really think she was just going to walk out into the hangar, hop in a Python, and take off without anyone asking her a single question? 

“I was grounded. But the doc cleared me.” She clacked her beak nervously. “Just now. He cleared me just now.” She winced. It was probably the worst effort at lying in the history of lying. “So, I’m cleared now.” She couldn’t stop herself from talking. She felt the urge to physically restrain her own beak.

“So, you’re that Fesky,” the man said, shaking his head and chuckling to himself. It was a strange thing to say, since she’d just given him her name. 

“Do I know you?”

“Nah. They just told us to look out for you.” He smiled and walked up to her. 

Fesky tensed, ready to strike. She’d ripped Husher’s double to shreds without trying. This human might be bigger, but he’d cut into ribbons just as easily.

Rather than grabbing her, the big man walked past her. As he did, he winked again. Or maybe it was just a tic. She still couldn’t tell what he had in mind. Reading human faces was an infuriating experience.

“Hey, Robbie,” Decker shouted into the hangar bay as he cleared the hatch. “We still got little Anne up?”

“The speed demon?” one of the flight mechanics said as he walked over. “Yeah, she’s in the far tube. They said to hold her back for the alert package.”

“How many we have on alert?”

Robbie shrugged. “Maybe six.”

“We can spare it.”

“Sure, if you—hey.” Robbie looked over at Fesky. “You’re the Winger.” He looked back at the big man. “That’s the Winger we’re supposed to be watching out for, chief. The one who isn’t cleared to fly yet.”

Fesky suddenly felt stupid. Of course they all knew who she was. Of course they would have orders not to let her fly without clearance. Why did she think otherwise?

“Yeah, that’s the one,” Decker said.

“So, what gives? Did she get clearance?”

“Sounds like it.” Decker looked back at Fesky. “She did just tell me so.”

Robbie frowned. He looked from the chief to Fesky and back again. “She told you so?”

“That’s what I said, Robbie. You get that big head of yours too close to a thruster assembly again? Ears ringing too much to hear me?”

The mechanic looked confused. “Shouldn’t we, like, hear from someone else? I mean, I thought for sure we’d—”

“You thinking again?” Decker asked. “What did I tell you about thinking?” He looked back at Fesky and winked. He really liked winking at her. At this point, she was so confused she didn’t know what to think. Humans were impossible.

Decker continued. “While you’re thinking, Robbie, think about this. How long have I been a flight operations chief?”

Robbie sighed. “Forty-three years.”

“Forty-three years! And how long have you been alive, Robbie?”

The young man sighed even heavier. “Twenty.”

“Wow!” Decker said. “That means I’ve been running a flight deck more than twice as long as you’ve been alive, Robbie!”

“Yes, chief.”

“So, Robbie, do you think you can take some time out from all that thinking and go get that Python prepped for our pilot, who tells me she’s clear to fly?”

“Yes, chief.” Robbie ran off toward the far tube.

“Good kid,” Decker said, turning back to Fesky. “But check your power levels before you light the fire, if you know what I mean.” Decker gave Fesky a pat on the shoulder and started to walk off down the flight deck, waving at one of the other deck hands as he went.

“Chief,” Fesky called after him. 

Decker turned.

“Thanks,” she said.

He smiled. “For what?”

“I think you know.”

The chief shrugged. “I told you, I’m old-school. I’ve been around you cocky stick jockeys my whole life. You know how I know when one of you is ready to fly?”

She shook her head.

“You tell me so.” He winked a final time, then turned around. “Happy hunting. And seriously, check those power readings. I hardly trust Robbie to take a piss without help.”


Chapter 52

Oneiri Team

Asteroid in Scion space

 

Jake, Maura, and Ash began a rapid descent to the surface, following hard on the heels of the shuttles. Jake signaled for the rest of Oneiri Team to follow suit.

Moonboy and Frog were still shepherding the middle shuttles in. They were both grappling with Wayfarers atop the Featherlight—there were five of the aliens to their two.

“Bulldog, Whiskers, Zephyr,” Jake yelled, willing his thrusters to propel him faster. “Drop back and give Bo and Driscoll a hand.”

“We got problems of our own, Clutch,” Bulldog said.

Jake cursed under his breath as two Wayfarers converged on Driscoll, claws flashing. Frog had both bayonets extended, and he was holding his own—but not well enough. A Wayfarer landed a blow on his wrist, creating a shower of sparks. Driscoll staggered sideways, and one of the alien brutes followed, bringing a clawed appendage down on his lower leg.

Moonboy was faring no better. Three aliens closed in on his mech, one of them already splitting down the middle to project its deadly acid.

One of Frog’s opponents hit him with a blow to the chest, hard enough to detach his boot magnets from the shuttle’s hull, knocking him into space. That done, both Wayfarers ripped into the shuttle—directly above the tiny reactor.

Seconds later, it blew, vaporizing both aliens. The shuttle streamed smoke and flame, now on a collision course with the asteroid.

“Driscoll!” Jake yelled over the team-wide. “Get clear, now!”

Frog didn’t need any more prompting. He disengaged his boot magnets and flipped off, thrusting clear of the doomed craft.

Jake watched in horror as the shuttle careened toward the asteroid’s rocky surface. Two figures tumbled out of the ruined back half, their bodies charred and twisted.

With that, the shuttle collided with the asteroid, straight into a group of Wayfarers—small solace for the loss of an entire marine platoon. The transport exploded, the resulting conflagration quickly tamed by airless space. But the impact had kicked up plenty of dust and debris. Jake couldn’t see a thing.

“Moonboy. Frog. Do you copy?” Jake called out.

“I’m here,” Driscoll said. “Half my thrusters are dead, but I’m here.”

“Moonboy?”

“I’m here too. But I’m all out of this fight. I got a good acid wash and my electronics are fried.”

“Can you get back to Relentless?” Jake asked.

“Maybe.”

“You guys are no good to us dead. Take Frog and get back home while you can.”

“What about—”

“We’ll be fine,” Jake said, trying to exude confidence he didn’t feel. The team had performed well, but they’d still lost two mechs and one of the shuttles. 

“Did the other transports make it down?”

“Ours is,” Tucker said. “Right over some damn hole in the ground.”

“Ours is good, too,” Ash said. She was far below Jake and Maura. They were thrusting down toward her.

“We have one job, now,” Jake said. “Make sure those jarheads can do their thing inside the asteroid, without more aliens coming down on their heads.”

“I’m seeing a second opening into the asteroid’s interior,” Ash said. “Not sure if it connects with where the hive mind is or not, but if the marines are going down there, we’d better defend it.”

“Agreed,” Jake said. “Prelims said there were two entrances, including the one they created at the bottom of their crater. Bulldog, since you’re down there already, your team will secure that main entrance. Steam, you hang out at that secondary one. We’re coming to you.”

“They’re already hitting our shuttle hard!” Tucker sounded out of breath.

“We got plenty inbound, too,” Ash said. 

Jake and Maura joined her twenty seconds later, just as the first of the Wayfarers closed in on the entrance she was protecting.

Ash fired into them with both autocannons, focus firing on one alien at a time, ripping it apart before shifting to a fresh target. Maura followed her lead.

Jake joined in with his single good arm, feeling far less useful.

The three mechs spread out, so that they were surrounding the hole they were protecting. How it had gotten there, Jake didn’t know, but he assumed the aliens had opened it. They likely would have needed to get a lot of aliens into the asteroid’s interior, quickly, so they could make sure there was enough room down there for their hive mind.

None of that really mattered. Not to him, anyway. His team’s job was to protect the entrances. The marines were counting on them to do that. Scratch that, every human on this mission is counting on us, whether they know it or not.

So he would see it done. No matter the cost.

He began to notice a pattern to the incoming creatures’ movements. “They’re bunching up.”

“Trying to block our fire,” Ash said. “We can only hit the outside ones. They’re trying to get the ones they’re protecting through.”

He nodded. “And it’s going to work, if we don’t change tactics.” There were too many aliens swarming toward them. “Rockets. Let’s synchronize our firing.”

“Ready,” Ash and Maura shouted in tandem.

“Hit it!” Rockets streamed from his shoulder-mounted launchers. As his missiles streamed toward the enemy, they were joined by Ash’s and Maura’s.

Together, the deadly wave of rockets pulverized the incoming rush of Wayfarers, ripping them to shreds. 

And yet, more charged in to take their place, seemingly unfazed by the death of their comrades.

Maura extended both bayonets and charged toward the enemy. “Let’s clean up those stragglers.” 

“Go with her, Steam,” Jake said.

