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Chapter 1

 

Python Air Group

Expedition Group Nearspace

 

Fesky looked over the sleek lines of the Providence. It was a fine ship, perhaps one of the finest ships she’d ever flown from.

But it was no Relentless.

“Handing off on one,” said her wingmate, Deeder. 

“Ready for hand-off,” Fesky replied.

The pair of them joined the rest of the patrol line as they streaked out into space to take over for the returning group that had been flying along the edges of the furthest scanner sweeps that the giant Providence could provide. The handoff mostly consisted of two squadrons saying hello as they passed. It was a staggered picket, one that Fesky had used countless times in the Milky Way to protect a battle group. 

But this wasn’t the Milky Way, and the UHF expeditionary force was barely a battle group anymore.

Of the original carrier group, they’d lost three destroyers, two frigates and a cruiser, in addition to a half-dozen support ships—nearly two thousand souls in all. The loss of the Relentless was, of course, the hardest blow for Fesky and the rest of the destroyer’s air wing, many of which had survived the loss of their home ship.

But that still left the Providence, two destroyers, two cruisers, and a gaggle of frigates and support ships that needed protection.

“Handing off,” said Eightball. He led the inbound Gold team heading back to the Providence. “We’re bingo fuel and happy to hear some chatter. It’s quiet out there.”

“I’ll take some quiet right about now,” Deeder said.

“Look for interference as you get closer,” Fesky told Eightball.

“Copy that.”

The interference near the battle group was courtesy of the endless repairs going on. The group had dropped out of warp just six hours ago, and the repair teams had to deploy quickly and make repairs as efficiently as possible. That meant a crazy symphony of activity that got the ships back into flying shape as quickly as possible.

But the whole group had to be ready to warp out at a moment’s notice, which meant that repairs had to be delicately handled so that the ships weren’t completely down at any time. That limited what could be done. Almost every ship, if they were back home, would have gone into space dock for months of extensive work.

But instead, they were out here in the middle of nowhere, making repairs on the fly while they waited for—

“I thought they said it was quiet out here?” Deeder said. “I’m getting something on the far edge, near the deployed buoys. You see that?”

Fesky looked at her scope. She saw the contact Deeder was referring to. The scanners of the Providence were powerful, but the coverage had to end somewhere. At that point, a series of buoys had been deployed. While they were being set up, the fighter wings took turns running patrols out here, using their own shipboard sensor to extend coverage of space.

Now that the buoys were up, the patrols were free to push even farther out. Out where there shouldn’t be anything on their sensors.

“Could be them,” Fesky said.

“Can’t these bastards just give us a break for one damn day?” Pixie asked, her tone a mixture of exhaustion and defiance.

“Not now,” Messerly said. He was Pixie’s wingmate, and a Winger to boot. The clatter in his voice probably didn’t mean much to the rest of the human flight team, but Fesky registered the emotion in his tone. “Not now that they have us on the run.”

“They wish we were running,” Deeder put in. “We’ll kick their asses soon enough.”

“Like when? We’re weeks away from full repairs. It’s not like the Brood are scared of us.”

“For now, we buy time for repairs,” Fesky said, cutting off the chatter. “There will be time for—” Her beak snapped firmly shut. She was going to say more, but her computer had flashed a warning. Pattern detected.

The others’ computers told the same story. She heard a sigh over the coms, and was going to say something, when it dawned on her that it was her own sigh.

“That’s the Brood,” Fesky said. “Drop markers and break back for com contact.”

A dance that had played out several times over the past week now unfolded again. A pair of Pythons from the patrol stayed behind, watching and tagging the movements of the inbound Brood. The rest of the patrol headed back to a halfway point from the outer edge of the patrol, a position within the Providence scanner umbrella where they had good communications with the ship.

“Providence, bogeys inbound. Full launch requested.” Fesky didn’t have to wait long.

“Full air group is outbound,” replied Lieutenant McBane, the tactical officer aboard the Providence. “ETA to your location is three minutes for the leading edge. You are authorized to engage.”

“Understood,” Fesky said as she and the rest of the patrol spun around.

Now comes the fun part, Fesky thought. The patrol had one job, now: to hold off the Brood until the rest of the air group joined them. From there, the job was again one of stalling. The entire air group would give ground, slowing the Brood as much as they could. Meanwhile, the repair crews would be wrapping up as fast as they could and getting themselves stowed for warp.

After that, the patrol would break off and run like mad for the waiting ships for another local warp to somewhere else in this hellish universe. Somewhere they could hide from the Brood and start repairs all over again. With interdimensional warp out of the question thanks to the Brood corruption of subspace, this was the best they could do.

“Here they come!” Deeder said. “Looks like five Stomachs, and they’re already unloading their little flying bastards.”

Scouting party, meet scouting party, Fesky thought as she sized up the enemy formation. As far as the Brood attack groups went, this one was small. Large enough to destroy the entire air wing in a face-to-face battle, of course, but small by the overwhelming standards of the Brood.

But there would be more soon.

“Weapons hot,” Fesky said, feeling the big railguns spinning up around her own Python fighter. They had a limited number of Sidewinders, but they were desperate not to use their dwindling supply of missiles if they could help it. Her scanner filled up with bogeys now. “Hit ‘em when you got ‘em.”

And just like that, space was full of Pseudopods. Fesky coolly fired on a trio of them that lined up perfectly in front of her fighter. The round punched through the first two, ripping the amoeba-like sacs wide open. The third behind it managed to maneuver away from the shot, but was still caught up in the blast of acid that exploded back from the first two. The acid wouldn’t hurt the Pseudopods, but it did create a temporary patch of obscured space, enough for Fesky to slip into and send another slug home. Her target deflated, and the Wayfarer inside burst apart.

But there was no time to celebrate.

“I’ve got three on me!” Deeder said.

“Come around,” Fesky shot back. She noted she’d picked up a tail of her own, but her wingmate was in more trouble at the moment.

A stream of acid tore through space, missing Fesky by less than she would have liked. She fired a snap shot and caught the Pseudopod, which had been engaged in a fight with another of the patrol, with just enough of a glancing blow to send it spinning.

She heard a scream, and saw that Messerly hadn’t been lucky enough to miss the dying Pseudopod’s acid stream. The acid ate through his Python’s outer shell with terrifying speed, decompressing the cockpit and dissolving through Messerly’s flight suit before he could do anything.

Fesky watched as Messerly’s helmet melted away, his feathers and beak exposed to space for just a moment before the acid splashed him, eating through his neck. Then his ship broke up, and Fesky was thankfully unable to see the rest.

“Fesky!” Deeder shouted just as Fesky lined up a clean shot. She fired twice and hit two of the pods on her wingmate’s tail. The third spun away to look for easier fights. 

“Thanks,” Deeder said as new contacts burst to life on Fesky’s screen. 

“Six more Stomachs,” she announced, managing to keep her voice level. At the same moment, she saw that most of her patrol was engaged now. They were already inside the first fallback point. 

That was fast, she thought. Too fast.

“Providence, this is Fesky. We have eleven targets inbound, and we’ve crossed the first barrier. You have ten minutes.”

“Understood,” the Providence communications officer Ensign Zahid said, before she heard his voice squelch out and another voice replace it. 

“Hold them off longer,” Admiral Iver said, his voice hard as flint. “That’s an order.”

Chapter 2

 

Combat Information Center 

UHC Providence

 

“Husher, bring them around.”

Captain Daniels frowned. “Sir?”

“The Regent and the Bunker, Daniels,” Admiral Iver said. “Bring them around.”

“Uh, right,” he said. He glanced at tactical, where McBane looked back down at his console, but not before Daniels saw the look on his face. No, he wasn’t crazy. Iver had called him Husher. Again.

“Tactical, get our cruisers to form up and close on the right flank.”

“Yes, sir,” McBane said quickly, before relaying data through his console. “Anything else that—”

“Yes, get the information display out of the damn way,” Iver said irritably. “And get the tactical board up on primary. We need to be able to see where the hell these Brood are coming from.”

Daniels bit back the comment he wanted to make, which was that the admiral could have gotten that view from the extra console that Daniels had pointed out to him dozens of times. He also bit back the comment that he couldn’t possibly under any circumstances make, even though it was the one he most wanted to: Get out of the damn CIC and let me run my own ship.

Instead, Daniels reached down to his armrest and pulled up the side console, where he flipped the views that were on the screens ahead so that the tactical display was in the primary position. It was alight with green and red dots: ants showing all the ships, friend and foe, that the sensors had identified around the battle group represented in 3D. 

Predictably, there were a lot of red dots.

“What the hell is Fesky doing?” Iver snapped. “That patrol team is giving space too quickly. At this rate, they’ll be on us before we can get the first of the repair ships stowed. Forget about the chance of actually winning this damn thing.”

Daniels didn’t care much for their chances of winning. He’d seen what had happened the last time they’d made a stand. In the end, if not for the help they’d gotten from their friends the Scions, they’d be dead. As it was, they’d been crushed and lost many good men and ships.

“We don’t need to be losing fighters, Admiral,” Daniels said.

“We don’t damn well need to lose ships, either,” Iver said. “Or is that not clear to you, Captain?”

“Quite, sir.”

Iver shook his head. “I need Husher here. He’s got the inside track on these damn things and his doppelgänger. He’d have some decent tactical advice for us.”

Daniels doubted the word “us” factored into anything at all. In fact, since they’d managed to rescue Husher at the Scions’ insistence, it was a point of concern among the senior staff that Iver had wanted Husher around for everything. He’d already called Daniels ‘Husher’ twice in the last five minutes alone.

“Medical isn’t going to clear Captain Husher for some time, if the reports are any indication,” Daniels said. “But in my opinion, Commander Fesky is executing a plan to spread out the fire among the Stomachs so that she’ll meet up with the rest of the air wing at the demarcation point of the sensor array.”

In fact, Daniels wasn’t entirely sure of that, and wouldn’t have said anything at all if he didn’t suddenly feel his own abilities questioned by Iver’s incessant need to bring up Husher in his CIC. It was bad enough that the admiral had taken it upon himself to walk all over Daniels inside his own ship’s CIC, but to also have himself questioned and play second fiddle to a captain that was in a coma in the medical bay was beyond what he could bear.

“If you’re right, Daniels,” Iver said, “then we have only a few minutes until—”

“Sir,” snapped Zahid. “We have a message from the Champion. The frigate’s got a problem with her warp engines. They didn’t come back online when the repair work was suddenly stopped. She’s having to respool.”

“Why were her engines cold?” Daniels said. “She was instructed to—”

Iver interrupted him. “How long?”

“Thirteen minutes.”

“Get on it.”

Daniels turned to the tactical screen just as Fesky’s voice came over the com, telling them what they could already see on the tactical screen. She was calling ten minutes.

Iver told her bluntly to hold on longer before cutting her off. He spun around to McBane at tactical. “Have the Strongbow and the Idaho come to the interior side. The destroyers are the first that should encounter these things. Then once we have a chance to engage, we’ll use them to shift the shape of the battle group so that we can buy some time for the Champion to spool up her engines.”

“That won’t get us much time,” McBane said.

“We don’t need much,” Iver told the lieutenant. “Three minutes is all we need.”

The collapsing speed of the fighter wings outside told a different story, Daniels thought. Ten minutes might have been an exaggeration.

Iver stood over Daniels’ shoulder, his hand on his chin. “We won’t get it.”

“Sir?”

“Fesky isn’t holding. The fighters are falling back fast.”

“We can’t afford to lose more fighters.”

“Dammit, I know that, Vin.”

He’d finally had enough. “Daniels, sir.”

Iver didn’t seem to hear him. He kept stroking his chin, then shook his head as if he’d come to a decision that he didn’t like.

 Daniels hated himself for what he was about to ask, but this was no time for an ego. “Suggestions, Admiral?”

“Where do we have Oneiri Team?”

Daniels frowned. “The mechs, sir?”

“Yes, Daniels,” Iver said impatiently. “Where are they?”

“They were helping with repairs on one of the cruisers. The Bunker, sir.”

“Are they back?”

“Just back, sir.”

Iver studied the tactical board for a moment, looking at all the pieces dancing around.

“Get them deployed to support our point defense batteries on the hull. Get the other mech teams out there as well. We’ll keep falling back and dragging our support around the Champion while she gets her engines spooled up.” Iver paused, and looked around. “Well?”

The communications officer, Zahid, who’d been with Daniels since his first deployment, was looking at him. He nodded wearily. As the man spun around and barked out orders to the flight deck, Daniels took a moment to wonder if his crew would ever bother to look to him for direction again. Or perhaps Iver would just call in from some other part of the galaxy to offer his opinion.

But there would be no chance for that future if they didn’t survive this place, so the admiral was a necessary evil for now.

“Make sure you’ve plotted our course and have our jump engines primed,” Daniels told his helmsman and navigator. “I have a feeling we’re going to be cutting this jump very close.”

Chapter 3

 

Oneiri Team 

UHC Providence Hull

 

“Here they come!”

Jake and the rest of Oneiri Team had emerged from the main egress doors of the Providence and looked up to find that there was a plethora of targets to choose from.

“Spread out and watch your step. We don’t need to do more damage than we already have.”

“Too late,” Zeph said.

Always with a quip, that one.

The hull of the Providence was still scarred and pockmarked from the last few engagements with the Brood. The damage to the railguns was extensive. The team had just finished a shift helping the engineers effect repairs on one of the cruisers when the call came in that the Brood had found them.

The whole team had warily turned back for the Providence, then immediately come topside.

“I’m getting really tired of acting like a railgun replacement,” Ash said, and Jake had to agree.

“Then we need to stop getting our asses kicked,” offered Moonboy. 

Jake couldn’t disagree with that, either. “We’re getting closer,” he lied, knowing that they were months away from replacing the majority of the nearspace defenses on the Providence. The ship needed a complete retrofit with new weapons systems along at least half the hull. The rest would need to be updated from the inside, based on a whole new set of specs to offset the shift in power needed by the remaining railguns. The result was that for now, even where they had railguns still operating on the hull, many of them simply didn’t have enough power to operate.

“But look on the bright side,” he said as he fired off his first salvo from his forearm autocannons, watching as the Pseudopod he’d fired on split open in a pleasing blotch of organic matter. “This is good target practice.”

The other mechs opened up. There were four other mech teams deployed on the hull, but only Oneiri was near the rear power core. This section had sustained some of the heaviest impacts of the previous engagement, although miraculously many of the railguns here were functioning.

But that was still a big shortfall, especially on a part of the ship that the Brood were clearly targeting with their Wayfarers. Once the creatures got inside, they went straight for the core. That was how they’d destroyed the Able and the Wasp, and they would have done the same to Relentless if the core hadn’t been ejected before the bastards could blow it.

Jake fired again and again, and watched the show as his plasma-charged slugs intermingled with the rest of the shots from his team, ripping and shredding the Pseudopods apart as they closed in.

But there were too many of them. And as the line got closer, so did the fighters of the air wing that were trying to hold them back. 

“Pick your targets,” Jake said. “No more indiscriminate shots.”

“You’ve been shooting indiscriminately?” Frog said playfully.

Jake chuckled to himself, but it was a nervous laugh, one the others echoed. It was only a matter of time before—

“Surface contact!” came a call on the general channel. “Aft hull above the main bays.”

Jake instinctively looked to his nine o’clock. He couldn’t see that far over the curve of the huge supercarrier’s hull, but he could see the light energy bleeding into space from there. The firefight was intense.

And where there was one Wayfarer, there would be more.

“We got ‘em, too!” came another call.

Jake didn’t have time to check the location of that contact before Ash said coolly, “Surface contact, aft of engineering.”

“Squad one, converge,” Jake snapped.

Jake had already broken the team up into three squads. They had to keep their upward firing going as long as possible while engaging the surface contacts.

“More contacts!” Moe said. 

“Squad two, make your way—”

“Contact!”

Dammit!

“All right, Oneiri, surface focus.”

Just like that, the stream of mech fire upward from the hull, which had already started to dwindle, fell silent. The big railguns were still pounding away, firing upward for all they were worth and scoring plenty of hits. 

But they were useless if the Wayfarers were able to dig their way through the hull and take out the engine core. Everything depended on not letting that happen.

“Providence, this is Oneiri. We’re engaging Wayfarers on the hull near the core.”

“Understood, Oneiri. Be advised, warp estimated in nine minutes.”

Nine minutes! Jake had expected less than half that. The battle group needed to warp out now. They usually would kill off as many of the bastards on the hull as they could, then rush back through the airlocks just ahead of warp; then the marines inside would fight off what the mechs had missed.

But that whole process took three minutes, and they were so drilled in it after having done it so many times that he was confident of the timing.

To have to wait three times that meant a lot of fighting on the hull—and a much higher chance for Wayfarers to make it through to the core and blow the whole ship.

Something smashed into the hull right next to Jake. The impact almost threw his mech clear of the ship. A combination of his shoulder thrusters and the mag locks on his mech’s feet kept him in place. Jake spun and fired in one motion, his autocannons going red almost immediately. They were already hot from the continued upward firing.

In front of him, a Pseudopod had burrowed three feet into the reinforced hull and was just opening to reveal a Wayfarer, all claws and teeth, digging its way out of the membrane. It came straight at Jake, but was pushed back by a barrage of cannon impacts.

The mouth opened to spray Jake with acid, but Jake’s rounds found that soft spot first, and one of them ripped through the open mouth and exploded out the back of the creature, ripping its head open. The acid spew turned into a small trickle that leaked into space as the creature tumbled away.

Jake released his mags as he leaped, then engaged shoulder thrusters to return him to the hull once he was over the husk of the Pseudopod.

He landed and started charging forward again. Two more Pseudopods were burrowed into the hull. One was ripped open already, and Jake glimpsed the tail of the Wayfarer digging its way under the hull, where the plating had been loosened by the impact of the Pseudopod that had carried it.

“No you don’t, you bastard,” Jake said through gritted teeth as he fired his autocannons. Two shots flew, then a flash on the HUD told him the red-hot cannons had overheated.

“Dammit!” Jake yanked his gun off his back and swung it down in one motion and fired. The tail of the creature exploded in a bath of acid, and he heard the thing scream as it dropped through the hull.

Jake leaped to the edge of the hole, his cannon aimed downward. The creature had fallen into the ship to one of the deck plates and into one of the access tubes just below the outer edge.

He fired just as the creature tried to move. He hit it three times on the shoulder; then a shot landed right in the center of the head and it exploded. The rest of the creature deflated like a balloon. Debris shot out of the hole in the hull for a split second before the ship’s systems automatically sealed it off.

It took a moment for Jake to realize the debris was two crew members.

He looked up, watched them float off into space, then realized that the other Pseudopod he’d seen was empty now, too. The creature inside was gone.

It was in the ship.

“Got one inside!” he shouted over his local channel, before giving his hull location for the marines. He flipped to the all-com. “Providence, we need to move now before this gets ugly.”

Chapter 4

 

Python Air Group 

UHC Providence Nearspace

 

“What the hell are they doing?”

Fesky made a tight pass on the frigate Champion and watched as the repair teams ran across the rear of the engine manifold, their mag boots making their motions jerky and slow. There was a pair of trawlers that were still sitting on the hull, their magnetized bases locked into place, while the workers went running. The engine began to fire up while they were still attached.

“They’re gonna get cooked,” Eightball said.

“They had to manually release the cowls on the sticks so they could spin up for warp.”

Fesky couldn’t even imagine what it was like for those men down there. The rumble of the ship all around them probably made it nearly impossible to hear. Combine that with the mag boots—automated or not, running in them was hard when the ship wasn’t bounding around under them.

“All right, people, this is where we hold them,” Fesky said. “Snap jump in four minutes. That means crash protocol in two.”

“They’re going to be right on us when we jump.”

Fesky was already spinning her Python’s outer shell and bringing the railguns to bear on the wave of incoming Pseudopods. In the background, she could see the Stomachs looming closer. Another five minutes and they’d be within the warp bubble, too. And they definitely didn’t want them hitching a ride with the battle group.

“Not if we push them back. Full runs, conserve your ammunition, but use missiles as appropriate.” She paused. “No reason to miss the jump with our silos full.”

They all understood what that meant. 

The last thing Fesky saw of the workers was them diving into the repair ships. Once they disengaged from the surface of the ship, they’d be meaty targets for the Pseudopods.

Fesky let loose with a pair of missiles. They streaked into the line of incoming Brood and detonated, deflating dozens of the amoeba-like sacs of death where they floated and sending their acid clouds into space.

Fesky cracked her beak together and squeezed down hard on the forward rail cannon as she dove into the hole in the line her missiles had blown open. She already had two more missiles loose before she cleared the first line, and was firing on at least a dozen more Pseudopods when she heard the crash call.

Had it really already been two minutes? “All squadrons break, break, break!” she screamed over the all-com channel. Everywhere around her, Pythons cut off from their attack runs and turned tail, leaving the ragged line of Pseudopods in their wake.

It was true that the Brood wouldn’t retreat, at least not unless they all did it strategically, but that didn’t mean that they didn’t sometimes get confused and end up going in circles. It was usually the best they could hope for in a situation like this.

Now her fighters all broke off and made a dive for the ships.

The Providence loomed where she’d taken up position to defend the Champion while they made the emergency repairs to her drives. Fesky could see the shimmer near the rear of the great supercarrier that told her the warp drive was spooling up and the bubble was forming. They had only seconds to get in.

For the briefest of moments she saw mechs on the hull running back toward the same landing bay she was headed for. That would be Oneiri Team, probably out there augmenting the damaged railguns on the Providence’s hull. 

She rocketed past the lip of the hangar and saw the hull no more, only the chaotic surface of the landing bay with ships crashing down from every angle.

They each had their landing location, but in a situation like this where they had to come in hot and get their ship down before the carrier jumped away, there was no such thing as a good or bad landing. If you got down in one piece and managed not to kill anybody in the ships around you, that was a good landing.

The old aviator expression—any landing you can walk away from is a good landing—was never more true than during an emergency landing with dozens of Python fighters coming in simultaneously to a landing bay barely big enough for them all side-by-side.

Fesky mashed down on her landing square, killing the thrusters a second before she flipped on the mag feet. The Python crunched down the last couple of feet, landing hard enough to make her beak clatter and her feathers ruffle.

“I lost a thruster!” crackled the voice of her wingmate. 

Fesky spun around in her cockpit to look behind her. Well outside the landing bay, struggling to make speed and hold course, was Deeder. 

“Stay at full power,” she said.

“Commander, the acid is eating into my controls. I won’t be able to—”

“Stay at full power!”

The enormous, reinforced blast doors roared and began to close.

“The thrusters are losing containment,” Deeder said, sounding resigned to his fate. “I’m not going to make it.”

If his thrusters lost containment, the engines would explode. But if Deeder slowed at all, he’d never make it before the bay doors closed.

Red lights began flashing, and it was clear that they weren’t going to hold the doors for Deeder. They couldn’t be open during a warp jump.

“Keep pushing it—”

Deeder’s Python exploded in a fireball as the thrusters ruptured. The flash blinded Fesky for a moment.

“Look out!” she heard someone scream over the all-com.

The burning hulk of a Python was riding on forward momentum now, and it was coming straight for the crowded bay. Fesky instinctively started ripping her restraints off and tearing at the cockpit release. If Deeder’s Python entered the bay now, the devastation would be unimaginable.

A moment before the burning fighter entered the bay it disappeared from view, hidden by the closing blast doors.

Then a bright flash lit up the roof of the bay and the edges of the blast doors as the stricken fighter smashed into the upper lip of the nearly-closed bay doors. The resulting impact sent a few chunks of debris into the shallow area at the end of the bay, but otherwise, it was all contained outside the huge blast doors.

For a moment, the doors slowed, and Fesky felt her heart flutter. If the blast doors couldn’t close, the ship couldn’t jump. They were dead for sure.

But then the blast doors resumed, urged forward by some enormous force of energy from within the bowels of the ship. In truth, the impressively massive doors had taken the impact with little damage. 

The moment the blast doors slammed together, Fesky felt the tell-tale sensation of motion in her ears. Her stomach rumbled.

And that’s when she knew the Providence had just jumped.

Chapter 5

 

Primary Landing Bay

UHC Providence

 

Fesky found Jake just as she was heading to the back of the hangar to inspect the damage.

“That was close,” Jake said.

“Too close,” Fesky said, motioning at the burning debris right by the front of the bay.

Jake shook his head. “Sorry, Fesky.”

“Five more,” Fesky said curtly. “At least. And I haven’t gotten a full squadron call in. We might have lost more. Add that to the three we lost last jump, and the eight before that.”

“It’s a losing proposition,” Jake said. “I agree. We lost a mech on the last jump, and I have two badly damaged this time. We’re running low on stock.”

“We’re out of Pythons,” Fesky said flatly. “Even if I had pilots to put in them.”

Jake shook his head. “How much longer can we keep this up?”

“There’s no real answer to that, is there? Until we can’t, I guess.”

“We’re getting damn close to that.”

Jake held his hand to his head, and that was when Fesky realized he had a radio embed he was listening to.

His eyes found hers again. “Marines just said they got the last of the monsters that got in. There were four that burrowed in and a fifth that nobody even spotted. Just blind luck that it wandered into the firefight the marines were conducting already.”

“Not blind luck. We know they’re going for the core, and you did a good job of getting all you could.” Fesky could feel the defeat flowing out of Jake’s voice. She was getting better at hearing that emotion in human voices now. She wished it wasn’t true, but it seemed to be a symptom of this place. She certainly felt it.

“Two more marines were killed,” Jake said solemnly.

Fesky cursed to herself. Jake was right. Of course he was. They couldn’t keep this up. But what could they do? “I’ll bring it up with the admiral again.”

Jake snorted. “Yeah, so will I. For all the good it will do us.”

Fesky was silent. What was there to say?

But there was something to say. She’d been thinking it for some time. It had been nagging at her, but she’d kept it to herself because she didn’t think it was her place to question the tactics of humans. Certainly she would have discussed it with Husher, but now that she was here with Jake, she suddenly felt an overwhelming urge to discuss it with him. He had an endearing quality, for a human.

“Can I ask you something, Jake? Something that’s been bothering me?”

“Shoot.”

Fesky hesitated, first at the terminology and then at the thought of sharing her views openly. She took a glance around, which only seemed to draw Jake in closer, like they were about to share a secret. She felt rather stupid when the words finally came out.

“Where is the UHC?”

Jake frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean.” Fesky clacked her beak and felt her feathers ruffle right along the edge of her neck. “We came here on a recon mission, right?”

“Right,” Jake said.

“So we would have been expected back by now. I’d wager there was a very specific protocol to follow, especially since communication across the two universes would be impossible.”

“Assuming time works the same, here.” 

“Was there a time shift with the Progenitor Universe?”

Jake shook his head. “No, none.”

“I don’t think that’s it, then.”

“So,” Jake said, seeming to turn the question over in his head. “Where’s the cavalry? Is that what you’re asking, basically?”

“Cavalry?”

“Old Earth term. That was the horse riders that tended to wade into the fight after the foot soldiers. More or less the backup.”

Fesky nodded. “Yes, then. Where’s our cavalry? They know we’re late returning. They have the coordinates that we followed here. They should be coming for us.”

“Maybe they did.”

Now it was Fesky’s turn to frown—not that Jake or any human would recognize the gesture. “Then where are they?”

Jake shrugged. “Well, we aren’t exactly where we first arrived, are we? We’ve been jumping all over the place, just running from the Brood and trying to make repairs. We can hardly know if a rescue group from the UHC has been sent over. And if they were, they’d just find…well, nothing, I guess.”

“We had ships destroyed there in the first battle. Fighters. Damage to battleships. The Able. There would be evidence of a fight.”

Jake nodded. “Right. So they’d find all that. But not us, and no sign of us and no real way to contact us. I mean, even if they are reaching out to contact us here, they’d never just stumble upon us, no matter how small this pocket universe is.”

“And in the meantime,” Fesky said, “they’d be broadcasting their location for the Brood to find them. That would probably be a recipe for disaster.”

“And they’d be trapped here just like we are.”

“We should bring this up to…Iver.” Fesky had been about to say Husher. She could see that Jake knew that was the slip of her tongue that had almost come out.

“Iver,” agreed Jake. “And actually, I’m sure that the big brains on the Providence are thinking about this already.”

“You’d hope so,” Fesky agreed, but she wasn’t so sure. They were all so desperate to get away from the Brood, there was little time and energy to devote to anything else.

Just then, a commotion started at the far end of the hangar. People started yelling to each other, gesturing excitedly.

Fesky saw one of her flight commanders in the mix. “Eightball, what’s going on?”

The man turned to her with a huge smile on his face, like he’d just gotten everything he’d ever wanted for Christmas.

“It’s Captain Husher,” he said. “He’s awake.”

Chapter 6

 

Medbay

UHC Providence

 

Husher was halfway across the bridge before he realized where he was.

The old creek. He’d played here as a kid, probably past the age where he should have. When his peers were going off to middle school, he was still coming down every day after school to run along its banks. The creek was narrow enough he could jump from one side to the other.

He finished crossing the old rickety bridge that spanned a dozen feet above the creek bed, then crawled down to the creek itself. He loved being down here, the endless fascination. He was a true explorer here. This was a whole different world for him, his own trip into another universe full of adventures, strange unknown artifacts and phenomena. He saw a small crawdad climbing along the far bank. A pair of turtles snapped at it until the annoyed crawdad climbed out of the water, then shot into a small hole a few feet from the water’s edge.

Above, the bridge swayed and bounced. Someone was running across it. Then a head popped over the edge. His best friend David was looking down at him. He waved and said something, but Vin couldn’t make out the words. He couldn’t hear any sound at all. That was strange.