He stayed at the entrance, as the last line of defense. He took a moment to scan the space above the asteroid. For now, the Pythons were keeping the Pseudopods off them. But more were joining the engagement, much more, and Jake knew it was only a matter of time before they delivered still more Wayfarers to the asteroid’s surface. This time, there was little hope of them missing and sending their cargo hurtling uselessly into space.

He glanced into the distance, hoping to see if there was action over the main hole Tucker and his team were covering, but he couldn’t see anything. A rise in the asteroid’s terrain blocked his view.

Still, he did see movement, just beyond the big rock’s horizon. Alien limbs flashed into view, then disappeared.

What the hell are they doing over there?

Movement from above caught his eye, and he saw a pair of Pseudopods who’d broken through the Python formations, each releasing their deadly cargo onto the asteroid’s surface.

“Jake!” Maura cried.

“On it.” He turned his only remaining autocannon up to fire. He shredded one of them, but the other made it to the surface, its impact sending a puff of dust spaceward. Instead of rushing to engage Maura, who was nearby, it rushed toward the horizon where Jake had seen alien limbs flashing beyond the shallow hill. The newcomer disappeared beyond it before Jake could position his autocannon to shoot it.

“There’s something going on over there,” he said. “I’m going to check it out. Moe, can you break off to cover the entrance?”

“I’ll be there in ten seconds.”

Jake decided he’d have eyes-on for longer than that, so he took off at a fast clip, his mech’s legs smashing against the rock of the asteroid, kicking up a small dust storm behind him. He engaged the thrusters in his legs, taking advantage of the gravity to take larger and larger steps, until he was essentially skimming across the surface.

As he ran up the hill, the scene in front of him emerged with horrifying clarity.

The Wayfarers were treating the side of the asteroid like the hull of the Relentless. They were ripping open its surface with their claws, burrowing down.

With that, he realized the pointlessness in trying to cover the two openings already on the asteroid’s surface. The Brood creatures were simply making new entrances.

A dozen Wayfarers snapped their heads up as he approached. In unison, they broke away from their work and sprinted toward him as one.


Chapter 53

Python Air Group

Asteroid field in Scion space

 

Callum was pulling off the best flying of his life, but it wasn’t enough. All around him, his squadrons were coming apart.

“Move it, Rooster,” he screamed as his wingman roared past, three Pseudopods flickering through space after him. 

Callum squeezed off a stream of kinetic impactors, hitting the two trailing bogeys and splitting them open. He flipped to his Sidewinder and released the missile, not waiting for the positive lock from his targeting computer, knowing that the distance was too short to trust it anyway. It would either find the lock in flight or not.

The missile flew right past the Pseudopod, missing it by mere inches. It got the creature’s attention, at least, and Rooster was able to turn wide, gaining some distance.

Callum’s Python screamed past the creature, and he flipped around to fire his railguns from behind it. But it was too quick for that. The bastard outmaneuvered him, clearly preparing to unleash its acid bile.

It never came. Instead, the creature exploded, torn apart by a perfectly-placed shot from his wingman.

“Nice one, Rooster. That thing had me dead to rights.”

“That wasn’t me.”

Callum searched his HUD, wondering where the phantom shot had come from. It could have been from any direction, with the battle raging all around them.

He wasn’t sure he cared. The numbers were dwindling on both sides, but Callum had a finite number of fighters, and the enemy seemed to have an endless supply. It was only a matter of time before they wore his air group down through simple attrition.

“You’re welcome, Major,” said a Winger voice he didn’t recognize. 

“Who is this?”

The Python that had contacted him was already roaring away at a dangerous rate of speed, bordering on out-of-control. In the circumstances of the fight, it made the ship almost impossible to target, but it also made it inevitable that it would smash into something—friend or foe—in the chaotic engagement.

But somehow the pilot managed to weave in and out of dogfights, sending pinpoint slugs into Pseudopods from impossible angles in rapid succession.

“Who the hell is that?” Callum said.

“That’s the Winger the captain brought. Fesky. Fought in the Third Galactic War with him.”

“I thought she was grounded.” Not that Callum was complaining. Any pilot who could do what she was doing was sorely needed in this fight.

“We’re getting crushed,” Rooster said. “I haven’t heard from Thunder or Eightball. Z-man lost his thrusters and had to bail. I think he got picked up, but I’m not sure.”

“Let’s get back in there.” Just now, Callum wasn’t in the mood to hear his wingman rattle off the dead and missing. He doubted it would do much for his battle calm. 

“Yes, Major,” said Rooster, and the pair of them roared toward the O’Kane, where the fighting was thickest.

Callum watched a series of fires roaring on the cruiser’s side. He opened the all-com channel. “We need to concentrate support on the starboard bow of the O’Kane. All squads, as you have the opportunity, make your way to support that side.”

“Major!” shouted Rooster. 

Callum looked up at his wingman’s fighter, then said, “What?”

“Look at the O’Kane’s hull. Port side, aft section.”

Callum saw what Rooster was talking about. He opened a channel to the cruiser. “Be advised, you have multiple enemy contacts that have burrowed into your hull on the aft section, just ahead of your port-side secondary weapons array.”

“We know,” came a weary reply. “We have combat teams there now.”

“The enemies I’m seeing are unimpeded at the moment.”

“We already had aliens coming in through other parts of the hull. We’re fighting them as we can get to them.”

“Look out!” shouted Rooster, and Callum had to swing hard around as a Pseudopod appeared out of nowhere, screaming up at him. It smashed against the side of his fighter, then bounced away. Rooster hit it with a Sidewinder as it went spinning into space.

Red lights came to life on Callum’s HUD. He’d lost one of his railguns, and a thruster. He was still moving, but he was going to be severely limited going forward.

Rooster came around to take a look. “Good news, bad news,” he said. “Good news, I don’t see any of that acid shit. Bad news, you’re going to be at quarter power at best. I doubt—”

“Incoming,” snapped Callum. Two Pseudopods were speeding toward them from above the O’Kane, and two more from below. They were in serious trouble, now. “Don’t hang around, Rooster, you need to move.”

Almost before he’d finished speaking, two of the four enemies disappeared, vaporized. Callum watched Fesky’s fighter roar past where they’d been.

That’s impossible. I just saw her flying like a maniac on the far side of the battle. How could she have even made it back here? 

But it was Fesky, flying at speeds that Callum wouldn’t have attempted if there was nothing at all around him, let alone deadly creatures trying to kill them all.

“Gotcha,” shouted Rooster as he neutralized one of the other two with kinetic impactors. But one got past him, then turned to square up with him directly.

“Look out for his friend,” Callum said, but there was little he could do, and nothing that Fesky could do. For all her fine flying, she was still at the mercy of physics. Because of her enormous speed, there was no way for her to turn around and help with the second Pseudopod. She was simply moving too fast to slingshot around in any amount of time.

Callum tried to turn his fighter, but his controls were almost useless. It was like driving a box full of concrete. It just didn't budge.

An asteroid floated lazily into his view. Without thinking, he fired his last missile.

The point-blank shot tore a huge gouge in the side of the asteroid. 

His HUD again lit up with warnings as his hull was peppered with the rocky debris. There were two hull breaches, and something actually penetrated the cockpit, leaving a pin-sized hole less than a foot from his head. The blast sent his fighter spinning, the single operating thruster struggling to bring the Python under control.

If his ship hadn’t been crippled before, it was now. The hull was pockmarked and breached. The engines were useless. He’d fired off his last missile, and he had almost no kinetic impactors left—assuming they would even fire.

“Whoa,” snapped Rooster. “You peppered the shit out of me with that little move, but you also killed that thin-skinned bastard.” He was now flying right next to Callum. “That ship ain’t gonna get you home, you know.”

Fesky flew up right next to Rooster, her Python almost kissing his as she executed a perfect stop. “We’re not making the progress we need to make, Major.”

“I don’t disagree. Suggestions?”

She seemed agitated. “If we could regroup closer to the Relentless, we might have a chance to confuse those slimy things and buy ourselves some time.”

“And abandon the O’Kane?” As he said it, Callum detected a massive energy spike. “What the hell—”

A bright light flashed, and for a moment it seemed like the entire universe was frozen, like a strobe light had flashed, stopping time.

A moment later, the light was gone. And so was the O’Kane.


Chapter 54

Relentless Marine Company

Asteroid surface in Scion space

 

“Major, a little help?”

Gamble glanced at the top-left corner of his HUD, where he could see Tammery’s icon, his suit broadcasting the group of four Wayfarers pursuing him across the asteroid’s surface.

He peered in the direction the HUD indicated, but couldn’t see a thing. The rocky terrain was screwing with line-of-sight in a big way.