David started jumping up and down wildly on the bridge. In his mind, Vin knew what was going to come. This had all happened before, he realized. He yelled up at David, or tried to, but his body wouldn’t respond. Instead, he just stood there, grinning up, as the old wooden plank under David gave way. Old splintered wood shot out in every direction, and Vin raised a hand to protect himself from the sharp pieces.

David dropped like a sack of rocks. 

He smashed down hard in the middle of the creek and fell forward onto a rock that stuck up from the water. His head bounced back off the top of the rock and he flopped over, face-down in the water.

Vin tried to scream David’s name, but his mouth wouldn’t work. He tried to run over to David, but his feet wouldn’t cooperate. His body was frozen in place, completely in shock.

Why couldn’t he make himself move?

But this was a dream. A nightmare. He knew this now. He’d watched this happen to David. He knew what would happen. David was out cold, a huge bloody gash on the top of head where the rock had cracked his skull.

If Vin didn’t get over to him and get him out of the water, he’d drown. It was only a few inches of water. It was comical to think that a healthy twelve-year-old boy could die in that while his best friend stood by and watched, rooted in place, and did nothing.

But that was what had happened, and it was happening again. Just like it did every time this memory came, like a guilt spiral that followed in Husher’s wake wherever he went in his life.

He screamed at his legs to work. He screamed at his young, quivering self to go save his friend. Go grab him. 

You can’t just stand here. DO SOMETHING. 

Suddenly, his legs came unfrozen. He almost felt relief as his young self finally woke up and charged across to his friend, kicking up water as he went, recklessly tripping and kicking in a mad dash to help David out of the water.

And then the sky opened up and bright white light blazed down on him. It was so bright he was blinded. So bright that the whole world went white. He couldn’t see the river, or the bridge, or David anymore.

He couldn’t see anything but white light. 

Then it receded, and he saw a face with a mask staring down at him. The pen light went to his other eye and for a moment he was blinded again, but this time just for a moment. He realized what was happening. A doctor was above him, flashing a light in his face.

He was lying on a gurney, on something flat. He was in…he was in medical.

“Captain Husher,” said the man with the pen light. “Glad to have you back with us.”

A flash of movement in his peripheral vision grabbed his attention, and he turned his head. God, it was hard to turn his head. Like his neck hadn’t been used in weeks and all the muscles had atrophied. He tried to swallow, and all he felt was fire burning down his throat.

“Captain,” said the voice of the person who, he now realized, had been sitting in a chair right next to the bed he was in.

“Shota,” Husher croaked, or tried to. The words came out a sickly wet sound, like dragging a sack across a muddy puddle. Or the sound of his best friend dying in his arms when he was twelve.

“Don’t try to talk, Captain,” Shota said. He glanced at the doctor as he said it.

The doctor shrugged. “Talk away. But your throat is going to hurt until you drink some water. I’ll get one of the nurses to bring you something. For now, just take it easy and talk to your XO. He’s been sitting next to you for a while.”

The doctor walked out as Shota scooted closer to the edge of the bed.

For several minutes, they spoke, but Husher had no idea what was said. It was like the words were being strained through a sieve. He could feel them in his mind for a moment, and then they were gone like they’d never been there. 

“Fesky!”

She came in with Jake right behind her. The moment Husher saw her, it was like an invisible wall between him and the world had been broken. He was well and truly awake.

“Captain,” Fesky said in that singsong voice of hers. Husher was almost carried away by the melody of it. “It’s good to see you are awake.” 

“Really good,” Jake said behind her. Unlike Fesky, he was easy to read. His face was full of relief. His shoulders seemed to rise, like all the stress he’d been carrying had melted away. 

“Well, that makes one of us,” Husher said. He scanned the faces of Shota, Fesky, and Jake. “So who wants to tell me what the hell happened?”

Between the three of them, they brought him up to speed. Jake had gone through the efforts to pull him clear of the Relentless before she went dark. Husher felt his mood darken as he thought of his CIC crew as Jake described the carnage that Woe had wrought. Then the loss of the ship herself hit him hard.

“The Relentless is…gone?”

“I’m afraid so,” Shota said, taking over from Jake and explaining the general actions of the Brood and the Yin and the shape the battle group was in.

“So your air wing is keeping them at bay?” Husher asked Fesky when everyone was quiet and he’d had time to absorb everything. “Buying us time for each jump?”

“For the moment,” Fesky said. “It’s a risky game of how long can we sit in one place and do repairs before they show up again. This was close. We almost lost a frigate when they couldn’t get their drive started.” She hesitated and shared a glance with Jake. “Honestly, we aren’t sure how much longer we can keep this up.”

“What’s the alternative?” Shota grunted. 

Husher suspected that whatever conversation had passed between Jake and Fesky, Shota wasn’t privy to it. That bothered him. It seemed to indicate to him that his senior staff wasn’t talking among themselves—at least, not freely.

“We keep fighting,” Husher said. “And we figure a way out of this universe.”

“The Relentless was a casualty of the last time we decided to stop and fight,” Shota said.

Husher felt like this was the crux of the issue. “You all have command assignments here on the Providence.”

“Of course,” Jake said. “There’s plenty to do.”

“But,” Husher said, feeling his strength begin to wane and knowing he needed to get this out before he was down for the count again. “The Relentless isn’t gone.”

Again, the three in front of Husher exchanged glances.

“She still lives as long as we keep her alive,” Husher said. He tapped his chest. “She’s still here. And as far as I’m concerned, you’re still my XO.” He pointed to Shota.

“You’re still my flight leader,” he said to Fesky. 

“And you’re still my mech team leader,” he said to Jake.

Shota frowned at Husher. “What are you saying, Captain?”

What was he saying? Husher wasn’t entirely sure himself, but something was amiss with how everything had gone down. Something about the way that Woe had made his way in and out of the ship, how the attack had proceeded within the ship itself, and the reaction of the Brood during the last engagement. Something about it didn’t sit right with Husher, although he couldn’t yet say what.

“You’re going to be my eyes and ears while I recover.” Husher closed his eyes, and he could feel the others’ gaze on him.

Finally, Fesky said, “What are we looking for, Captain?”

He felt the slow drowsiness coming over him now. It was like someone had taken his battery out and his whole body was just shutting down.

“I don’t know yet,” he whispered. “That’s what you have to find out.”

Chapter 7

 

Relentless Marine Platoon

UHC Providence

 

“Listen up,” Gamble snapped. The marines in front of him all came to attention. “Captain Kerrins and Corporal Devine are in the infirmary, but they’ll be fine. I understand that Lieutenant Carmichael is already up and moving.” He paused. “But we lost four good men today.”

He saw the grim looks on the faces of the marines. He didn’t have to mention the names of the dead. All were privates. All were short of their twenty-fifth birthdays. There would be a time to celebrate them and a time to heal those wounds, but it wasn’t now. Now was for the living. For the fight to come.

“We’re going to lose more,” Gamble said. “I promise you that.”

No one moved. The air was heavy.

“Anybody got a problem with that?”

“No, sir!” echoed the marines.

“Good. Because it’s a fact. Get it straight in your head, because it’s not going to change just because you or I want it to.”

Gamble stopped and took a long breath. He felt the tension in his shoulders. It hadn’t been that long ago that he’d been in the infirmary, exposed to space and Brood bastards all at the same time. That he’d survived was a testament to modern medicine and pure, unadulterated good luck.

“Now, I’m not going to berate you like I’m a damn drill sergeant. I’m not going to fill your head full of shit you need to think about or worry about. You all know me better than that. But for some of you, those of you who fight with the Providence teams now, I need you to understand me when I say this.

“I don’t give a shit what you did before. I don’t give a shit what we did before on the Relentless. I don’t give a shit about ten minutes ago. What I care about is what we’re doing right now. And right now, we’re going to be a cohesive unit of the finest marines this little shithole of a universe has ever known. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

Gamble was still on crutches, and found that walking down the line was painful. But he refused to wince. Refused to show an ounce of pain in front of these men. 

“I fully expect to join you the next time we engage those damn things. But in the meantime, you’re going to have to continue to follow your training and your orders and protect each other. We’re here when nobody else is. We’re the last line against these things.” He paused. “Those shiny fighters and mechs can get all the pretty expensive toys and all the accolades. That’s not for us. It’s not what drives us. We know what really matters. We know that blood is the sacrifice to keep us safe, and we’re willing to pay it. These damn aliens can slip past those fighters and all their advanced weapons and speed. Slip past those big mechs with all their guns and huge torsos and pulverizing limbs.” Gamble turned back around when he got to the end of the line. “But they can’t get by us. We don’t have all that fancy tech. We don’t have all the accolades. But we’re the last line. We don’t let anything by us. And if we have to give our lives for that, then dammit, that’s what we’ll do!”

“Oorah!” snapped the men in unison.

“We’re the last line of defense between these damn things and everything we hold dear.” He paused. “The bastards got by us on the Relentless.”

Gamble let that sit in the air for moment, the words echoing in the cavernous bay. There was a hint of anger and resentment in the air. Good, Gamble thought. 

“You don’t like hearing that,” he said. No one spoke. “Good. Choke on it. We failed. We failed, and hundreds died.” He turned again. “But if I hear again from the Providence marine commander that he’s having any trouble with any of you, I’ll shove my boot so far down your ass you’ll wish you’d died on the Relentless. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, sir!”

“I don’t care if we are on the Providence, you’re Relentless marines. You got that?”

“Yes, sir!”

“We’re going to kick these things’ asses. And we’re going to do it for the Relentless.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed, you bastards. Do better.”

Gamble turned and walked out of the bay. He felt sweat beading on his brow. He was ready to pass out. But he made it out of the bay somehow without a single man knowing how close to collapse he was.

He was in rough shape, but he’d be damned if his men would know that. There was no time for that here. There was no time for anything. It was victory or death now. He knew that, even if Admiral Iver and the rest of them didn’t seem to. At least, they didn’t act like they knew it.

But they were all going to face the truth sooner or later. 

A last stand was coming.

And Gamble’s men would be ready for it.

Chapter 8

 

Tactical War Room

UHC Providence

 

Shota took a deep breath, thought about the conversation with Husher, then found his core. His father had taught him how to center himself when he was a child. That always surprised people, because it had been his mother who was the therapist who used to work with the broken and damaged men who worked the mines. 

But Shota had never taken to his mother’s instructions. He found most of her exercises, which seemed to be so helpful for others, just textbook and boring. Her emotional advice and support seemed like so many gimmicks and tricks she’d learned in her exhaustive and ongoing education about the human psyche.

But his father was a simple man. He never looked at anything and saw shades of grey. It was black. It was white. That was the way of things for Mel Shota. And that was the way for his son.

For years, Shota wondered how his father and mother could ever have gotten along, until one day when he’d taken part in an after-school fight over something he couldn’t even remember now. His father had sat him down and told him the secret.

“Nothing your mother’s said about the mind has ever helped me, but all of it has informed me. That’s the way of the strong man. Don’t take anything that is given to you at face value, or as the final word on anything. Instead, you take it and you add it to what you already do. What already works. Every man must build his own core. His own center. His own psyche. That’s who you are, and you take a little bit from everything around you, and yes, you even take those sessions your mother runs that I see you rolling your eyes about, and you make a core all your own.”

His father thumped him in the chest. “You put it right here. And you don’t let anyone else shape it for you. You don’t let anyone else tell you what it should or shouldn’t have. It’s your core. It’s who you are, and there’s no room for what others think.”

And so Shota had built his core, just like his father had taught him. Some lessons from his mother, certainly, but lessons from elsewhere, too. It was liberating, in a way. The world was his to pick and choose from.

So Shota stood in front of the conference room door and found his core. And when he did, he felt calm.

He stepped into the chamber, where the table was already full of captains. A lively discussion was underway. It stopped when all eyes turned to Shota.

“Commander,” said Captain Daniels. He glanced over to Admiral Iver. Daniels was ostensibly running the meeting, but like everything else that happened on the Providence, he’d ceded this authority to Iver.

“What brings you here?” the admiral said. There was nothing accusatory in his voice, but several of the captains seemed to lean forward for his reply. 

“Just representing the Relentless,” Shota said. “Since Captain Husher isn’t yet well enough to attend.”

He caught a glimpse of Captain McMichael exchanging a glance with one of the other frigate captains. Daniels also allowed a frown to cross his features.

Shota felt anger welling up in him, but shoved it back down. It was bullshit that he felt like he had to justify his inclusion here, but there was no value in losing his cool. Again, he felt his core and calmed himself.

“I don’t think the Relentless is going to be helping us much,” Daniels said. It wasn’t sarcastic. If anything, there was an undercurrent of sadness in it. 

“Captain Husher has asked that I keep him informed.” It was true, although not specifically so. Certainly Husher didn’t know, and hadn’t told him to come to an all-captains strategy meeting in his stead. But here Shota was.

He owed Husher that much. He felt partially responsible for what had happened to the ship, and to Husher. He hadn’t been there when the captain had needed him most, and there was no excuse for that. If anyone should be in that medical bay recovering from the trauma of a showdown with Woe, it should be Shota.

Daniels looked like he was going to say more when Iver cut in.

“Very well,” the admiral said.

Daniels sat back and nodded. The others around the table nodded. And that was that.

“Get us up to speed, Doctor,” Iver said to the man that Shota had barely noticed before. He should have. He stood out. He was the only man in the room who wasn’t in a military uniform. 

“Very well, Admiral,” Doctor Hooper said. He licked his lips, then began. “We are beginning to realize that we’ve entered a region of space where the Brood haven’t infiltrated subspace yet. We honestly didn’t know that such a region existed until this moment, and it’s only the random circumstances of our haphazard jumps that have put us in a position to notice it.”

“I’m glad our running for our lives can be conducive to your experiments,” Captain Hystad said. A couple others next to him murmured agreement.

“Uh, yes, well,” Hooper said, trying to get his bearings again. “That being so, we think there’s great strategic advantage here.”

“The Brood can’t show up out of nowhere,” Iver said.

“Precisely so, Admiral. There’s no way for them to enter this region via subspace. So we’ll have, in theory, plenty of time to see their approach.”

“That’s very good news,” McMichael said.

Daniels nodded. “We deserved a break sooner or later.”

“Yes,” Hooper said. “Now, here’s the interesting thing. The line of demarcation, as near as we can tell, between this cleared region and the rest of the universe appears to be uniformly curved.”

Shota frowned. “I’ve never heard of anything like that. Subspace uses ambient space as its frame of reference—it never takes a shape so artificial as curves or lines.”

Several of the other captains looked at Shota like he’d grown a second head. But if they weren’t versed in the intricacies of subspace, he considered that a shortfall on their part. After all, half the capabilities that had won the last war had been based on a deep understanding of subspace. It would behoove them all to understand the specifics.

Hooper nodded quickly, suddenly turning all his geeky focus on Shota. “That’s right, Captain,” he said, clearly not looking or caring to look at the rank on Shota’s dress uniform. “We suspect that even in this universe, such a shape isn’t naturally occurring.”

Iver jumped in at that remark. “So it is artificial, then?”

“We believe so.”

“Can we follow the curve to find out?” Shota asked.

“Our extrapolation, based on a fixed-point theory, is that the central point is ten light years away.”

“This is all academic,” Daniels said. “What do we care how this area of space is being generated, or where it’s coming from? If the subspace here is indeed clear, then we have to try to get home.”

Several of the other captains, perhaps not quite following along with everything that was being said, started talking excitedly at once. The idea took hold in the room instantly. To be fair, it had been so long since they’d had anything positive to latch onto that Shota could understand the feeling of renewed energy in the room.

But Shota knew what his core told him. Especially the part that was informed by Husher’s own principles. “We have to go back.”

“Back?” Daniels said sharply. “Where?”

“To Skisel,” Shota said. “To warn the Scions.”

There were barks of disbelief from a couple of the captains. Most just looked at Shota as if he were mad. Only a couple seemed to mull the question.

“That’s a risky proposition,” said Captain Merel with measured clarity. She was one of the oldest captains, and even though she commanded one of the smallest ships in the group, she was respected by the others. Shota realized that the fact that she was even interested in discussing it was an opening he had to take.

“Risky?” said Chief Petty Officer Deevers. He was head of the largest of the maintenance crews, and by default the head of the groups that were rushing to make repairs during the jump windows. His long hair swayed as he waved his arms around in agitation. “Risky? It’s crazy.” He turned to Iver. “We can’t seriously consider this. We’re in a pocket of space where we might get a little respite from the Brood for once. Where we can actually effect some repairs without losing half our work to shoddy speed and last-minute racing to get back before the next jump. And you want to go back into that, rather than going to see—”

“Chief,” said Iver, cutting him off. “You’re here as a courtesy. But the responsibility for repairs remains yours regardless of our course of action. Whatever we choose to do, your job won’t change.”

There was a pause while Deevers seemed to choke down some response. “Yes, sir,” he choked out at last.

“We go home right now, or we go flying back through that hell we just went through? I think I vote for leaving,” Daniels said.

“But we wouldn’t be going back through the hell we went through,” Shota said. “Not exactly. That was running for our lives with no purpose and no target. Now, we have a plan and a target to go straight toward. We won’t have to waste jumps in and out of the space. It’s a single jump into the Skisel system to warn them, then one jump back here, and we can do whatever we want from here.”

Iver was chewing his lip, and his undecided nature was egging Shota on. He knew he should stop and just wait on the admiral to decide, but he couldn’t stop himself from plunging ahead. He owed it to Husher to make a pitch here that could move the table. “The Scions fought alongside us.”

“They weren’t exactly the greatest ally we ever had,” Daniels said. “As I recall, we had to drag them into the fight not once but twice.”

“They sacrificed themselves to save our battle group, which, lest we forget, is an alien force in their universe,” Shota said. “Can we honestly say we’d be any more accommodating if the roles were reversed?”

Shota looked down the table. At least he didn’t see open mouths of shock. He was being taken seriously, though most faces were tight-lipped. He didn’t see much support, just some possible admiration for his argument.

“I appreciate your conviction,” said Captain Marcy. His cruiser was one of the only ones to come through relatively unscathed. It had been a lucky coincidence, nestled as she’d been among the destroyers that weren’t so lucky. All but one other had been destroyed. 

“Do you?” Shota asked, knowing it was wrong to antagonize Marcy. But he couldn’t help it. Marcy had to be dragged kicking and screaming into every fight. He managed to keep his nose clean because he avoided every engagement he could. The man was a proficient captain, but nothing more. Shota knew the type from his training. He was just thankful that command had put him with Husher. It could have been so much worse.

“I do,” Marcy replied icily. He had little to fear from Shota here. Though Shota had no doubt that were they in a passageway face to face, he would have backed down instantly. “There’s simply no reason to take that risk now,” Marcy went on. “We should use the uncorrupted subspace to escape this universe. We can send back help for the Scions.” He turned to Iver. “Now that we understand the nature of the threat and can communicate that back in our universe, we can probably provide the Scions with even better support than if we go running back to them with a warning and little else. We certainly can’t help them in their fight with the Brood at this point.”

Several of the heads around the table bobbed up and down, and Shota could feel himself losing the argument. “But in the meantime, we leave them completely vulnerable to the Brood. A single jump could—”

“Could put us in jeopardy all over again,” Iver said, cutting him off. Everyone at the table turned to look at Iver. He’d said nothing through the entire argument, but now it was clear his mind was made up. Shota saw no apprehension in his face.

“Admiral—”

Iver held up a hand to silence Shota. He didn’t like it, but he bit back his words.

“Captain Marcy is right,” Iver said. “We must use the uncorrupted subspace to escape this universe. Once we do so, we can communicate the seriousness of the situation here for the Scions. And we’ll get them the help they rightfully deserve for the aid they rendered here.”

Shota felt heat rising up his neck. He could feel his cheeks growing red. Once again, when it really came down to it, the admiral only cared about his own hide.

Once upon a time, Shota would have argued with the admiral. Husher had almost choked the first time he’d seen Shota do that. But with all the captains around the table in agreement, there was little to be gained from it.

Iver had made up his mind. They’d run with their tail between their legs and leave their only ally here defenseless. If Shota tried to shout down the admiral, he’d find himself out of the loop for everything going forward, and he owed it to Husher not to get himself shut out.

Iver seemed to see all this going on in Shota’s face. He certainly must have seen the flush in his cheeks. Shota wasn’t one to hide his emotions. He didn’t see the point. He wasn’t a politician.

“Of course,” he said at last. “I understand, Admiral.”

Iver nodded. “Good.” He turned to Daniels. “How long?”

“I’ll get navigation working on it immediately,” he said. “We should have a solution soon.”

Iver nodded, turning to the rest of the group, then looking right at Shota.

“Dismissed.”

Chapter 9

 

Combat Information Center 

UHC Providence 

 

“Warp bubble is forming, Captain,” Lieutenant Fisher said from Nav. Fisher was using a misnomer that had become popular throughout the fleet—what she meant was that the generator had begun to produce the spherical wormhole required for interdimensional travel.

That seems promising. Could this actually work? We didn’t get this far when we first tried to leave this cursed universe. Daniels cleared his throat. “Very well. Helm, how are we on course plotting?”

“Locked in.”

Despite the promising first signs, everything about this made Daniels uncomfortable. He was sure he wasn’t the only one. In fact, even Iver was looking decidedly unlike his surefooted self. He was sitting in the XO seat as he customarily did, but for once he was content to let Daniels run his own CIC.

Small favors from the heavens, he thought.

And then Iver ruined it.

“This is precisely the interdimensional pathway that Ochrim calculated from the original distress signal, correct?”

The question wasn’t posed at Daniels, but at his Nav officer.

“Yes, sir,” she said without hesitation. At this point, his crew was comfortable with the direct interaction with Iver, and seemed to be able to handle the two-headed beast of the admiral and the captain as long as they agreed with each other. And even if they didn’t, it wasn’t like Daniels was going to win that fight.

“We used it to extrapolate our starting point,” Daniels said, knowing that answering for the navigator would annoy Iver and not caring that it did. “It should be as easy as resetting and going.”

“Should be,” Iver said, leaning back.

“Engineering reports to helm that power is full,” the helmsman, Lieutenant Bosh, said.

Daniels studied the distortion taking shape around the ship. Everything seemed normal. Through visual sensors, he could see that the universe was spiraling in on itself, like it always did when viewed through a spherical wormhole. Everything looked dimmer, too, though with strange lights dancing along the edges of his vision.

“Good reports from the rest of the battle group?” Daniels asked Zahid at Coms.

“I have green reports from all. All report spherical wormholes forming.”

“No variances?”

“No reports, but…”

Iver’s head whipped around. “But?”

“But I do see some variance,” Ensign Arubo said, the sensor operator answering for the Coms officer after they shared a nod. Arubo shrugged. “It’s within parameters.”

But that shouldn’t happen, Daniels thought. At least, he’d never heard of it happening.

Daniels felt something shudder within the superstructure of the ship. Before he could ask what it was, the CIC was bathed in red light.

“Warp bubble failure!” snapped Bosh. “It’s destabilizing around us.”

“Cut all power,” Daniels said.

“I can’t, sir,” Bosh said. “If we just release the wormhole without using it to leave this universe, it’ll slam shut on top of us. The energy release would be cataclysmic. We’d be done for.”

Daniels’ heart hammered against his chest. He’s right, dammit. The legendary Admiral Keyes had taken advantage of that very same effect to beat the massive Ixan fleet in the Second Galactic War. And he’d sacrificed himself in the process.

He swallowed, hard. “We need to go to warp.”

“What?” Iver snapped.

“It’s the only way, sir. Every ship needs to jump well away from here, or the wormholes we’ve generated will wipe out our entire battle group.”

“We were supposed to be leaving this universe, dammit!”

“I don’t think that’s happening today, sir.”

Iver cursed, not bothering to keep his volume down. “Do it,” he told the Nav officer curtly. “Get us out of here.”

“Wait,” Daniels said. “Every ship needs to do it at the same time. Otherwise, our wormhole will take out the others when it collapses.”

“Right,” Iver muttered. He turned his fiery gaze on Zahid. “Make it happen.”

Zahid’s fingers flew over his console, coordinating with the other ships while working with Lieutenant Fisher to get the timing right.

At last, Fisher gave a shaky nod. “Okay. Going to warp now, in sync with all other ships.”

The warp bubble snapped into place, compressing space in front of the Providence and expanding it behind the ship. The supercarrier leapt away, and the ship bucked violently, throwing everyone against their restraints.

“Engines are down-spooling,” Bosh said a few moments later, sounding relieved. “Engineering reports no power to helm.” Then: “Regular space. We’re out of the bubble.”

There was another quiet moment in the CIC.

“All ships are accounted for, sir,” Zahid said. “Looks like we all made it out.”

“But we are spread out all over the sector,” McBane said. “At least two of the frigates overshot by light years.”

Iver grunted and stood up. “Get them all back here as quickly as possible. Set the Providence as the rally point. We can’t be spread out if we come under attack again. We’re too vulnerable here.”

He paused and looked at Daniels, beckoning him to rise and follow him out of the CIC. “It looks like we aren’t going anywhere just yet,” he said.

Daniels stood, feeling morose, but trying to put on a brave face for his officers. “It appears this universe has more in store for us.”

But what that might be, he didn’t have a clue.

Chapter 10
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The last thing that Shota wanted was to find himself in another captain’s meeting so soon after the last one, but here he was.

“You said we’d be able to warp the hell out of here.”

“No sir,” Doctor Hooper said—with surprising boldness for somebody addressing a fleet admiral, Shota thought. Good on the scientist. He’d had enough bowing to authority for one engagement. They needed answers that were correct, not what the admiral wanted to hear.

“I said that the space here was normal space. And that the subspace appeared to not have been affected by the Brood tampering.”

“Well,” Iver exploded, “that’s the same damn thing! If the subspace here is unaffected, then we should be able to interdimensionally warp just like we could back home.”

“Not necessarily,” another scientist, more hesitant than his colleague, said. He shared a glance with his bolder peer. “It seems that even though this space is unaffected, that it might not be unaffected enough for interdimensional travel.”

“Explain,” Daniels said.

Shota had been waiting for him to say something. In these meetings, it seemed Iver was running things until Daniels spoke up, and that seemed to be the cue for the other captains to jump in as well. For not the last time, Shota marveled at the strange dynamic between Daniels and Iver. Nothing like it would ever fly back home, but they’d somehow become the odd couple team that ran the battle group now.

Hooper cleared his throat. “The assumption that we could travel interdimensionally from this region is based on our experiences operating in our own universe. Here, in this pocket universe, the substructure is far more integrated than in our own universe.”

“We suspect because of its compact size,” his fellow scientist said.

“Indeed. Which means that even though we have an area here that’s clear, the overall substructure of the entire universe is corrupted.”

“How is that possible?”

“The Brood’s corruption has compromised everything. Whether they knew this was happening or it’s just a reflection of the physics here, we aren’t sure. We suspect it’s the latter, because they could have stopped in their efforts to shift subspace some time ago, if that was all they were after.”

“Are you suggesting,” Shota said, “that we’ll have to clear all space of Brood corruption before we can use subspace to safely warp out?”

“Precisely,” the scientist said. “Or at least, a substantial percentage of it. We estimate less than”—at this point, he glanced at his fellow scientist—“less than half of one percent of space can be corrupted here.”

“That’s impossible,” Hystad said. “Not only would we have to completely eliminate the Brood, but we’d have to undo everything they’ve done over decades of time.”

“And we have no idea how to do that,” Shota said.

“There is another solution,” Hooper said. ‘We can extrapolate the central point of the cleared region.”

“I thought you said all the Brood’s corruption would have to be cleared.”

“If we’re thinking three-dimensionally, then yes. But it’s possible that at the central point of the cleared region, there’s a hole out of this dimension. We don’t yet understand the phenomenon that’s causing this region’s subspace to remain clean. Whether it’s a naturally occurring phenomenon or not, we couldn’t say until we get there. But it seems likely that if we can get there, we should be able to extrapolate what could be done, if anything, about the subspace changes being considered.”

“That’s a big ask on a hunch,” said Captain Maher. She and two of the other frigate captains seemed to be sharing a glance.

“And what if we run into more hostiles there?” Captain Marcy put in. “Are we ready for another fight?”

Shota could almost hear the wheels turning in Iver’s head, and knew what he was going to say. He needed to get in front of it, because he could sense that this was his best chance to sway the room. “If we’re going to this central point, I think we need to gather all the help we can.”

Iver seemed to read what was coming. “Now is not the time—”

“Admiral, I have a message that I believe must be conveyed.”

At the sharp cutting off of the admiral, all discussion that had broken out around the room stopped. All eyes turned to Shota. “I was going to speak with you directly about it, but seeing as the situation here has changed somewhat, I believe now is the time.”

Iver looked suspiciously at Shota. “Say it.”

“Sir, I’ve spoken to Captain Husher about our past discussion. He’s of the opinion that the Scions deserve to be warned about the coming Brood onslaught.”

“He told you that explicitly?” Daniels asked.

“He told me to make it known that his opinion was clear and unequivocal, yes.”

“They could help give us some cover if the Brood show up,” said Captain Maher. “And if I were the Brood, I’d surely be able to extrapolate the same point in space. I’d assume we’d go there sooner or later, so I’d be ready for a fight right there.”

“It would make sense to bring allies if we can,” another captain said.

Shota could feel the sentiment in the room. He glanced at Iver, but didn’t allow his expression to change. He didn’t so much as twitch. Iver looked at him with an expression that told him as soon as this meeting was over, he was going to see Husher.

And well he should, since Shota was completely lying his ass off. The captain had said nothing of the kind. 