“Where the—”

Ah. At that moment, Tammery scrambled out from behind a hillock, four ugly aliens hot on his heels. All five of them bounded across the rock in great, arcing strides, taking ages to return to the surface. It would have been comical, if not for the fact Tammery would be one dead private the second those claws got a hold of him.

“I got ya.” Gamble leaned past the fold-out barrier he’d been crouching behind, hoisting a rocket launcher onto his shoulder as he did. In the low gravity, it was almost feather-light.

He tracked the aliens’ movements for several long seconds…and fired, leading them by a few meters. The launcher jolted backward just as hard as it always did—the low gravity didn’t do anything for kickback—and the rocket streamed low over the asteroid’s surface.

His aim was good. The rocket blew apart the lead alien, and took the second one’s legs out from under it. Unless it planned to crawl after Tammery, it was probably out of the fight.

But the other two aliens were still giving chase, hale and healthy. With a quick glance behind him, Gamble confirmed his squad was engaged there, meaning he should be safe to leave the barrier’s protection to help the private.

He nestled the rocket launcher against the combat shuttle’s hull and scooped up his R-57 from where it dangled near his hip.

“Turn around, Tammery. We got these buggers.”

The rocket had made the last two pursuers flinch back, slowing them. That had let Tammery get a good lead on them. With his next bound, the private turned in midair and brought his own assault rifle around, opening up on the aliens. Gamble did the same, charging at them from their seven o’clock. The Wayfarers were a nightmare in up-close combat, but concentrated gunfire at range was a different story. They barely made it halfway to the Winger before collapsing into twitching piles on the asteroid’s surface.

Tammery sagged. “Thanks, boss.”

“Stay frosty, Private. This is far from over.”

“You saw the Featherlight go down, sir? That was a quarter of the Relentless’ marine company…”

“And if we don’t keep our heads in the fight, they’re gonna piss down on us from heaven.” It pained Gamble to speak so callously about the loss of their brothers, but he knew he was right. He switched to a company-wide channel. “All marines, make for the beacon I’m marking on your HUDs now. We’ll regroup on the crater’s lip and then head down. Don’t forget the charges.”

The three remaining combat shuttles used their hull-mounted turrets to lay down covering fire, allowing most of the marines to muster at the crater. Some still remained in defensive positions behind the fold-out barriers, but with the help of half of Oneiri Team, they’d managed to secure a perimeter that circled the crater.

For now, anyway. “We need to get moving. Remember, we have no idea what we’re going to find down there. But we expect serious resistance. So look alive.”

“Or look dead!” the marines screamed back in unison. 

“Let’s move!”

Gamble led the first squad to the jagged hole in the crater’s center and peered inside. “Night vision, everyone.” He switched his on, which revealed a slope at the hole’s bottom, just a few meters down. The height wasn’t a problem, especially not in this gravity.

Except….

He narrowed his eyes. That slope looks natural.

Whether by accident or design, the Brood must have targeted an asteroid with a naturally occurring tunnel system. Just how maze-like is it going to get down there? His hope for a straight shot to the hive mind was evaporating.

“Get ready to drop in. Let’s fire up those drag-behinds.” The hand-held thruster units, about the size of basketballs, had handholds on the back and a pair of thrusters that angled outward on either side. The asteroid was too small to generate anything but the tiniest amount of gravity, so the drag-behinds would be critical in getting his marines into the tunnel quickly.

“Here goes nothing,” one of his squad members said—Tate.

“Go!”

Each man leaned forward and fired up their drag-behinds. The marines were plucked off their feet to hover over the hole. Then they began flying slowly down the hole, like scuba divers entering a cave. 

Gamble touched down on the tunnel floor to find it completely empty. 

Somehow, that was less comforting than if he’d found it crawling with Brood.

His squad took the lead, with the knowledge a dozen more squads followed behind them. Over the coms, Gamble heard the chatter of three platoons’ worth of nervous marines.

Like kids talking in the dark to mask their own fear. “Cut the gab. I want strict radio discipline.”

Davis motioned from his point position. He was the farthest down of the squad. “We got company, Major.”

“What kind of company?”

“Wayfarers. Three of them. Not sure if they—”

Before he could finish the thought, dark shapes rushed out of the green-tinted gloom. Then three more appeared, hard on the heels of the first.

Gamble snapped his rifle to his shoulder and fired in one fluid motion at the nearest shape. The rounds sliced straight through the Wayfarer and clipped the one behind it, sending it spinning off sideways into space. It spewed green liquid as it shrunk away.

“Don’t touch that shit!” Gamble screamed. “These things are full of that acid. Do not let it hit you!”

The marines coming down behind him began clipping their drag-behinds onto their suit belts before turning their assault rifles on the enemy, firing as they fell.

“Watch the friendly fire,” Gamble barked. The tunnel’s confines made it difficult to coordinate. Ahead, a marine managed to blunder into a cloud of acid. The stuff ate through his combat suit in moments, exposing him to the vacuum of space. He whirled, clearly panicking as the acid melted his faceplate…and then his face.

The remaining Wayfarers fell to his squad’s fire, along with that of the next squad dropping in behind. Gamble grimaced as he passed his fallen comrade, unable to look away from his staring, ruined face as the man rotated in his pressure suit, tumbling slowly to the tunnel floor. Dead.

“Watch your step, here,” Davis said.

Gamble joined him. Here, the tunnel dropped away and opened up, into a cavernous space that taxed the limits of their night vision. After a certain distance, all Gamble could see was shapeless green gloom.

Had the asteroid always been so hollow, or had the Brood spent the last hours expanding this hole? Can they work that fast?

Branching tunnels stretched away to his right and left, but the cavern seemed much more promising. He motioned for his squad to follow him, and together, they made their careful way down into it. As they did, the green fog resolved into more and more detail.

The Brood’s gone quiet again. Why?

At least they had room to spread out, in here. He motioned for his squad to wait until other units had a chance to form up beside them. Once enough marines had gathered to satisfy him, he signaled their advance.

With that, the far side of the cavern came into view. Nestled against it, bulging against an overhang, was something that looked like a miniature version of the Stomach ships he’d seen on the combat vid Callum had shown him in the mess hall.

The thing pulsated. It had no face to speak of—just a slug-like outer carapace, riddled with wrist-thick blue veins. The alien form seemed to be heaving with some intense effort.

Gamble swallowed. “That’s what we’re here for.” His voice came out in a hoarse whisper. He didn't need someone to draw a picture for him. Husher had told him he’d know it when he saw it, which Gamble knew was code for ‘I don’t know what the hell it looks like.’ But the captain had been right. This was clearly the hive mind. “You got the charges, Tammery?”

The private didn’t answer, and Gamble glanced back. Through his faceplate, the man’s eyes had grown even bigger than they usually seemed. “We might have a problem, Major.”

Gamble turned.

Swarming out of cracks, crevices, and depressions, Wayfarers poured into the open and charged toward the marines.

“Behind us!” someone shouted.

Turning again, Gamble saw more of the aliens pouring out of the tunnel where the marines had entered from.

That’s why they were so quiet. They were waiting down those side tunnels. It was a trap, and we strolled right into it.

The dark mass of aliens charged at the marines, all claws and teeth.


Chapter 55
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Jake had no choice.

There was no time to wait for the others, even if he wanted to. He took the only action he could and went on the offensive, firing his one good autocannon, sending armor-piercing rounds raking across three aliens who were almost close enough to spit their acid at him.

He downed two of them, but three more replaced them. All four sent acid-covered bone fragments his way.

He dodged what he could, but knew some of the acid was going to get him. Thinking fast, he seized his bad arm, lifting it to shield his mech’s torso, protecting the vital components there—not to mention his own body.

The acid splashed him, mostly melting the arm, but also eating away at the armor that surrounded it.

His HUD lit up with damage reports. It must have corroded some of the wiring, because his thrusters cut out, throwing him off balance. The nearest Wayfarer took advantage of his stumble, rushing him.

With practiced ease, he swung his good arm up as he extended the bayonet. The carbon-steel blade rammed through the creature’s head, bursting it open and sending a rainbow of sharp teeth arcing out, traveling slo-mo through the low gravity.

He spun around the dead Wayfarer and launched himself at the next. His only defense was to push forward, rushing each creature before it could inflict deadly damage. The next Wayfarer raked its scythe-like claws across his suit, ripping open more of his torso. 

Alerts popped up about limited mobility, but Jake ignored them. He jerked forward, slamming the bottom of his foot into the central mass of the creature and sending it tumbling back, slamming into two of its friends. Those aliens hurtled upward, claws scrabbling uselessly at the void.