But he was sure that Husher would have said that, if they could have spoken about it. And that was good enough. Shota was sure that if he could get a message to him, Husher would back him up. At any rate, it didn’t matter right now. What mattered at this moment was that he got the others to agree with him. If it turned out he was full of shit later, well, that was for later and he could live with that. He’d take the hit that was coming for his actions.

Iver at last looked around the rest of the room. He could read it as well as Shota. The tide in the room had turned.

“Very well. We’ll warn the Scions.”

He rose quickly and gave Shota a dark glance before briskly leaving the conference room.

Chapter 11
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The landing bay was completely silent. The huge bay doors that opened out into space were closed tight. The row of Python fighters facing them, their own launch tubes ready to be loaded up, were silent and dark.

Only a handful of lights directly over the small group gathered in the center of the secondary landing bay were turned on, making the rest of the hangar seem haunted.

Shota could just make out the silhouette of a couple of looming mechs standing off at a respectful distance, and had to assume that they belonged to the few members of Oneiri Team that were seated behind him in the makeshift seats. Fesky was back there, too, no doubt, along with some of her flyboys. They were here to show respect for Husher and for the Relentless as much as they were for the members of the crew that were lost. 

But that wasn’t fair, Shota thought. Most of them had lost somebody on the Relentless. The Oneiri Team and Fesky’s Aces had been stationed there. Everyone on those teams must have experienced loss when the ship went down. Friends. Family. A place to anchor themselves in a universe that was so different than their home.

Shota glanced up. He sat in the front row along with the other surviving members of the primary CIC crew—Lieutenant Fontaine, Ensign Winterton—and had to look upward to the dais that had been assembled there, pulled out of some storage locker, just like the uncomfortable chairs, for just such an occasion.

Memorial services were sadly expected on warships, after all. Especially aboard a flagship like the Providence. In fact, she’d hosted a half dozen of these already, one for each of the ships lost in the last battle. Except for Able and Wasp, which had both gone down with all hands, these were attended by the survivors.

“The sacrifice of the few is the weight that the many must carry with them,” Iver said, speaking with solemn conviction in his voice. “This has been the burden since time immemorial. As my father once told me when I enlisted so many years ago, ‘the worst of men must fight and the best of men must die.’

“But he was wrong. I’ve spent my life surrounded by the finest men that I have ever known. The finest men in this universe—” He caught himself. “—or any universe.

“As I look out on all of you, I know that you feel the same pain I do. But likewise, the same conviction I share. That their lives not be lost in vain. That their sacrifice not be lost on us. That we not dishonor their memories by allowing this mission to go unfinished.”

Iver slammed his hand down on the makeshift podium hard enough that it quivered.

Shota was surprised to see one of the marines in crisp uniforms standing behind him actually jump a little.

As Iver pulled out a Bible and began to quote scripture, Shota found his mind wandering to what he’d tell Husher about this. Or Moens, for that matter, who was also recovering in medbay.

And then it was he who was startled when the marine guard behind Iver fired in unison, beginning their salute to the fallen.

Iver made a ceremonial pass of the UHC flag over some empty coffins, which were then loaded into the closest Python launch tube and sent into space.

And that was that.

Shota stood and turned, but the crowd was already dispersing—what crowd there was. It was mostly survivors of the Relentless, and even then, not many of them. Who wanted to attend a memorial service these days? He couldn’t blame them, even though he’d attended.

He spotted Fesky and Jake whispering to each other as they left. He’d been surprised to see them come in together to visit Husher when he’d been at his captain’s bedside. But he was starting to see that the two of them were becoming close friends. The shared loss of the Relentless probably had something to do with it, though Shota knew that where he’d just managed to end up on an escape pod like so many others, these two had been instrumental in saving the captain. They’d served a shared role, a vital one, and one which Shota couldn’t understand.

But one thing he could understand was feeling lost and out of place.

That was reinforced less than an hour later with he joined Fontaine and Winterton in the forward bar to drink a toast to the Relentless.

Even though it shouldn’t have surprised Shota, since he knew them least well, the group of surviving CIC officers struggled to find anything to talk about. So Shota decided to fill them in on his visits to the officers’ meeting, or at least, what bits he could divulge without betraying confidence. He was happy to see they supported his call for helping the Scions, even if he conveniently left out the part where he’d invoked Husher’s name to support his argument.

That was going to come back and bite him in the ass, he just knew it. Iver wasn’t one to let something like that go. In fact, he was sure Iver had been looking at him directly at several points during the memorial service. Had Shota not taken off as soon as it seemed appropriate, he had a feeling Iver would have approached him.

And he had a feeling they both know what that was going to be about.

But that was for another time. For now, Shota offered up a toast to his fellow Relentless CIC crew. “To the Relentless, and every single person who made her great. She might be gone, but her spirit lives on.”

They all drank to it. Fine words, but Shota didn’t believe them, and he didn’t think his companions did, either. The Relentless was dead and gone.

After that, the other officers quickly excused themselves, and Shota was left alone at the bar.

He felt out of place because he was out of place. He wasn’t much good aboard the Providence. None of them were.

Another drink didn’t make him feel any better. So he got another, just to see if it would.
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“How soon until we’re at the jump point to Skisel?” Iver wasn’t crazy about this plan to begin with, and it if it was going to take them across this godforsaken piece of space, he liked it even less.

“We need open space to reach our jump point, sir,” Lieutenant Fisher said.

“And the rest of the fleet?”

“They’re running behind,” Arubo said. “We have several older-model support ships which are struggling to keep up with the pace of the Providence.”

Not a surprise, Iver thought. He’d figured that would be the case. But if they didn’t push, they’d get caught out here with their pants down. Even in the Milky Way galaxy, traveling across a system to get to a jump point wasn’t ideal with this large and varied a battle group in tow.

But here, with threats looming everywhere, Iver was even more aware of the danger they faced. Not for the first time, he wished Husher was available to talk through his plan. He had several captains he relied upon; certainly Daniels was among them, and he respected all the commanders throughout the battle group, but he had the most experience with Husher. He’d known him since the beginning of the last galactic war. And while they hadn’t always seen eye to eye—far from it, in fact—he’d come to respect Husher’s willingness to be candid.

But what would his old friend say in this instance? Iver couldn’t imagine doing much differently. The ghost of Husher had been present already in their decisions leading to here. Shota had made sure of that. Iver was certain the man was taking liberties with the authority he had, but he also didn’t doubt for a second that Husher had deputized his XO on his behalf. Whatever Iver thought of Shota, he was as good a proxy of Husher as he had.

“Get Commander Shota up here to the CIC,” he told the Coms officer. 

“Yes, sir.”

“In the meantime, let’s drop back to protect our flank.” He turned to Daniels. “Captain, prepare the battle group to defend against imminent attack.”

Daniels looked surprised.

“I know we’re not under attack,” Iver said. “Yet. But with the supply ships holding us back, there’s no reason we can’t have our claws out and ready for a fight.”

Daniels nodded. “At these speeds, fighters and mechs can operate easily and be able to prepare themselves for a jump.”

“Organize our forces with the expectation that we’ll need to defend our slowest ships. Keep Providence at the front. We’ll need to lead the jump effort when the time comes.”

Daniels busied himself with the tactical officer. Soon enough, Iver saw the battle group begin to tighten up on the tactical board. The slower supply ships now approached the central group even as three destroyers fell back to slide in behind them. That left them vulnerable to a forward attack, but the Providence represented enough firepower to hold off such an attack until the rest of the battle group could reconfigure.

At least, that was the plan.

“Where are we, Daniels?”

“Destroyers are in position. Half the cruisers have deployed within range of our central support ships. The rest of the cruisers and full frigate command are with the Providence.”

“Don’t pull us apart,” Iver said, seeing the Providence beginning to gain distance from the rest of the group. “Why aren’t we falling back more?”

“Sir,” McBane said. “With their mech teams and air groups deployed, the destroyers are moving even slower than we are at minimum thrust.”

“Then cut our thrusters to burst speed. And why aren’t we being slowed by our own deployment?”

There was a pause as no duty officer spoke up. Then Daniels said, “We aren’t deployed.”

Iver stared at him. “Why not?”

“We, uh....” Daniels seemed at a loss for words. “Well, the destroyers deployed, obviously. But without targets inbound—”

“We don’t need to see them to know they’re coming.”

Iver glanced over his shoulder to see that Commander Shota had slipped into the CIC without him noticing. 

“The fuel expenditure seemed imprudent,” Daniels went on. “So without—”

“Coms, send out a priority message to the group.” Iver didn’t like overriding Daniels in front of his men, but he’d made this mess on his own. Iver wasn’t interested in having his orders parsed and spun back at him. “All ships are to deploy all mech teams and all air groups effective immediately and until we reach jump coordinates. I want marines patrolling every ship, and those orders include the Providence. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir,” said Zahid as he turned to relay the message.

Daniels’ lips drew into a thin line, and Iver had another view of just how angry the man must be. Iver was giving serious consideration to moving him to one of the other ships. The problem was that it was destroyers he should be captaining, and those were in short supply. And he didn’t suspect Daniels would accept being moved to one of the frigates. So he’d just have to stay.

“What is that?” Shota said, pulling Iver out of his internal dialog.

Iver looked up at the tactical board where Shota was pointing. He’d strode across the CIC quickly for a better look. Daniels had joined him.

“Energy readings,” Arubo said. “Fluctuating but growing stronger.”

“Only one thing out here,” Daniels murmured to himself.

“Brood,” Shota said. “They found us.”

A moment later, McBane looked up from tactical. “Brood Stomachs confirmed.” 

They could all see it on the primary screen which had the tactical board on it. The shifting readings had crystallized into a clear signal. And not just one signal, but many of them, tightly packed together.

“Sensors show at least two dozen,” Arubo said, an involuntary warble creeping into his voice. “They’re closing fast.”

“Time to engagement?”

“Rear flank reports four minutes to intercept with their air wing. Without resistance, they’ll overtake us in ten minutes.”

Iver nodded, understanding immediately what the officer was implying.

Let’s hope they meet some stiff resistance, then. He looked at the board, wishing once again that he had his full contingent of destroyers, but the three there would have to do. He watched the tactical board light up with smaller pinpoints of light as the Brood Stomachs unwound and unleashed their hundreds of Pseudopods into space. Countering them were hundreds of Pythons inbound from the nearest destroyers.

“Give them hell,” he said under his breath.

Chapter 13
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“Keep tight,” Fesky said. “Wave one will have primary targeting. Once they’re through, waves two and three will have direct engagement responsibilities.”

In other words, thought Fesky, the first wave hits everything they can, and then the next two just jump into the free-for-all and kill anything they can.

“Wave four, you have the call now. When they get to you, general fall back on all waves will follow.”

A series of responses from team leaders told Fesky that everyone was on-channel and moving in the right direction. Not for the first time, she felt amazed she had this job now. How easy Callum had made it all seem when he’d been coordinating hundreds of ships just like this. Not that she hadn’t grown accustomed to it…there was nothing to do but get used to it fast. It didn’t seem like fights with the Brood were going to get less intense anytime soon.

“Thirty seconds to forward contact,” announced wave one team leader, call sign Dummy, which the other human pilots seemed to enjoy, even if she didn’t really get it or care. There were few of the human call signs that made much sense to her.

“Twenty seconds,” he called again. 

Where the hell were the—

“Mech teams in nearspace call out,” snapped the cool voice of Jake. “Oneiri on point.”

The rest of the mech team leaders quickly called in.

Jake didn’t go through a callout with his people, but Fesky had to assume he’d done it earlier, or he had a different procedure all together. The mech teams had their own ways of doing things and it was strange enough to be sharing a frequency with them. Before they’d entered the pocket galaxy, it was generally unheard of. But out here, now that they were fighting for their lives with diminished resources, it seemed so foolish that they had never worked together this closely before. What was the point of having divisions when they all needed to pull together?

The mechs were buzzing around in the nearspace of the half-dozen warships that had parked themselves on the rear side of the battle group, facing the oncoming wave of Pseudopods. Their job was simple: any Pseudopods that got through the fighters were going to go for the hulls. It was the mechs’ job to get the Pseudopods before they got their deadly cargo, the Wayfarers, onto the ships. If any aliens made it inside, the marines would provide the last line of defense, but anything beyond a handful of Wayfarers would overwhelm them. And once they got to the reactor core, it was game over.

“Ten seconds,” called out Dummy.

“Deploy Sidewinders,” Fesky called. “First wave, missiles away.”

Fesky watched as a pair of Sidewinders streaked from her Python, quickly joined by nearly a hundred more pouring into the space ahead.

The aliens made no attempt to avoid them. They also didn’t try and jump into subspace, which meant that whatever made the space clear here for the human battle group, it seemed to limit what the Brood could do. 

Perhaps this wasn’t the suicide mission it had first appeared. But as the first wave of Pseudopods was ripped to pieces, the next wave simply smashed through the remains of their brethren as if they weren’t there.

“Second wave!”

This time, the ships farther behind Fesky fired, allowing her own team to conserve their missiles for the coming fight.

Her Python rattled as a stream of missiles poured over her ship and detonated right in front of her. The forward edge was upon them. There would be no more missile barrages.

“Break!” Fesky snapped a second before she collided with a Pseudopod that was blindly charging through the exploding remains of one of its brethren. It skimmed just beside her ship, and she spun her weapons ring around in a split second, searing a hole straight through the alien’s back as it flew past. The amoeba-like sac deflated as it sprayed its contents into space. The Wayfarer inside sprawled out, already dead from her weapons fire.

“Two on us!” Dummy called, breaking to starboard. “Bringing them around.”

Fesky coolly spun the other way, still allowing her momentum to carry her beyond the first line of enemy ships. She ripped a hole in one of the flyers plaguing Dummy, but the second was too close. 

Dummy was good enough that he knew what maneuver she wanted him to make, even without asking. She’d been training hard with them, drilling every chance they had. And since they’d been fighting with the Brood almost nonstop as the battle fleet fled, she’d had time with her team, doing exactly what they were doing now.

“Two, one, now!”

Dummy broke hard just as Fesky fired one of her remaining Sidewinders. The instant it was away, Dummy killed his power and flipped his Python.

The confused Pseudopod following him blundered right into the missile Fesky had fired.

“Gotcha!” Dummy said, and for a split second Fesky thought he was talking about the Pseudopod she’d just splashed, until she saw a momentary blip on her sensor screen—a ship hard on her six.

Then it was gone in a cloud of kinetic impactor fire from Dummy.

“Nice shot,” Fesky said, probably not sounding as enthusiastic as she might have. She had other concerns at the moment. “We’re behind them.”

“Where’s the rest of them?”

“That’s them,” Fesky said. “All of them.”

The second and third waves of Python fighters were attacking that forward line of Pseudopods now. Fesky didn’t have to give an order. They had plenty of experience with this by now.

The Brood’s attack patterns had become straightforward now. The Brood attacked with overwhelming force in a single, spread-out line. It made sense for them. They didn’t want to win a war of attrition with the human Python fighters. They wanted to rush right past them and get to the ships.

The Python fighters had thus changed their tactics after they’d seen this one too many times. Now, they’d usually break into four waves. And as each wave broke past the Brood line, they’d curve around and fire on the Brood from behind, trying to take down their numbers bit by bit so that by the time they got to the hulls of the battle group, there were few of them left. At least, nothing that the mechs couldn’t clean up.

But as Fesky watched, she didn’t think that strategy, as sound as it was, was going to work this time.

There were simply too many Brood. She was about to call out for the rear waves to begin an early turn-and-fire maneuver when she heard Dummy shout over the coms. “There they are! I knew there were more of them.”

Fesky consulted her HUD and, to her horror, saw that Dummy was right. There was indeed another wave of Pseudopods inbound. And it was as large, if not larger, than the one that had already passed them by.

“We’re going to get stretched out here,” Dummy said.

Fesky knew exactly what he meant, and he was right. If they continued to attack the initial wave from the rear, their typical strategy, they’d get overtaken from behind. But if they stopped to hold off this new wave, the remaining fighters would be outmatched.

“We have a problem,” Fesky said over the battle group all-com. She knew the Providence was monitoring it. “Mech teams, you’re about to get more than you expected.”

“Understood,” Jake said instantly. “We’re ready.”

Fesky doubted that, because there were hundreds of Pseudopods that were going to get through.

“Wave three and four, turn and hold. Waves one and two, reform on that second group of Pseudopods. Let the initial wave go. I say again, turn and engage the second group.”

None of the Pythons around Fesky so much as hesitated to carry out her order, but the silence on the line told the story.

Everyone knew what this meant. There was no way the remaining Pythons could make a serious dent in those Pseudopods.

They were leaving it all up to the mechs.

“Good luck, Jake,” she whispered under her breath as she spun her fighter around.

Chapter 14

 

Oneiri Team 

UHC Providence Nearspace

 

“An hour,” Steam said, her voice steady.

“An hour?” Moe said, incredulously. “How can we still be that far away from the jump point?”

The black silhouette of Steam’s mech was like a blotch on the dark sky where no stars could be seen. “I didn’t decide how interstellar space is traveled. I’m just telling you that we aren’t anywhere near our jump point.”

“We couldn’t jump anyway,” Jake said, feeling sick about it. “Not with this much heat this close. We’d lose half the fighter group, with them outside the warp bubble.”

“Kinda looks like we already have,” Zeph offered, and she wasn’t wrong. The Pythons that were fighting off the incoming Pseudopods looked like they could easily be overwhelmed by the tsunami of amoeba-like creatures.

“They can’t attack them from behind like we’d planned,” Jake said, “so we’re going to have to work harder than usual. Let’s get ready for it, Oneiri.”

Moonboy and Frog had already joined Zeph in one group. Moe and Steam were with Jake. There were three additional mechs that had joined up with the hodgepodge group, and a dozen more stood ready nearby. Twenty-one mechs against what looked like hundreds of Pseudopods converging on the hull of the destroyer Idaho.

“Point defense batteries commencing fire,” came an automated message, and with that, the huge railguns began to belch enormous kinetic impactors up into space.

But there were precious few railguns in operation. Even without their transponders on to protect them from getting hit with the heavy fire, he doubted the mechs would get hit. There were just too few streams of fire.

The impactors met the wall of Pseudopods and simply disappeared. If anything, it looked like the cloud of Pseudopods was growing. Jake hoped that was just an optical illusion as the creatures loomed closer.

“Breached outer perimeter,” the automated voice said. The railguns would keep firing, looking for stragglers, but the main line of Brood was now within the main guns’ range. The near-ship guns would fire once they were much closer to the hull. But in the space in-between, it would be up to the mechs to destroy as many as they could.

“Squad One, go!” The reason Jake had split the team was so half of them would go confront the Pseudopods and half would stay behind, protecting the hull.

“Gone!” Steam said as she and Moe rose into space alongside Jake. They charged directly toward the incoming Brood. 

“We got the tail end of this,” Zeph said. She and Moonboy were teamed up and walking back toward the rear hull at a good clip. That would be the vital place to protect, right near the core. 

“No way we’re getting all of these,” Jake muttered to himself as he urged his mech on at ever-greater velocity.

“Let ‘em have it,” he barked when his mech’s sensors told him he was in autocannon range.

In unison, the three mechs’ hands folded back, revealing autocannons inside their forearms that began firing, sending a steady stream of impactors ripping through space.

Despite his earlier mutterings, they did much better than Jake had expected. Steam was her usual self, and it seemed as if every shot she took deflated another one of the incoming Pseudopods. Soon the space around the destroyer was filled with acid clouds and debris from the destroyed aliens.

Unfortunately, their success was also their weakness. It was growing harder and harder to pick out targets among the debris, and the Pseudopods were unaffected by their own acidic bile, while the fighters that were pursuing them, trying to offer assistance in keeping the destroyers clean, were forced to break off so their Pythons weren’t bathed in acid.

Jake gritted his teeth, firing at every target he could find.

“Shit,” Moe said. “I lost one.”

“Me too,” Jake growled as he watched three Pseudopods descend together toward the hull of the destroyer. He punctured the nearest one and clipped another, but that only managed to drive the last one downward faster. It smashed into the hull at speed. Jake could already see the strange organic jacket on the outside of the Pseudopod ripping clear. A blur of teeth and claws rushed out, swarming along the surface of the hull.

The Wayfarer flipped open its impossibly large mouth and started to spit acid at the hull, no doubt intent on finding a seam to exploit, but in that moment the back of its head bulged outward, exploding as a projectile ripped through the open mouth, sending flecks of teeth and membrane flying.

Moonboy launched his mech across the hull, firing one more shot into the dying Wayfarer, its mass floating away in space. Then he turned and found another target that had ripped into the hull. This Wayfarer was further along, but Jake could see that Moonboy was poised to run it through with his lance.

But he didn’t have time to watch. A half-dozen more Pseudopods appeared above him, smashing through debris and throwing material everywhere. A red light flashed on his HUD, telling him that the rain of Pseudopods had unloaded some acid, and it was splashing across his mech. He spun away, but kept firing, missing once, twice, three times before finally taking down the nearest alien.

There were too many getting past him.

The black silhouette of Steam’s MIMAS roared into the space behind Jake. The two of them combined their fire, splitting the group of Pseudopods that had gotten past them into a group of two, then dispatching them before they could get out of range.

But Jake could see at least a half-dozen Pseudopods on the surface of the hull of the destroyer. Most were husks that had already delivered their payload. He didn’t see any Wayfarers on the surface of the ship, but he suspected they were there for sure.

On cue, Zeph shouted over the all-com. “We’re looking at two dozen. We’ve had two breaches that we called down to the marines.” She cursed. “Make that three breaches.”

“Fall back to the hull,” Jake told Steam and Moe.

“I’m clearing out one last group,” Moe said.

That annoyed Jake a bit, but he let it go. She’d come down when she could. He turned and sensed Steam right on his six. They both dove, crashing down onto the hull with a reverberating impact.

Jake magnetized his boots and felt his mech clamp down on the surface of the hull. It was mismatched in places where there had been repairs done, nothing like the smooth hull they’d started out this mission with. In addition, dozens of damaged and unrepairable railguns poked up at regular intervals. 

Any of them would make a perfect location for the Wayfarers to burrow in. But the creatures, drawn as they seemed to be to the power core in engineering, bypassed those options and instead raced across the hull toward the rear.

Jake saw one running away from him and rushed after it, pulling up his autocannons as he did and hitting the creature in the back. Once. Twice. Three times.

Finally, it staggered—one of the impactors must have penetrated its tough outer skin. Instead of turning to fight, it fell to all fours and started tearing into the hull.

That gave it a smaller profile, and it might have dug all the way in had Jake not stopped running so he could steady his arm and finally send a stream of impactors through the base of its head. Its skull buckled inward, losing its shape. A cloud of acid was accompanied by sickly grey strands of organic material spewing out, then the Wayfarer fell silent and started to slowly float away from the hull.

That was too close, if Jake was being honest. And it was luck that he’d managed to aim so well.

But he couldn’t think about that. He started sprinting again, falling behind Steam as she bounded ahead. From somewhere overhead, another Pseudopod slammed into the hull. And then another.

Zeph called out over the coms to the marines about two more that had gotten into the hull.

We’re getting overwhelmed. If they didn’t get the battle group away from these Pseudopods soon, they were going to lose every ship they had.

Chapter 15
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“Five more!” Arubo said. “Eight. Ten!”

Iver watched with growing dismay as the number of angry red dots continued to grow. As each new Brood Stomach appeared, an accompanying number of Pseudopods quickly followed, filling up space with their deadly cargo and streaming toward the battle group.

“That’s the most since our fight with them in Yin space,” Daniels said. “Since the Scions saved us.”

Iver wasn’t so sure that he’d characterize what the Scions did as saving them. More like waiting until all hope was lost and then intervening just long enough to help them escape. If they’d joined the fight sooner, there was no telling how that fight might have gone.

But there was no doubt now that the Scions wouldn’t be joining them. They clearly felt they’d done what they could by helping with the last fight.

Husher, or at least Shota as his proxy, seemed to think the Scions needed to be warned. Fair enough, but Iver was under no illusions that they’d be joining forces with him this time. If it wasn’t their own space, they were reluctant to move.

“How close are we to the jump point?”

“Forty minutes, sir,” said Bosh from the helm. He glanced over at Fisher but she was pouring over the navigation console. She nodded agreement.

Forty minutes. They wouldn’t last half that time, as things were going now.

“Options, Captain?” he said to Daniels.

Daniels’ mouth was drawn in a line. “We could shift Regent and Utah to our flank. That would at least draw fire away from the support ships that are straggling.”

“A cruiser and a frigate against all that?”

Daniels shrugged. “It would slow them.”

“Do it,” Iver said, nodding to Zahid, who spun around to relay the orders. “Then turn us around to join them.”

There was a stunned silence in the CIC for a split second. A couple of shared glances. Then the forward navigator swallowed. “Aye sir, bringing us around.”

“Sir?” Daniels said sharply. “We have to set the jump point. Of all the ships in the group, we have to get there first.”

“We can’t keep pushing for the jump point,” Iver said. “We’re stringing out the battle group, and that is just what the Brood want.”

“Begging your pardon, sir,” Daniels said, “but bunching us up so we’re an easier target isn’t ideal either.”

“Sir, we’re critical on point defenses,” McBane said. “We just dropped below seventy percent fire power.”

Iver bit back a curse. In the old universe, this would mean the rules of engagement would require that the Providence couldn’t do what it was now doing. It would have to turn around and preserve itself, allowing the other ships in the battle group to sacrifice themselves to protect the flagship.

But the supercarrier wasn’t going anywhere, not while Iver was in charge. Besides, he wasn’t going back to fight. He was bunching the formation together for a simple reason.

“Helm, prepare for snap jump to our main jump point. Navigation, plot a best-guess course for an early jump.”

“A snap jump to our jump….” Daniels looked like he was going to be sick. “There’s so much debris between us and the jump point, and we’ve done no plotting on how the variations in subspace here will affect us. We already tried and failed to make a jump out of this universe when our scientists said we could, and it failed spectacularly.”

“Additionally, the Brood will be able to track us on a snap jump,” McBane said.

“Yes,” Iver allowed. “But we’re jumping to the location that we have a defined jump prepared from. So when we get there, we can jump again with confidence, knowing the Brood won’t be able to immediately follow us. They’ll have to look for us all over again.”

“But the dangers of the initial jump—”

“Are not as great as the dangers of trying to make it to the main jump point now.”

“Possible new contacts!” shouted Arubo. “Flank position. Coming from the original location of the first round of Brood Stomach ships.” He nodded to himself. “Yes, sir, I have five more Brood Stomachs that are joining the fight with the rear guard of destroyers.”

“My God,” Daniels said. “That’s twenty Stomachs.”

“And how many more might be coming?” Iver said. “We’re taking our chances with a double jump.” He turned to the communications officer again. “Engage fleet-wide crash protocols for all air wings and mech teams. Tell them to break off all engagements and run like hell for their home ships. Those on hull duty and the marines can stay engaged. Especially on the destroyers that I see already have contacts on the hulls.”

The Coms officer nodded.

“Three minutes,” Iver said. “That’s all they have. Get stowed or get left behind. Navigation, where are we with that plot?”

Fisher shook her head. “I have the best guess I can give you. But there are a lot of unknowns, so I’ve used plotting information from our previous jumps to assume space here will react in the same way.”

“A good guess is all I’m looking for,” Iver said. He was impressed with the quick work, and at first he wanted to remember this for commendation. Then he scoffed at himself for thinking that they’d survive long enough to hand out commendations. Oh well, he was what he was. That wasn’t going to change, whether they survived this or not.

One of the dots on the tactical board flashed, then disappeared. A second later, another next to it blinked out as well.

“We just lost the Fargo and the Dustwalker,” said McBane from tactical. “Looks like the Fargo core went nova and took her sister with her.”

They were support ships: a fueler and a repair docker. The repair docker in particular represented a large loss of life.

“More contacts!” Arubo said. “Inbound on—”

“Enough,” Iver said, cutting him off. “We see it.” More red dots appeared on the tactical board. “Begin spooling for snap jump.”

“Sir, it’s still early. We need another minute—”

“I see most of our forces are recalled.” Iver nodded at the board. “We’re not going to be sticklers for the random numbers I’m quoting here. Two minutes or three minutes don’t matter if we’re all overrun and dead.”

Daniels nodded reluctantly. “Agreed, we have to jump. Nav?”

“Input,” Fisher said, sweat beading on her head. “And sent to the other ships. They have it and will know when we go.”

“Helm, execute.”

Bosh’s hands jumped across his controls, then the stars on the main screen shifted and went blurry for a second. Finally, they returned.

“Are we at the right coordinates?”

The navigator ran her hands along the controls, clearly just happy that they’d arrived in one piece. “It looks close, sir.”

The tactical board began to fill up with other green dots, the rest of the battle group following the Providence’s jump to this location.

“We have the coordinates to the Scion homeworld locked in?”

The navigator looked like she was on solid ground now. “Affirmative, sir, and our trajectory there looks good based on our location.”

“Where are we with the rest of the group’s arrival?” Iver asked Arubo. “I don’t see everyone on the tactical board.”

“We have about three-quarters of the group.”

“Forward forces?”

“All accounted for,” Arubo said. That would mean all the destroyers and cruisers.

“The second we see a Brood contact, we jump.”

There was a silence in the CIC as the tactical board slowly filled up with more ships. Then a red dot appeared.

“Brood contact!” said Ensign Arubo.

Damn, Iver thought. He looked on in dismay at the number of green contacts in what was left of his battle group.

Most human ships were accounted for, certainly, but not all of them. “Anything bigger than support ships missing?”