He reached down and grabbed another creature, flinging it upward with a mighty heave, to join its friends.

Before he could turn to the next one, it let loose with an acid bath. Jake had just raised his foot to kick it, and the acid splashed over his ankle’s thruster assembly. It melted, sparking. So did the foot it was attached to.

He was now vulnerable to being thrown off the planet and into space as well. He only had one good foot, and keeping his balance already required a lot of concentration. His melted foot was still usable, but his balance was off now.

One good leg. One good arm. He used what he had left to limp toward the four remaining Wayfarers. His mech’s internal systems were screaming out across his HUD. A message about life support systems seemed particularly ominous. 

Jake ignored them all. And at the last moment, he yanked his broadsword free. 

His final die cast, he dove forward with wild abandon, swinging the blade the same way they swung their giant clawed appendages.

He struck the first one center mass, and using his thrusters to combat the weak gravity, he generated enough momentum to slice it nearly in half. The one next to it reared back, splitting vertically to vomit a stream of acid.

Jake ducked around it, but the creature on the other side took advantage of his distraction to drive one of its sharp claws right into the mech’s chest. When it ripped free, wires and hoses trailed along with it.

His HUD flickered as power surged and then began to bleed out of the mech. He could feel his MIMAS losing strength.

The Wayfarer reared again, opening that hideous fang-lined maw, aiming to send acid right into the mech’s torn torso.

Jake knew it was over. The acid would eat through what was left of his mech’s armor before consuming him.

Instead, the creature’s head exploded, bright threads of gunfire exiting through the front. The resulting shower of acid spattered his mech, but it missed the deep gouge in his chest.

The shooting stopped, and Jake had the presence of mind to reach forward and grab the dead creature, remembering how he’d been able to use a dead one before to block another’s acid.

He pulled it close as a shield to protect the exposed chest of his mech. It was a good move, because in rapid succession, the two other Wayfarers around him exploded, acid splashing everywhere. One took it right in the head. The other managed to duck away, but Jake was able to finish it off with his own remaining autocannon.

As the thing fell, Jake saw movement beyond it. He raised his arm to fire, then slowly lowered it as he recognized the figure standing there.

He realized he probably looked comical, wearing a dead alien like a towel. But when Tucker’s voice came through clear in his earpiece, he didn’t sound amused. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Improvising.”

“You look like shit.”

Jake cocked his head. “You should see the other guy.”

With that, Tucker let a chuckle loose. “Hope you don’t mind my paying you a visit. It looked like you could use a hand.”

“I obviously had everything under control.”

“Right. Of course you did.”

“Is the crater still secure?”

Tucker nodded. “The combat shuttles seem to have it locked down, for now. Not sure it matters, though. These things are burrowing down all over the asteroid.”

“I noticed. We still need to stop them as best we can. On that subject, is your grenade launcher working?”

Tucker’s mech looked like it had taken an acid bath of its own, but he seemed to be fairly mobile. “Yeah, why?”

“Let’s make some fireworks.” He let Tucker half-drag him over to yet another hole the Wayfarers were digging. 

Because it was an asteroid and not the hull of a ship, they had a lot farther to dig to get to wherever they were going. Jake had to assume the marines were down there somewhere, along with the hive mind, and that it was calling to its mindless vassals for help.

Jake and Tucker hung back behind a hill, to avoid attracting the aliens’ attention. 

“Think you can hit them from here?” Jake asked.

“Let’s find out.” Tucker emptied an entire rack of grenades from his shoulder-mounted grenade launcher. In the zero-g, they arced slowly, then floated into the hole. With his timer assist, Tucker was able to trigger them at exactly the right moment. 

The explosion shook the ground, sending pebbles and dust sifting down the hillside toward them. A geyser of Wayfarer parts sprayed upward, along with spurts of blood and acid, before reversing direction to drift back down toward the asteroid.

The two MIMAS pilots took in the spectacle, neither talking.

Then, Tucker broke the spell. “Is your life support going to hold?”

“Maybe. I honestly don’t know.”

“I hope you’re not going to stop me from giving you a lift off this rock, back to the Relentless.”

“The marines—”

“The marines are beyond our help, now. The combat shuttles have that crater covered, and the other mech pilots will handle the rest. If you stay here much longer, you’re done for, Clutch. I don’t need to be some spaghetti-armed tech to see that.”

Jake tried to muster a counterargument, but found none. “Fine.”

“Don’t beat yourself up. You did pretty good, for an old washed-up mech pilot.” Tucker grabbed him by the waist. “Don’t get any ideas about this, now.” He fired his ankle thrusters, and they both lifted off the asteroid.

Jake smiled in spite of the insistent alarms blaring in his ears, desperately telling him to do something about the critical damage to his mech. “Hey, Tucker?”

“Yeah?”

“You did all right too, for a know-it-all asshole.”

Tucker surged upward. Jake’s HUD still functioned, so he could see there were almost no Pseudopods in nearspace—at least, none that networked friendly sensors had picked up on, other than the few being mopped up by Python squadrons.

A little farther out, though, a mass of Pseudopods seemed to be gathering.

Apparently, Tucker had seen the same thing. “I think there are even more of those flying bastards inbound.”

“There always are.”

“Any ideas?”

Jake thought about it for a moment, as they rocketed closer and closer to their destroyer.

“Yeah,” he said. “Pray for those marines.”


Chapter 56

Combat Information Center

UHC Relentless

 

Husher watched as the O’Kane’s reactor core went critical.

For a split second, it was the brightest light in the galaxy. But the void soon quenched the fires, the cruiser going completely dark as it broke in half. Her crew, like so many before them, were lost to the vacuum of space. Sensors hadn’t detected a single evacuation pod leaving.

“It was the Wayfarers,” Winterton said quietly. “They got to the reactor core. It was just a matter of time before she went down, sir.”

Husher nodded. He hadn’t needed the explanation—it had already been clear from the way the ship had gone—but he sensed Winterton had needed to give it.

He could see the man’s tension reflected in the rest of the CIC crew. They weren’t made of stone. To watch a ship like that go down…a ship not much different from the Relentless, and crewed by just as fine a group of men and women…that was devastating to witness. It didn’t matter who you were.

And that included a captain who had watched entire galaxies burn.

He took a deep breath, taking a moment to compose himself. “Helm, take us wide of that largest asteroid. It should provide us some much-needed cover. Tactical, prepare another missile barrage. Target the location of the O’Kane, and the second wave of Stomachs that’s joined the engagement.”

“Sir,” Winterton said. “Sensors are indicating…” He paused. “Eighteen more Stomach ships are inbound.”

Husher felt his chest sag.

“Eighteen?” his XO said incredulously. “Eighteen?”

“Yes, sir,” Winterton said, his tone steady. “I can only speculate that the Brood were keeping them in reserve, to attack the Scion home planet once they’d finished with us.”

Shota’s hands were balled into fists. “The bastards didn’t expect us to put up this much of a fight.”

 The sensor operator kept his eyes on Husher. “I’m also picking up on activity farther out. There are more coming.”

“Is Admiral Iver aware of the new targets?” Husher said, trying hard to keep the sound of defeat out of his voice. 

“Yes, sir,” Long said. “The Providence has just informed us that that the forward ships are ten minutes away from our position at present speed.”

Husher knew that “present speed” didn’t quite give the full picture. To meaningfully engage with the enemy surrounding the Relentless, the rest of the battle group would have to spend part of their journey decelerating. Probably more than usual, given the amount of debris in this section of the asteroid belt. “Understood. And the eighteen Stomachs?”

“They’ll be here in two minutes,” Winterton said. 

“Sir, I have a transmission from the Scions,” Long said from the Coms station. “They’ve seen the incoming ships and are moving toward us.”

Husher felt a slight lightening of the mood throughout the CIC, and he didn’t want to dampen it by sharing the doubts he and Shota had discussed earlier—about whether Regan’s fighter force would be able to arrive in time to make a difference.

Shota had no such qualms. “It won’t do us any good,” he spat. “They’ll never get here in time to save us.”

Husher frowned at the XO, a flash of irritation heating his face at the man’s careless mishandling of the crew’s morale. “We can hold firm.”

Shota looked at him with eyebrows raised, perhaps surprised at the severity of Husher’s tone.

He didn’t care. “We will hold firm. And when the Scions join us—and when the rest of the battle group joins us—we’ll show them what we’re made of.”

“How exactly do you propose we hold firm against this, Captain?” The XO waved a hand at the main display.

Husher breathed deep, pulling air into his diaphragm in an attempt not to strip his XO down on the spot, at top volume. Instead, his voice came out level—and steely. His eyes never broke from Shota’s. “The same way Captain Keyes held firm at the end of the Second Galactic War, sacrificing his life to buy us enough time to take down Baxa. The same way the Vesta held firm, deep inside the Progenitor universe—the way we forced the enemy to stand down at last. We’ll hold firm against the odds, no matter the cost. Because that is how peace is won.”

Throughout Husher’s speech, Shota had grown steadily paler. Now, his eyes fell. “Yes, sir.”

With that, Husher turned toward Tremaine. “Tactical, full missile barrage.”

“It’ll have to be mostly Hydras, sir. We’re limited on Gorgons.”

“We can’t afford to hold anything back now, Tremaine. Put everything we’ve got in the tubes. And prepare our point defenses. Helm, bring us about and close distance with those incoming Stomachs. We’ll ram hellfire straight down their throats.”

“Understood,” Moens barked, his hands flying across his console. The Relentless turned hard into the incoming ships.

“Sir,” Long said, “Major Callum is hailing us. The fighters are requesting to fall back to our position and form defensive lines around the Relentless.”

“Tell them to hold their positions. We’re coming to them.”

Long spoke again, his tone incredulous. “Captain…Commander Fesky is hailing us.”

Husher spun like someone had jerked him by the shoulder. “From inside the ship?”

“No, sir, she’s with the air group.”

How the hell? “Put her through.”

“We’re forming an inverted wedge out here,” Fesky said without preamble. “It’ll buy you time and give us a solid formation to absorb contact. I’ve forwarded you our course.”

“I have it,” Long said. “Forwarding to Nav and Helm.”

Husher had a thousand questions for Fesky, but he kept them back.

I have to trust her. The time had come.

“Do it,” he said.

The Relentless roared forward, point defenses coming to life as Pseudopods poured toward the destroyer.

As Fesky predicted, the fighter formation funneled the enemy fliers into firing lanes that the Pythons were able to capitalize on with brutal accuracy. They destroyed at least a dozen bogeys for every fighter that took damage.

But even that was too little to stop the onslaught.

“Sir, I’m detecting breaches,” Winterton said.

Husher gritted his teeth. “Long, alert the crew. With the marines on that asteroid, everyone off-duty will need to use their sidearms to confront the intruders.”

Shota was looked at him in disbelief, but this time he said nothing.

For a moment, Husher wished Iver had left even one troop ship behind, to reinforce his crew, but he pushed the thought aside. It was pointless to think about that now. 

This is it, Husher thought as the Relentless rocked from an impact. Our last legs. If Gamble can’t take out the hive mind in the next few minutes, we’re done.

“Two of the aft railguns were detonated by enemy impacts,” Winterton said. “A third on that side is incapacitated. We have more hull breaches.”

“Understood. Where are we on those missile strikes?”

“Impacting now, sir.”

“Show me.”

The tactical display was quickly overlaid with the impacts as sensor data poured in. The lead Stomach took the brunt of the blows, its organic hull blown wide open. The next two took enough damage to incapacitate them.

Three down, Husher thought. Fifteen to go.

“We’re out of missiles,” Tremaine said. “But they’ll be in range of our particle beam soon.”

“Very well. You know what to do, once we’re in range. Helm, plot a course that gives Tactical as many firing lanes as possible. Those Stomachs are highly susceptible to our particle beam.”

“Sir,” Winterton said. “We have an Engineering breach. Enemy combatants are inside Engineering.”

There was stunned silence on the bridge.

“I see,” Husher said at last, fighting to keep his voice steady for his CIC crew. “Prepare to call general evacuation.”

He didn’t know what the Brood ships would make of their escape pods, but at least some of his crew should last long enough for Iver and the Scion to arrive.

He prayed that they would.


Chapter 57

Relentless Marine Company

Asteroid in Scion space

 

“Go, go, go!” Gamble screamed over the platoon-wide, sprinting forward.

There was nowhere to hide here. The only thing they could do was press the issue. If they allowed themselves to get bogged down in the center of the cavern, they’d never make it to the hive mind.

“We have to get to the target and set those charges. Hit them with everything you have!”

What remained of the Relentless’ marine company directed their fire at the Wayfarers blocking them from reaching the alien overlord. Bright threads of weapon fire bit into the enemy ranks. Rockets streamed forward, trailing smoke. And grenades arced slowly through the cavern.

“Watch where you’re aiming those grenades,” Gamble snapped. “Go long with them. In this gravity, there’s a risk we’ll catch up to them before they come down.”

His R-57 bucked as he fired into the oncoming wave of aliens, rounds eating into one alien’s chest before ruining the face of the next. He cursed as his fire went wild, over his target’s heads.

“Fire low, and aim to take out multiple targets with each burst!” Gamble meant that for himself as much as his men.

“Get some!” he heard Davis scream as he ran alongside Gamble, firing into the alien horde.

“Easy,” Gamble said. “Short bursts!” Gamble fired off a controlled burst of his own assault rifle, holding down the trigger for a two-count before releasing.

Davis either didn't hear Gamble or didn't care. He fired off another long stream of rounds. His aim went wild, sending his muzzle skyward, and messing up his next shot. “Shit,” he shouted. “Shit, shit, shit!”

“They’re catching up from behind us,” Tate said.

Gamble glanced over his shoulder. “Form a rear guard! Marines at the back, turn and keep them at bay!”

“Watch out!” shouted Tate from behind Gamble, and he turned in time to see that one of the creatures had gotten dangerously close. A thread of weapons fire sliced through the space right in front of Gamble’s face, lighting up the inside of his helmet.

The creature that had been reaching for him with its claws jerked sideways, its face a ruin. In its death throes, one of its claws still found Gamble’s leg, slicing through the pressure suit there. His HUD flashed red, then green again: the tear must have been minuscule, since it took less than a second for the suit to seal itself.

That was close.

He risked a glance back at Tate and nodded a thanks. Beyond the private, Gamble could see his marines were fanning out and slowing. Several of them had already fallen, their pressure suits too compromised for the self-sealing mechanism to address.

“Keep pushing!” Gamble yelled. He, Tate, Davis, and Tammery charged forward. The wall of creatures was closing in on them, and if the marines providing covering fire from behind them slowed, they were going to get bogged down, no matter how many of the creatures they were able to kill.

“There are too many,” shouted Davis. Even as he said it, he popped two Wayfarers in quick succession. But four more rushed in to take their place.

“Rookie,” shouted Tate from behind him, expertly firing a single burst from his weapon, taking down one target before switching to the next. “Don’t lean on the damn trigger.”

“Is now really the time for a training session?” Tammery asked from behind him. The big man was winded and struggling. He was holding a backpack full of charges—the only one with charges anywhere near Gamble, according to his HUD.

They were less than fifty feet from the target. “We’re almost there,” Gamble said. 

A Wayfarer made it past, belching acid at Tammery. It happened so suddenly, Gamble experienced a sharp moment of disbelief, like his brain couldn’t accept what had happened.

The acid splashed full across Tammery’s helmet, dissolving it, and eating clean through in several places.

But Tammery didn’t stop, instead continuing to charge forward, his helmet melting and deforming.

What the—?

The air had to be sucked out of Tammery’s helmet by now. His eyeballs were probably bleeding with the depressurization, and some of the acid must have made it to his skull.

Still, he stumbled forward.

“Shit!” Davis yelled. “The charges!”

With that, Gamble realized what Tammery was doing. He had no idea how the private still had the presence of mind to do it, but he’d slipped the backpack off his shoulder, and was carrying it held out before him. It was already covered in acid.

 Gamble had no idea what the acid would do to the charges. In theory, until they were armed, they were dead and wouldn’t go off.

In theory.

But that theory hadn’t been tested against alien acid spray from another universe. 

A Wayfarer came at him, and acting on pure instinct, Gamble twitched his R-57 sideways and fired full in its face. The creature staggered back, then caught itself, seeming to recover. It came at him again, splitting vertically to fire its acid.

Gamble put another burst right down its opening throat. The back of the creature’s neck burst open, the rounds zipping through to send a second Wayfarer reeling backward.

Gamble spun back around as Tammery’s body finally gave out. The top of his head was visible now through the melted helmet, and he wove drunkenly across the cavern floor. At last, he stumbled around till he faced Gamble.

Through what remained of Tammery’s faceplate, Gamble saw the man’s face was a half-eaten mess. Even so, Tammery found the strength to swing the backpack of charges forward. Numbly, Gamble caught it. With that, the private keeled forward, face-first onto the rock.