He hated to make those kinds of cut-offs. In the end, many of the support ships had more people aboard than the tactical fighting ships. But the bigger ships and their armaments counted for the most when it came to opposing the Brood.

“The frigate Martin is missing, sir,” the operator said.

“That’s the only one?”

“Yes, sir.”

Another dot appeared on the screen. The first red dot was releasing a cloud of smaller red dots. The Stomach was unfurling. How it had managed to recall her own Pseudopods in time to follow was beyond him. Or perhaps it hadn’t. Perhaps these Stomachs had just arrived to join the first and had simply followed them through the snap jump and were unfurling here.

It didn’t matter. Time was up.

“Begin jump process,” Iver said.

There was a brittle silence throughout the CIC.

“Warp bubble generating,” the helm officer said. “Stabilizing now. Approaching superluminal speed in proportion to declining energy density.”

“Acknowledged,” Iver muttered.

“Negative mass achieved, Captain. We’re in warp.”

The stars on the main control board again shifted. But this time, when they shifted back, they had clearly changed completely. A large star was nearby, quickly identified, as were the other objects orbiting it. The main screen’s information overlay indicated they were indeed in the Scion home system.

“Everyone still with us?”

Arubo scanned his board. “Everyone that made the first jump point made the full jump.” His lips tightened slightly. “Everyone that could get here is here.”

Iver nodded, knowing that meant the Martin was lost, as were a handful of supply ships. Sacrificed to the Brood as the rest fled.

All to get here.

“Hail the Scions and let them know we’re here,” he spat. “And get the repair teams out again. I want a full fleet damage assessment in fifteen minutes.”

He felt his shoulders relax the tiniest bit, some pressure he’d been holding in them released. He felt the same thing happening all around him.

The full jump across a significant fraction of the pocket universe meant they should be safe, at least for a few hours. Once he could get a sense of his losses, he’d know what they had to work with. Along with the Scions, if they were indeed willing to help again, they could figure out their next move. And even if the Scions were unwilling to join them in the fight, they could at least add their expertise to the human scientists’ findings regarding that strange section of unaltered subspace. It would be nice to have the aliens’ expertise available.

“Sir,” Zahid said from coms. “I’m not getting a response.”

Iver frowned and looked over at Daniels. “Are things always so hard with this lot, I wonder?”

“If we fly toward their homeworld again, I’d say we’re sure to get their attention.”

Iver grunted. That was a good point. The last time they’d approached Skisel, the Scion home world, they’d almost gotten into a direct conflict with the aliens.

“Well then, let’s go get their attention,” Iver said. “Move us toward Skisel and scan for any ship movement.”

“That’s the thing,” Zahid said, even as Bosh nodded and began indicating to the rest of the battle group to join the Providence in moving closer to Skisel. “I’m not getting any communication from the planet. Or…anywhere.” He turned around. “It’s like they aren’t here at all.”

Iver frowned. Was it possible the Scions had simply abandoned their home system? But that seemed preposterous, based on what Husher had told him. They’d maintained that their home world was sacred ancestral ground. Even Husher had had some strange experience involving his own father, though he’d allowed that it might have been his own subconscious. Still, it was clear that this was holy ground to the Scions.

Iver had another thought. “What about defensive cannons? Surely they’re still defended.”

Those were left over from the Scions’ forefathers and passed down as their only defense against the Brood. They’d been compromised in the first fight here, but he understood that they were reinforcing what they could.

“If they are defended, the ships around them are running dark and avoiding sensor detection.”

“They didn’t do that before,” Daniels said. “Even when we first arrived. They didn’t seem to have the technology.”

“Agreed,” Iver said. “Damn peculiar. Why aren’t they—”

“Admiral,” Arubo said, “The planet. It’s…it’s…”

“Spit it out,” Iver snapped.

“I’m losing the lock on it. It’s like it’s turning into a soft target on my sensors.”

Iver exchanged glances with Daniels. How did an entire planet turn into a soft target? “Are we close enough for a visual?”

“Barely.”

“Do it.”

The forward screen shifted, and the view showed a giant star field. Iver stood from his chair, squinting as he walked closer to the board. Even with the resolution on the image clearer than anything the human eye could discern, he still tried to look right down to the very dots that made up the image.

Finally, a blurry spot began to grow in its center.

“Is this enhanced?” he asked.

“Yes, sir.”

Iver heard a gasp from behind him. He turned to find Arubo shaking his head at his controls. “You have something?”

“I have…I don’t know,” the sensor operator said. “If this is correct…” His voice trailed off, and his gaze left Iver’s to land on the viewscreen behind him.

“My God,” Daniels said. 

Iver turned. The blurry image of Planet Skisel was larger now. 

At least, what was left of the planet.

It looked like something had dug huge chunks out of the surface. The blurry image, Iver realized, was a result of debris suspended in space around the planet. At least a third of the planet’s mass was missing, swirling in space.

This wasn’t a planet. It was the fractured remains of one. 

“Coms, are you getting anything? Distress signals, anything?”

Zahid slowly shook his head. “Nothing at all, sir. Nothing but dead space out there.”

Iver felt what little optimism he’d had drain out of him. Skisel was destroyed, and the Scions wiped out.

“Begin a search for survivors,” he said, knowing how shaky his voice sounded.

Chapter 16

 

Medbay
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“You don’t look good,” Shota said.

“Thanks,” Husher croaked. “That’s the kind of on-point assessment I keep you around for.”

The old man kept his eyes closed, and Shota got the impression that he was trying to form a smile, but a grimace was all that Shota saw.

Husher’s face was gaunt. He’d lost weight and his cheeks were sunken. The doctors told him that Husher was doing well, but Shota didn’t see it. And it worried him.

That he and Iver didn’t get along was obvious. But the larger concern that Shota had was for the battle group. He didn’t think Daniels was up to checking Iver, and he didn’t trust the admiral to make the next move.

More than anything, he wanted to talk to Husher about all this. But in his condition, Shota couldn’t bring himself to burden the captain with his own suspicions that the group was in grave danger. Even more grave danger than having lost their only ally in this pocket universe and surely leaving enough bread crumbs for the Brood to find them soon.

No, on top of all that, Shota had grave concerns about command—about the decisions Iver would make. He desperately wanted Husher to understand that. More than anything, he wanted to will the captain to get better, because he needed him. Husher had Iver’s ear, and if anyone could help the admiral to make the right call now, when things looked hopeless, it was Husher.

But here he was, looking gaunt and sickly and, doctors be damned, worse than ever.

“The doctors tell me you’re doing better,” Shota offered.

“So you’re saying that ‘not looking good’ is the best I can hope for now?”

“Wasn’t it before?”

“Good point.” This time, Husher did manage a smile, and it relived some of the tension Shota was feeling.

But the smile didn’t last long. “I heard about the Scions.”

There was a hollow sound in his voice. Shota was glad he’d heard him speaking when he’d first come in. Because if this was all he heard from Husher, he’d think he was dying. As it was, it sounded like something inside him really had died.

Shota was sympathetic toward the Scions, certainly. They’d been partners in the fight with the Brood and, even if they’d shown less initiative that he would have liked, he was still shocked and sickened to find their home world devastated. Just the thought of an entire species wiped out was tragic. The innocent lives snuffed out were beyond thinking about. It made him numb.

But he’d never been down there to visit their planet. He’d never interacted with the Scions, not really, not more than a handful of times. The extent of his interaction was with Regan, the one who’d seemed to coordinate their operations from off-planet. And Husher had told him that Regan wasn’t necessarily typical of the Scions he’d met.

“I’m sorry,” Shota said, knowing it wasn’t nearly enough.

“No survivors?”

“Nothing yet.” Shota knew it was too soon to say for sure, but it had been long enough now that there would probably be precious few, if any. “They might have left the system, and it wouldn’t make sense for them to leave any evidence if they did so. With the Brood, it’s better to disappear without a trace.”

Husher nodded. “So is that the going theory?”

Shota hesitated. He knew it wasn’t. The pause was enough of an answer for Husher, it seemed, because he didn’t wait for Shota to say more. “Did I tell you about what happened down there?”

“The underground caves?” Shota shrugged. “Just that you had those visions.”

“Visions.” Husher shook his head. “Were they visions? I’m not so sure. They were something, certainly. Something real. But I don’t know if it was just something inside me coming alive or…or something else.”

“Something else?”

Husher frowned, then seemed to dismiss his own comments. He looked up at Shota, looking older than he’d looked even when Shota had first come in the room.

“They didn’t abandon that planet. Not most of them, at least. They wouldn’t know how. Their ancestors, the spirits that were in that world for them. They would never be able to leave them.”

“They were spacefaring,” Shota said. “They certainly could have left.”

“You know what I mean. Perhaps some of them were able to make a run for it, or they were already gone when the carnage started, but they’ll be a small number. I’m afraid the vast majority of the Scions….” He shook his head.

Shota agreed. The Scions were gone. “What can we do now?” He hated the way his question sounded. So selfish. They sat on the precipice of a destroyed world, an entire species wiped out, and he was asking about the fate of the battle group. But there was nothing to be done about it. Survival was the name of the game. It had been since they’d gotten here. That hadn’t changed.

Husher seemed to grasp that intuitively. “We keep fighting.”

Shota sat back, and now it was he that probably looked tired and worn out. “We’ve been doing that.”

“We don’t stop,” Husher said. “We never stop. We owe it to ourselves, of course, but now we owe it to the Scions. We’re getting out of this universe, and we’re making sure the Brood pay for what they’ve done on our way out.”

Shota was surprised by the venom in Husher’s voice. Perhaps all those experiences on the Scion home world had made Husher identify with them even more than he’d realized.

“I’m all for avenging,” Shota said, “but I’m not sure what we can do. I mean me and you. And all of us from the Relentless. Look, we have no place here. Iver is Iver. He’s not going around trying to help the survivors from the Relentless fit in; nor should he. There are better things for him to focus on.”

“Our people are strong. They’ll contribute in any way they can. Look at you.”

“What about me?” Shota asked.

“You’re making a difference.”

Shota shook his head. “Not enough. You’re in this bed, and I might as well be with you. Iver isn’t sitting around waiting to hear what I have to say. At least Fesky is making an impact with the air wing, and I know Jake is out there with his mechs. But other than—”

“You’re all making a difference,” Husher said firmly.

Shota must not have looked convinced. 

Husher sighed. “Do you remember when I relieved you from duty, and you helped out wherever you could, doing your best to keep morale up?” 

It felt like a million years ago, but the memory still stabbed at Shota. “I do.”

“There’s always something we can do. Never forget that.”

“You think I can keep up morale?”

“For one thing, yes. And if you don’t think that’s important, then you haven’t been paying attention to everything I’ve been trying to teach you.”

Shota smiled. “Well, it wouldn’t be the first time you’ve thought that.”

Husher still had that old twinkle in his eye. His face was gaunt, but the spirit was strong. “Keep the Relentless alive,” he said. “Keep doing what you’re doing, and we’ll survive this stronger than when we started.”

Shota hadn’t realized that Husher had reached out and grabbed his hand until he felt the man’s fingers squeeze his. Shota squeezed back, wishing he felt as confident as Husher did. 

“Aye, Captain.”

Chapter 17
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“It’s a mess out here,” Pixie said. 

Fesky glanced over at her wingmate, even though there was no way to see him through the Python cockpit.

They were both part of a spread-out pattern of a dozen Pythons from what was left of the Relentless’ air wing. Fesky had been guiding them toward assimilating into the main flight wing of the Providence, but that had been put on hold when they’d arrived in this sector of space—especially after what they’d seen of the Scion homeworld.

“We just have to find a good spot clear of debris and report back,” Fesky said.

There was a snort on the line that Fesky recognized as Eightball. Most of her air group had tells that she’d come to know by heart in the short time she’d been flying with them. God, had it been a short time? It had. It was impossible to believe that they’d only been in the pocket universe for a few short months. It seemed like a lifetime ago that she’d let Husher talk her into this little adventure.

She’d sure learned her lesson. “Can it, Eightball. We have a job to do, and the rest of the battle group is counting on us.”

“Besides,” Damon put in, “we need to show these Providence hot dogs who’s the real deal around here.”

That got a few barks of support from the rest of the wing.

That’s what comes from not allowing the air wings to integrate, thought Fesky. 

Fesky didn’t agree with the decision not to quickly assimilate her crew with the existing air wing on the Providence, but then again, she seldom found herself agreeing with Admiral Iver these days. She could understand the logic, of course.

They’d jumped to Skisel expecting to find an ally, and instead had found a destroyed world and lots of questions. And now they’d managed to make it back, without incident, to the region where the subspace was uncorrupted. 

But the maps the Scions had given them were becoming less and less useful now, as this was Yin space and they didn’t have access to information such as jump points in and out of the system here. So it was up to the air wings to spread out and scout the periphery of the system, and find a spot that offered a debris-free corridor that would get them to a system closer to the center of the uncorrupted region.

“It’s not a competition,” Fesky said, knowing full well that it was. And maybe that wasn’t a bad thing, if it got the job done.

“Even if it was, we know who’d win,” said Captain Sabrina O’Malley. The Providence CAG seemed to have perfected the human skill of sounding like she was both kidding and deadly serious at the same time. Fesky had heard other humans call it ‘deadpan,’ but she found it impossible to emulate.

The CAG was also, as far as Fesky could tell, legitimately threatened by the fact that Fesky was considered a hero by most of the other air wings, and many among the Providence. Having her out here coordinating things was a direct threat to O’Malley’s authority.

Fesky didn’t disagree. That was exactly what she was, and she tried to play it down whenever she could. Not that O’Malley seemed to care.

“You make the call, Captain,” said Fesky. “As CAG on the lead air wing, you can tell us where you want to have our group—”

“Zulu Alpha,” O’Malley barked. “Providence air group, on me.” 

Her fighter broke off, and the rest of her wing snapped in formation with her. They were heading toward one of the farthest locations on the scouting chart that Fesky had put together—and one she’d not intended to search until they’d searched the current sector more thoroughly.

But there was little Fesky could do about that.

“What does she have up her ass?” Eightball said.

“You can’t count that high,” Damon said.

“I freely admit that.”

Fesky ignored the comments, quickly doling out new assignments to the others and sending them accelerating away. This had been the pattern for the better part of four hours now. Fesky was coordinating all the air wings, not just hers and the Providence’s. Those eight wings were large, but space was larger. It was like looking for a needle in a haystack, or more accurately, a hole in a space debris field.

“Commander,” Pixie said sharply. “You seeing this?”

Fesky glanced at her instruments and saw the path Pixie was marking. His computer had found it in one of the permutations as he slipped down and away from her. Any of them could have found it, but they’d have to be in the perfect position for the computer to find the corridor of clear space.

“That’s promising,” Fesky said.

“It’s not just promising,” Eightball shot back. “That’s it! Look at it. It’s gorgeous.”