Gamble grabbed the pack and pulled out his combat knife. The acid was almost through the backpack’s thick fabric, and would soon start consuming the charges themselves.

He ripped the knife through the bottom of the bag and jerked it toward himself. The bag split open, and the small ball-shaped charges tumbled out.

He dumped out his own utility pouch, which was wrapped around the side of his combat suit, and stuffed five of the charges inside. The charges were thermonuclear. Five would probably be enough to cave in this place. But he needed to be sure.

A creature snarled in his face before having its face blown off. Gamble looked to his right to see Tate holding a combat shotgun. Where he’d gotten in, and what had happened to his R-57, Gamble couldn’t say.

Tate wore a stupid grin from having saved his commander, but there was no time for that.

“Go!” Gamble ordered, running forward again. “Cover Davis!”

Davis had gotten cut off from them, having charged too far ahead of the other marines. Or rather, Tate should have been up there with him, but it was hard to fault the kid, considering he’d just saved Gamble’s life. And potentially the mission.

Tate turned to fire almost at the same moment that Gamble did. Together, they managed to clear Davis’ position as they caught up with him. 

“Thanks for joining me!” Davis said, his voice dripping sarcasm.

“We’re doing better than the rest of those lazy asses!” shouted Tate, as he hooked his thumb over his shoulder.

Gambled glanced back and saw what he was talking about. The rest of the marine teams were pinned down. The number of creatures in the underground cavern was now impossible to estimate. The entire place was a roiling sea of creatures, some of them practically crawling on top of each other in their haste to get at the marines.

Most of his men had taken up a circular position, holding off the closing horde, but unable to move forward any longer.

“They won’t last long like that,” Davis said.

“They’ll hang in there!” Gamble shouted, and he knew it was true. His marines would fight until their last breath. “They’re drawing the aliens to them. This is our chance.”

The fighting in the cavern’s center was drawing most of the Wayfarers. Gamble, Davis, and Tate were practically an afterthought by comparison. 

Gamble turned to look at the pulsating hive mind, just ahead of them.

“It’s now or never,” he shouted. The three of them surged forward.


Chapter 58
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“You have the charges?” Tate asked. 

He’d been too far forward to see what had happened with Tammery. Gamble would never forget that man’s last stand—if he survived today, that was.

“Tammery gave them to me,” he said.

“Where do we plant them?”

“Just get close enough to throw them at the thing. Then we need to get out of here.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m planning on setting enough charges to blow this place to hell. We’re not taking any chances.” With that, he switched to a company-wide channel. “Fall back as you’re able, marines. Me, Tate, and Davis will take it from here. Use your drag-behinds to get over their heads, if you need to. Just get out. This place won’t be here for long.”

He pulled open his utility pack. With a practiced flick of his hand, he armed each one, connecting them to each other wirelessly and setting the digitized fuse to sixty seconds.

“Major!” shouted Davis.

Gamble jerked his head up. They were less than a dozen feet from the target. The bulbous hive mind had suddenly started to shake wildly, its moist skin shimmering with the light of reflected weapons fire.

A crease formed along the side closest to them. Like a muscle spasming, the crease split open, spraying acid.

Gamble threw himself aside, grabbing Davis as he did. The acidic bile splashed onto the cavern floor where they’d been standing, eating at the rock.

As Gamble landed, he felt a pain like fire burning in his arm. One of the Wayfarers had rushed him, slicing through his suit with its claw.

He took out his attacker with a burst of point-blank rounds, right down the thing’s opening throat.

Then he shook himself, ignoring the red lights flashing on his HUD, warning him his suit had lost some pressure before it had been able to seal itself again. He had bigger problems at the moment.

When the hive mind had opened to spit its acid, he’d realized how thick its carapace was. It was too risky to trust the charges to blast it apart. He had to be one hundred percent sure he would kill the thing. Otherwise, they were all doomed.

And there were only forty-four seconds left on the timer.

As the other marines were falling back toward the cavern entrance, the Wayfarers seemed to realize at last what Gamble, Davis, and Tate were up to. They were all surging forward toward their position.

Gamble let his R-57 fall to his waist, where it bounced at the end of its strap. With that, he took out four charges, two in each hand.

It’s time.

“We’ll never get close to the hive mind, with the thing spitting acid at us!” Tate shouted. “Just toss the charges at it, Major!” Even as he spoke, the private took out a Wayfarer that had been poised to strike Gamble with its heavy claws.

Gamble shook his head. “Its carapace is too thick. We need to make sure the thing doesn’t survive.” He took a step toward the hive mind, knowing what awaited him—a dose of the thing’s acid. “The charges need to be inside it. You boys get out of here.”

“I don’t think so,” Davis said. He snatched two of the charges from Gamble’s hand, before he could react.

“Davis!” Gamble yelled.

The crease in the hive mind’s heaving flank had returned, already opening to spray its deadly bile.

Davis screamed as the stuff hit him, but he didn’t stop. Instead, he plunged his acid-coated arm inside the hive mind, right up to the elbow. “Get out of here,” he yelled, his voice racked with agony as the hive mind’s bile ate through his pressure suit. “Go!”

Gamble and Tate looked at each other for a protracted moment. Then, Gamble nodded. They each detached their drag-behinds from their suits and activated them. Together, they ascended toward the cavern’s ceiling as Wayfarers closed in below.

“How long is left on those timers, Major?”

Gamble glanced at the timer, ticking down in the bottom-left corner of his HUD. “Twenty-nine seconds.”

The private didn’t answer.

Below, the Wayfarers ignored them, instead surging toward Davis, who was holding his R-57 with his undamaged hand and firing into the alien ranks, even as they closed in on him.

Gamble shook his head in disbelief. That should have been me. Inside his pressure suit’s helmet, he sniffed back a tear.

He and Tate touched down near the tunnel entrance, which was cleared. Farther in, he saw that two squads’ worth of marines had disobeyed his order to get out, instead securing the tunnel in case they managed to escape.

“Go, go, go!” he yelled at the waiting marines, his voice coming out ragged, hoarse.

The timer read nineteen seconds.

Ahead, Gamble could see marines rising through the dimness, riding their drag-behinds out of the tunnel and up to the asteroid’s surface.

He risked a glance behind, and saw that several Wayfarers were turning away from the hive mind—back toward Gamble and Tate.

They know they can’t reach the mind in time. They want revenge for what’s about to happen.

Indeed, at least two dozen aliens began to charge at them.

Gamble ripped a grenade from his belt, armed it, and cooked it as he pushed Tate ahead of him.

Twelve seconds.

He flung the grenade behind, and it arced slowly through the air. He gave Tate another shove.

“We’re not gonna make it!” Tate said.

“Shut up.”

They bounded toward the tunnel entrance, moving with excruciating slowness in the low gravity.

Five seconds.

Gamble’s grenade went off behind them, washing out his night vision for a second.

Tate reached the exit and used his drag-behind to ascend toward the surface.

Gamble fumbled with his own device, the adrenaline making his fingers feel leaden.

A brilliant flash of light obliterated his vision entirely. The charges’ shock wave tossed him off his feet and threw him forward, slamming him into the rock face.

Everything went dark.


Chapter 59

Admiral Iver’s office 

UHC Providence, Battle Group Flagship

 

“Take a seat, Captain,” Iver said, gesturing.

“Thank you, sir.”

Husher was struck by how much the admiral’s office aboard the Providence resembled the one he’d occupied at Forward Operating Base Clarion, where Husher had met with him before all this started. That office had been sparsely decorated, with only a few reminders of the admiral’s accomplishments.

The same was true of this office.

Over Iver’s shoulder hung a replica of the original Providence. Seeing it humbled Husher, making him pause before sitting, and sending him into a quiet moment of remembrance. Every detail on the old supercarrier was perfect.

At last, Husher took his seat and met the admiral’s eyes.

“How’s Major Gamble?” Iver asked.

“He’s in med bay, along with half the marines we were able to drag out of that mess. But the doc says he’ll live.”

“Not a surprise.”

“He’s a tough SOB,” Husher agreed. There wasn’t much more he wanted to say about it. Lots of other tough SOBs hadn’t made it.

“Let’s get to it, Vin. You disobeyed a direct order from a commanding officer and engaged in an operation that almost resulted in the loss of your ship. For that, you should be demoted.”

Husher nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

Iver poured himself a whiskey and offered one to Husher, who happily accepted. “On the other hand, your fast action to attack that hive mind and send your marines down there resulted in them blowing it up, rendering every Brood unit under its influence instantly inert. In doing so, you saved the battle group.”

Husher held up his glass, grinning. “That deserves a promotion.” 

Iver held up his own glass, and they tapped them together.

“So which one is it going to be?”

“Neither,” Iver said. “Call it a wash, and be happy with it.”

“I had a feeling you were going to say that.”

Iver took a long swig of his whiskey and nodded. “Honestly, I just wanted an excuse to drink this whiskey.”

“I hope you have more where this came from.”

The admiral smiled. “What’s this I hear about the Scion running around blowing, up every single one of those dead Brood ships?”

Husher sucked in his cheeks. “We couldn’t stop them. As soon as the ships went dead in space, we came to a full stop. Then the Scion showed up—at least, the promised fighters did. And when they saw that the Brood were floating dead in space, they brought the rest of the cavalry with them.”

“I don’t know if ‘cavalry’ is the word I’d use. Considering their timing.”

Husher shrugged. “The Scion had a quick powwow with their leaders on their home planet, I assume. Either way, they seemed pretty intent on destroying every last Brood they could find. Last I heard before coming over here, they’re dragging Stomachs to one of their plasma cannons, to blow each giant husk back to its original elements.”

“Did they leave us anything to study?”

Husher’s voice fell. “There’s plenty of biomass on the Relentless to study.”

Iver grunted. “How close did they get?”

“They reached the inner chamber. Another thirty seconds, my engineers tell me, and the reactor would have been compromised.”

“Do we know yet how the hive mind was coordinating the Brood?”

“No. There were no signals on any frequency we could detect. It’s like the thing had a direct link into every one of their brains.”

“That sounds like the kind of thing we’d like to understand better,” Iver said. “I imagine it might lead to some breakthroughs. First things first, though. We need to figure out how to leave this universe.”

“And before that, we need to find a cure for the contagion. The Scions say it’s only a matter of time before the Polymorphs transform more crewmembers. Even the sterilization procedure we initiated throughout the battle group is probably too little, too late. ”

The admiral nodded. “Tell me that, in addition to the…remains…on the ships, we actually have some examples of their other life forms?”

Husher frowned. “We have Pseudopods, but no Stomachs. Apparently, the Scion are refusing to allow us to keep any of them around.”

Iver grimaced, then tipped his whiskey, finishing off the glass. “Well, there’s more news on the alien transmission front.”

Husher raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Apparently there’s some doubt that the original distress signal actually originated here.”

Husher almost dropped the remainder of his drink. “What?”

“Now that we’ve been able to actually get our hands on Scion tech, it’s pretty clear that the probe that brought us that distress signal wasn’t theirs. And it definitely wasn’t Brood.”

“Is it possible it was from one of the other species that the Brood destroyed?”

“The Scion don’t think so. We gave a few of their people access to the probe—I have it in one of my cargo holds. They told us it contains elements that aren’t even on their version of the periodic table. So that seems to prove it didn’t come from this universe.”

“But the coordinates it came from—”

“Could have been faked,” said Iver. “Ochrim couldn’t know that. None of us could. We were looking at technology that was completely alien to us. We wouldn’t have known what to look for, even if we did suspect funny business.”

Husher furrowed his brow. “But we used that message to understand the Scion language. It was in their language.”

“Yes. Which means…”

“It came from someone who knew who and what the Scion are.”

“Exactly.”

“Someone who wanted to lure us here. But who?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Iver smiled. “Though, I think if I asked the people outside this office, they’d take your guess over mine.”

“That’s not true.”

Iver poured himself another whiskey. “You saved our asses. We wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you.”

“Well, we’re still trapped in an unknown universe with a powerful enemy, dwindling ships, and no hope of repair or reinforcement. Not to mention some unknown force, now, apparently orchestrating things from the background.”

The admiral shrugged. “All that’s true. But you did give us a fighting chance, Husher.”

A silence passed between them, and Husher drained the rest of his glass. His eyes fell on the replica of the old Providence once more. Then, he spoke. “You said my guess is as good as yours. But you already know what my guess is, right? In terms of who sent the fake signal, to trick us into coming here?”

Iver’s mirth faded. “Yes. Unfortunately, I know it all too well.”

They lapsed back into silence, each of them alone with their thoughts. Husher knew the admiral’s likely mirrored his own. Thoughts of wars they’d thought had ended, and enemies they’d believed dealt with once and for all.


Chapter 60

Captain Husher’s office

UHC Relentless

 

“What am I going to do with you?”

“A fair question, Captain,” Fesky said, hands behind her back, standing at attention. She didn’t allow her voice to waver. She wouldn’t let herself show any emotion. She stood ramrod straight.

Husher held up a thin folder. “This is a medical report from our good Doctor Guzman. Can you guess what it says?”

“I’d rather not.”

“Well, you don’t have to. Because it’s the same report he gave me when we left dock. It says you aren’t fit for duty. He never gave me a revised report, because he never decided otherwise.”

Fesky nodded. “That makes sense.”

Husher wore a smirk on his face. Normally, that meant he was teasing her, but this time Fesky wasn’t so sure. She didn’t trust herself to make the assumption. And there was still something frightening about being this close to Husher. 

She didn’t want to tell him—she would never tell him—but that little smirk he was wearing was the same one he’d had on when he’d tortured her, right down to the little twinkle in his eye. When he’d used pliers to shear off her talons, laughing as she shrieked in pain, he’d worn this grin.

Maybe this was why her ability to read humans had regressed so much. Everything about their expressions meant different things to her now. She was afraid she’d never be able to reconcile the two.

But it wasn’t Husher, she told herself. It was that other bastard. You know that. You know that.

She realized she’d been quiet for too long and had missed something. “Sir?” she asked, when she could think of nothing better to say.

“I said, what do you have to say for yourself?”

“Only that I wanted to get into the fight. And I didn’t believe that sitting in my cabin was a good use of my abilities, under the circumstances.”

Husher grimaced. “My God, I can’t even imagine doing that.”

Fesky blinked. “But that’s what the doctor wanted me to do, sir.”

“Yes, I know he did. Crazy.”

Fesky frowned. “Sir?”

“We need you, Fesky. Now more than ever. I’m not sure how much of our situation you understand. We’ve kept you in the dark, for the most part.” He paused. “I’ve kept you in the dark. For your own good, I thought.”

“I know you had good intentions.” She wasn’t sure if she meant that yet, but she wanted to mean it.

“I should have told you about that bastard in the brig. I’m sorry you had to find out the way you did.”

Fesky winced at the memory. “I won’t do what I did to him again.”

“No.” Husher snorted. “You won’t. He’s no longer on the ship.”

“Sir?”

“I’m going to lay out everything that’s happened for you soon enough. But for now, just know that we need you. I need you. We aren’t getting reinforced out here, and we aren’t going home. So whatever we have right now, it’s all we have.” His lips pressed together in a thin line. “All we have is each other. Do you understand?”

“I think so.”

Husher nodded, then his shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. He pulled another folder out and opened it. “Care to guess what’s in this folder?”

Fesky shook her head. This time, she genuinely had no idea.

“It’s a letter of honor. From one Major Callum, Relentless’ CAG.” He thumbed through it quickly. “I’ll spare you the details, but he gives you credit for saving the lives of dozens of his pilots. And for distinguishing yourself with any number of acts of valor under fire.”

“I did what had to be done.”

Husher nodded. “You did, indeed. And now you leave me to do the same.” He held up the report from Callum. “This report is grounds for an official commendation. Perhaps even a promotion.” He set it down on his desk and picked up the report from the doctor again. “But, of course, I can’t do anything of the sort as long as this report stands.”

Husher’s smirk grew even larger. Fesky was pretty sure she knew what it meant, now, but she still didn’t trust herself to jump to conclusions. He took the folder from the doctor and dropped it into the trash. 

“You are hereby reinstated to active duty and restored to full rank and responsibility, Commander Fesky.”

She immediately saluted.

Husher stood up and reached out his hand in the standard human gesture. Fesky took his fingers in her talons, which had been artificially regrown in the years since her awful experience in the Progenitor universe.

“Congratulations, Commander,” Husher said. “Now get out of my office. I have to call the doctor and tell him I lost his report.” He chuckled. “Then, I have to explain my latest wild theory to my XO. If I’m right, this is all about to get much worse.”

“Without knowing any of the details…I think you’re right. You usually are.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

Fesky turned to go, then stopped at the closed hatch. “Does this mean we aren’t going to have another session together with Doctor Guzman?”

For a moment, Husher didn’t answer. “If that’s what you want it to mean,” he said at last.

She slowly shook her head. “No, I think I would like to go again. I think it might actually do some good.” She smiled. “Just because I’m fit for duty doesn’t mean I have everything figured out yet.”

Husher leaned back in his chair. “That makes two of us.”

She opened the hatch, but Husher spoke again. “Oh, and Fesky?”

“Yes?”

“When it’s just the two of us, you can drop the ‘captain’ and ‘sir.’ We’re still friends, you know. That hasn’t changed.”

For a long moment, she stood in the open hatchway, considering his words. At last, she said, “I don’t think I’m ready to do that, yet. Sir.”

His face fell for a moment before he composed himself again. “I understand. Dismissed.”

She turned and exited the office, closing the hatch behind her.


Chapter 61

Captain Husher’s office

UHC Relentless

 

“How is she?” Shota asked as he entered. Husher had already told him his decision about Fesky, before he’d even met with her.

“She’s fine. But the doctor might have me committed.”

Shota sat down. “I don’t know her, but I know we need her.”

“Agreed.”

The XO took a second to glance around the office. That made Husher reflect on his recent visit with the admiral, aboard the Providence. His own office was nothing like Iver’s. It was one desk, two chairs, and bare bulkheads.

In the admiral’s office, he’d waited for permission to sit, despite the fact that he had about as informal a relationship with Iver as a captain could have with an admiral.

“Stand up,” he told Shota.

The XO lowered his eyebrows. “Why?”

“Because a subordinate shouldn’t sit during a reprimand.”

For a long moment, Shota looked at him, eyes narrowed. Husher met his gaze. A younger Husher might have barked at the XO to jump to, but he just waited.

At last, Shota stood.

“Attention.”

The XO stood at attention.

“Commander, your comportment during the recent engagement with the Brood was unacceptable. The next time you’re harboring tidings of doom, you are forbidden to share them with the crew. You may share them with me, in private. But around the crew, you will keep a stiff upper lip. You will be the very picture of command and control at all times. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.” It was said stiffly, with a clear undercurrent of resentment. But at least it was said.

“You will also learn a proper respect for your superiors. That includes the admiral—even when he makes calls you don’t like. If you don’t respect superior officers now, then you won’t deserve respect if you ever get your own command. And that’s a big ‘if,’ Commander. Because right now, I wouldn’t recommend you to captain a space dinghy.”

Shota met his gaze throughout the whole thing, his eyes burning. When Husher stopped talking, he stood just as stiffly as ever, and said nothing.

“Are we very clear, Commander?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Permission to sit.”

“I’ll stand, sir.”

“Sit down, Shota.”

The XO sat.

With that, Husher smiled broadly. “I’m glad to see you take criticism like a man. There may be hope for you yet.”

Shota forced a smile. He was clearly fighting gamely to shrug off the displeasure Husher’s critique had brought on, and Husher had to give him credit for that.

“Sir?”

“Yes, Shota?”

“What’s a space dinghy?”

Husher laughed heartily at that, a belly laugh, and that dissipated some of the tension.

“So what do you really think?” Shota said. “I mean, about what’s going on with this universe. Not about my failings as an XO. You were very clear about that.” He retained his grin, which made the words seem less bitter than they otherwise might have.

Husher had already told him about Iver’s bombshell—about the distress signal originating from somewhere else. “I think we’re being manipulated by an AI.”

Shota frowned. “From the Progenitors?”

Husher nodded. “As we know, they installed their AIs with a failsafe, preventing them from traversing the multiverse. My best guess is that this one is trapped in a universe somewhere, trying to figure out a way to escape. The probe it sent us is part of that effort.”

“What did Iver think of that?”

“I didn’t get into too much detail about it with him.”

Shota smirked. “So why tell me?”

“You won’t think I’m crazy.” He paused. “Am I crazy?”

“It’s possible.”

“Thanks.”

Shota looked up at the ceiling thoughtfully.

“Tell me what you’re thinking.”

The XO shook his head. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around it. The AIS can’t travel interdimensionally…so this one is pulling the strings of species in other universes. Which means it’s probably been watching us for a while.”

“I think you’re right.”

Shota gave a humorless chuckle. “If you can’t come to dinner…”

“…lure dinner to you,” Husher finished for him.

“So the way the Brood operate, with their hive minds….that’s probably not a coincidence then, is it? It would be the perfect mechanism for this master AI to direct them at will. Sort of like the way the Ixan were harnessed toward the end of the Second Galactic War”

“Exactly.”

Shota smiled again. “You’re right. You are crazy.” 

“I’m not finished, either.”

“Do tell.”

“If I’m right, then humanity is in great danger.”

Shota said nothing.

“By now, this AI knows we have the ability to cross the multiverse, if it didn’t before. If it could study one of our drives, or even just capture someone with the know-how to reverse engineer it for them, I’m sure that breaking the failsafe the Progenitors installed it with would be trivial.”

Shota nodded. “And it clearly already knows humanity’s location within the multiverse, given it sent us the probe.”

“Yes.”

The XO seemed to think about that for a few moments. “Well, we’ve lost ships, but nothing was captured, right? So their plan hasn’t worked. At least, not so far.”

“I wouldn’t quite say that.”

Shota furrowed his brow. “What am I missing?”

Husher smiled thinly. “Me.”


Epilogue

Location unknown

Brood-occupied space

 

The sky above him looked wrong. It looked like it was pulsing, like a living organism. Like the world itself was alive.

He realized he was lying on his back, staring upward. With effort, he managed to turn his head to the side. 

Where was he? Wherever it was, it had an atmosphere, or at least, he wasn’t having any trouble breathing. And there was gravity.

He felt strength coursing through his body. He felt like a compressed spring, ready to surge forth. It felt…incredible.

Might as well put that to use.

He stood up...and up...and up.

He was, he realized, emerging from a chrysalis. He was being…born.

Reborn.

He stared down at himself. His legs were unnaturally long, and thick. There were claws that extended from his ankles into the ground, granting him extra balance. His knees were knobby, and seemed to bend in exactly the wrong direction, like someone had taken them off and put them on backwards.

He also had an extra set of limbs. He wanted to call them arms, but he could clearly see that they weren’t arms. They were more clawed appendages, just like his legs. Like a spider’s, but ten thousand times thicker. There were other, shorter appendages that sprouted from his midsection, and they ended in multiple claws, which looked good for grasping. And rending.

He experienced a flash of recognition. For a moment, he could see images in his head of multi-limbed creatures leaning over him, inspecting him. Then slowly taking him apart, like a real-life horror vid.

They’d had limbs just like the ones he had now, hadn’t they? But they’d also had strange faces that were all fangs and teeth. He reached up with one of his new appendages to feel his face.

It was foreign. It felt like his chin was jutting out all wrong. His skin felt like sandpaper. He felt his mouth, and it was nothing but razor-sharp teeth. He tried to slide his tongue over his teeth, but it flicked out and back, refusing to follow his commands.

Still, he had enough evidence. He didn’t need more.

He was one of those things, now. He wasn’t Husher any longer. Whatever they’d done to him when they’d taken him apart, they had made him just like them when they put him back together.

But he could still sense his old self somewhere, hidden deep inside this new insectile body. He flexed his middle appendages and again took stock of the immense strength he had access to, now. Whatever they’d done, he felt better than he’d ever felt in his life.

He felt alive. He felt…hungry.

But it wasn’t a hunger for food. Instead, he had an insatiable appetite for revenge.

Revenge on the one who’d put him here.

Revenge on the one who didn’t deserve to share a name with him.

And as the lust for revenge radiated through his very being, it was as if there were a million billion minds answering back, eager to feel the same way. Desperate to do his bidding.

It was intoxicating. A positive feedback loop of hatred.

There was something else…something besides his immense power. There was new knowledge, too.

He stepped away from the remains of the chrysalis that had held him. Vegetation surrounded him. This was a lush world, or at least it had been. Now it looked sickly and infected. Stringy mold covered everything from the shrubs and trees to the dirt underfoot.

His new knowledge was this:

The Brood was a single organism. This universe was, too. It was all connected. It was all a part of him, and he a part of it. All of it, a single organism.

That organism had a name, and he knew what it was. Just as surely as he knew he’d never call himself Husher again. This new name was his name. For he was everything, and everything was him.

His new name…

…was Woe.

“I will bring death to those from the Milky Way,” he said, and he felt the million billion minds all respond instantly in agreement, their blood lust pungent on his newly-alien lips. “To those who destroyed my universe, I shall destroy theirs. An eye for an eye. A universe for a universe.”

Woe to those who would interfere with him.

Woe to those who struggled feebly against the Brood.

Woe to the one he would have his revenge on.

Woe to humanity.

Woe to Husher.

 

To be continued…
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