Fesky was careful not to get ahead of herself as she pulled her own Python back and joined the others, who had all but abandoned their own scouting assignments and were joining her and Pixie, using their own onboard computers to make an analysis of what they saw.

“This might actually work,” Damon said. It was a rare moment of optimism from her. One that Fesky welcomed, even if she doubted it would last long.

“Svetsky, Timber,” Fesky called to the CAGs of the two closest air wings from the Idaho and Strongbow. “Can you make your way over here?”

Two minutes later, the two air wings arrived in their entirety, with their purpose-built scanners in tow. They’d be able to see far farther than any sensor on Fesky’s fighters could. In fact, they’d probably out-do the sensors on the Providence herself—although she wouldn’t tell that to the engineers on the supercarrier. They got angry every time it came up.

“Wow,” Timber said after a few minutes’ analysis. “You did it. This is the corridor.”

“We win!” snapped Eightball over the all-com.

“Ensign,” Fesky said. “You don’t use all-com unless you have clearance to do so from me or another CAG, is that crystal clear?”

“Yes, Commander,” he said, without much remorse in his voice. “But we did do it. Eat that, Providence wing.”

Fesky could picture Captain O’Malley’s red face. Yes, Fesky’s air wing had “won” this competition to find a jump point, and the sooner the battle group could use it, the sooner they all would win, but Fesky couldn’t help but think her effort to ease tensions with the threatened CAG had just gotten that much harder.

“Report back to Providence,” Fesky ordered. “We’ve got a clear path out of here.”

Chapter 18

 

Oneiri Team 

UHC Providence 

 

“Looks like we’re late for the party,” Petty Officer First Class Peyton Murrin said as his mech slammed down on the barren soil. His twangy voice seemed a perfect fit for the dust-blown scene.

Then again, he’d had a hand in creating it, so that made sense.

“And a helluva party it has been,” Jake said as he landed his own mech on the other side of the clearing. He was the other one involved in the creation of this little mech dream simulation.

On the horizon, more than two hundred Brood were advancing from a well-protected position. Though Jake and Murrin could have put themselves in a better position for the assault, this was a training mission and the point wasn’t to outsmart the program, it was to build cooperation.

Murrin was the leader of the mech team aboard the Providence. It was Murrin who had suggested they simulate this planetoid battle with the Brood. Murrin was, to Jake’s surprise, entirely open to the idea of accommodating the Oneiri Team and fully integrating them into a single, formidable fighting force.

As Jake watched, it looked like it was raining mechs as more than two dozen of the machines came down and landed in the dusty plain in between the two team leaders, their engines firing at the last moment as the mechs balanced on a cushion of heat and energy before slamming down to the earth, some harder than others. A mech to Jake’s right managed to leave something like a crater under him as he crashed down hard.

“Balmer, are we gonna have to put you back in training wheels?” Murrin drawled.

“This mech is weird,” Balmer said.

“Is that your official prognosis?” Murrin said.

“It’s just, I dunno, it feels weird.”

“Maybe don’t get your own mech covered in acid and you wouldn’t have to use the gimpy leftover that nobody else wants.”

Since the battle to destroy the Brood hive mind and the subsequent battle in Yin space, Jake and his team had managed to avoid serious damage. The loss of Bulldog was still felt, most acutely by Zeph who wasn’t about to stop blaming Jake, but the team as a whole had moved on. The same couldn’t be said of Murrin’s group. He’d lost three pilots and almost lost a fourth, Balmer, if it hadn’t been for his own quick thinking to pull the man’s pilot cage free of his badly damaged mech and get him to safety, taking severe damage to his own mech in the process.

It was the kind of heroic act that earned a man a reputation. And Murrin clearly already had that on the Providence, where he was beloved by his team, even the newer members, almost to a person.

“Easy, boys and girls,” Murrin said. “It’s just a simulation. Even Balmer can manage not to get killed here.”

That got a snicker from the group. Jake felt a pang of jealously that he knew was stupid, but felt it all the same. If he’d made that joke with his group, he somehow doubted he’d get half as much of a rise out of them.

Part of that was just the reality of what Oneiri Team had gone through. They’d lost their ship, their friends, and very nearly their commander. Providence had been in the same tough fight, but they’d managed to come through it with their home, the Providence, in one piece. It sounded stupid, but it was true. Losing the Relentless was killing Jake’s team. That was another reason to be thankful that Murrin was so happy to have them, and another reason he shouldn’t be a jackass about Murrin’s easy camaraderie with his team.

“We ready to roll, Oneiri?”

Jake’s team counted off quickly with affirmatives.

Murrin’s team did the same, using some playful game of hoots and hollers that must have been individually chosen by each team member.

When they were done, Murrin gave a whoop of pure joy, and his mech practically leaped forward. The rest of his force followed, and Jake fell in quickly, with Oneiri behind him.

“This guy’s quite a cowboy,” Steam said over the private Oneiri channel.

“I like him,” Maura said.

“You like looking at him,” Steam shot back playfully.

“Add me to that camp,” Zeph offered.

“I’ll give him this,” Moonboy said. “He’s not indecisive.”

There was nothing in the comment that was directly aimed at Jake, but he knew a glancing blow when he felt one. But before there was more to be said, the forward group of mechs met the Brood creatures rushing at them.

The program called for the aliens to act in the same mindlessly aggressive nature that they’d seen on the ships. In those circumstances they had one objective: get to the core of the ship and blow it up. Here, they weren’t on the hull of a ship, but the principle behind the creature’s attack was the same. They’d do their best to tear through the mech force and get past them.

Jake started to direct his group to join the forward attack, but found he didn’t have to. Steam and Maura instantly jumped in, shoulder to shoulder with the right flank like they’d been working with them for months. In a way, they had. Both had joined Murrin on earlier missions, and that was part of the reason Jake had known that he could approach the leader and get him to let them join the fight with them.

But it was also clear they were really enjoying themselves with Murrin’s team. There were lots of jokers in this group, and that kept it fun. 

“You program these things to be as dumb as Rocky looks?” asked one of the forward pilots, her voice strained. Jake’s HUD indicated she was part of the group holding off a trio of Brood that had crashed through the suppressing fire. One lunged like it would take Steam out, but one of Murrin’s crew got it first from behind. The thing sagged sideways, punctured and leaking acid and blood.

“Jake!” snapped a voice on his headset that brought him back to the here and now. It was Maura.

He instinctively crouched, which probably saved his mech from losing its head as what looked like a cocktail of acid and bone splashed through the air above.

He spun around and found the Brood that had launched the attack, all claws and teeth and rushing at him. He wrenched his rifle around and had just drawn a bead on the creature when its head exploded and it sagged forward, corpse bouncing once at Jake’s feet.

He jumped back quickly to make sure none of the acid splashed his feet. He’d rather not be running the rest of this operation on burned-out stumps.

When he looked up, he found himself looking down the barrel of the mech that had shot the creature in the back. He recognized the black sash of color running down the rust-streaked cockpit. He knew the patch of colored bars meant to designate the team leader.

“Easy like Sunday morning,” Murrin said. He gave Jake a wave, then spun around and started off to join a group on the far side of the formation that was falling back.

Jake trudged after, thinking how much he liked Murrin. No wonder the others liked him too, and a helluva lot more than they liked Jake. He couldn’t blame them. He knew it was stupid to feel jealous, but he did, all the same.

Chapter 19

 

Deck 3

UHC Providence 

 

Shota wandered the Providence.

It was getting to be a depressingly familiar routine for him. He’d stopped in and checked on Husher, then he’d caught up with Fesky, who was working on coordinating the air wings, then he’d checked in with Jake, who was doing the same with the mech teams. It seemed that both were managing to balance their responsibilities with ease. It was like this was all part of the plan and they were simply executing their part.

Shota wished it was that easy for him. But unlike the pilots, he had no team to work to integrate. The command staff of the Relentless had immediately been dispersed into the ranks of the Providence. There was no need for Shota to oversee any of that; it was handled by the teams doing the absorbing.

Which meant that he, like Husher, had little to do now. But unlike Husher, stuck in a hospital bed and still fighting for his life, Shota had nothing to occupy his mind.

His efforts to contribute over the preceding week had involved working with almost all of the emergency repair teams, for which his help seemed appreciated. But that was grunt work that relied on manpower. Once it was finished, those who’d been thrown together returned to their duty stations.

And Shota returned to wandering.

He looked up, startled out of his thoughts by a small group of laughing crew members in the unmistakable blue overalls worn by the deck crew. The group turned down the corridor in the opposite direction from Shota, and he listened to their laughter follow them.

The corridor was quiet again. He glanced at where they’d come from. The mess hall. His own stomach growled at the thought of food, and he remembered he’d skipped lunch to check on Husher.

He turned into the hall and practically bumped right into a big Winger. The big beak was discolored, something Shota had learned to look for to determine age. The feathered body gave away few other details.

But this one was different. He could see in that avian face the sure lines of aging. The feathers on the face were thinner than he’d seen on others, with more black streaks among them. But the Winger’s eyes were as alive as any he’d seen, dancing with energy and excitement.

“You must be our Commander Shota,” the cook said with a bellow, the clattering of his beak adding an excited undertone. “I’ve heard a lot about you, sir!”

Shota was taken aback, as much by the forward manner of the alien as his words.

“I didn’t know my reputation would follow me here,” Shota said. “Though I do have a soft spot for that ginger cake you serve.”

The cook leaned back his head and let out a loud squawk. Shota glanced around, but there were few in the mess hall, and the rest of the kitchen staff reacted as if they hadn’t even heard. Shota felt sure this wasn’t an unusual event.

“I’m Byll,” the Winger said, and shot out a set of claws.

Shota’s few interactions had mostly been through Fesky, and she’d never once offered a human handshake.

Shota reached out and took the claws, shaking them. The smiling alien didn’t squeeze at all, which Shota was grateful for.

“Nice to meet you, Byll.” He paused. “You look familiar.” Then, he placed him. “You were on the Relentless!”

“Head cook!” Byll proclaimed proudly. “Or didn’t you notice those ginger cakes followed you here from there?” Byll lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Don’t tell me you thought they were serving them here on the Providence?” He chuckled. “These boys barely know how to cook human food—and they’re all human over here!” He roared in laughter again, this time clacking his beak loudly then slapping his leg, causing his plumage to shake and shimmy.

“I’m glad to find another survivor from the Relentless,” Shota said, genuinely meaning it. They felt like an endangered species, now.

“There are a lot of us,” Byll said. “My good friend Jake has been coming to see me regularly.”

“Ah, Jake,” Shota said. “It seems like he and Oneiri Team are settling in fantastically well.”

Byll cocked his head. “You’d be surprised.”

Shota frowned at that. He was regularly getting briefed from Jake and Fesky. He’d heard nothing but positive talk from both of them about the efforts to integrate their personnel. “Really?”

“After what we all went through?” Byll looked at Shota skeptically, then clacked his beak. “You’d have to have something wrong with you if everything was going just fine!”

“Well, it seems they’re integrating their teams well.”

“They’re moving forward,” Byll said. “That’s not the same as loving the way things have turned out.”

Shota nodded. “I can relate to that.”

Byll raised his beak up high. Shota knew it was a sign of introspection in the race. He could also see those big, bright eyes studying him. “It can’t be easy for you, Commander. You have no team to distract you. You’re truly alone, here.”

The last thing Shota needed was a cook feeling sorry for him. It felt frankly unbecoming. “We all have struggles, Byll. We’re all alone, after all. I’m sure you’ve had your own share of troubles.”

Byll smiled again. “Except, we’re not all alone. We’re still in this together.”

“Fair enough.”

“I know what you mean, though,” Byll said. He surprised Shota by sitting down at one of the tables. Shota felt compelled to join him. “It’s different when you have a team. Like Jake. He’s working through his own issues with his team. But when you’re like you and me—” He tapped Shota on the wrist. “—we have to figure out a path on our own.” 

Shota honestly hadn’t thought about the cook’s predicament until that moment. He seemed to seamlessly fit in with the kitchen staff that was running around behind them, but that wasn’t fair to say. He clearly wasn’t part of the well-oiled group, even if they had already accepted him. 

“It’s tough,” Shota said, thinking of his own efforts to stay busy.

“You’re telling me!” Byll laughed again. “These jokers can’t even make ginger cake! Can you imagine?”

Shota broke into a grin, perhaps one of the first ones in a long time. “That is a shortcoming.”

“You’re telling me!”

“So what do they have you doing here, then?” Shota asked, genuinely interested in Byll now. Jake had mentioned the creature, and how he’d been a good ear for him. Maybe he could offer the same to Shota.

“I’m not the head cook,” he said pointedly. “They have one of those.” Byll paused, and Shota couldn’t help but feel his own connection now. They had an XO here, too, and plenty of commanders with more experience than him. He’d been young when he’d first been assigned to the Relentless.

“So what are you doing?”

“Whatever I can,” Byll said. “Because when I was head cook? That was the past. That was yesterday. And you can choose not to let yesterday define your today. Today, I’m simply the only guy on this boat that can make ginger cake.”

He glanced over his shoulder, and a cook seemed to materialize out of thin air with two slices of the legendary dessert. He set one down for each of them.

“So you’re just the cake specialist now?”

“If I have to be. Because that’s something I can do that nobody here can do. Of course, there are plenty of things I can do that others can, too. But that was true on the Relentless.”

Shota shook his head. “But you were head cook for years, weren’t you? And now you’re demoted to just another cook.”

“You bet. And if I looked at it that way, it would probably eat at me. But you can’t let the past define you—you humans should know that better than anyone. You’ve had more than your share of bad luck in the last hundred years. And God knows my kind have,” he said wistfully. “But the present is what’s meaningful. What is it I can do now that can help everyone? Whatever that is, it’s what I do.”

“But what if you didn’t know what that was? What if you didn’t know what made you special?” 

Shota was well aware he was talking about himself now, but he had the feeling that Byll had been, too.

The big bird leaned forward. “You stop looking backwards and start looking forward. Because whatever got you to where you were yesterday? It’s not gone. It’s still there. Now you just have to dig down and find it.”

He tapped the table. “But start with the cake. Everything gets easier after that.”

Shota grinned again. It was nice to smile. He took a bite of the cake, and it was even more delicious than he remembered. 

“This is amazing,” he said.

Byll stood up. “Glad to hear it.”

“Aren’t you going to eat your slice?” Shota asked, motioning to the one that had been on the table in front of him.

“That wasn’t for me,” Byll said with a click of his beak. “I told ’em that I could tell when a man needed an extra slice of cake.” His bright eyes sparkled with playful energy. “Don’t let the journey get you down, Commander. We’re in the present, and the future is yet to be written. Who knows what we’ll make of it?”

Shota took another bite of the cake. “Are you always this optimistic?”

“I didn’t used to be. But that’s the beauty of not letting the past define you.” He turned to head back to the kitchen as a large group started to filter in. The deck shifts were changing.

“To the future, Commander!” Byll shouted happily over his shoulder.

“And more cake,” Shota called after him. He took his time finishing his slice as he watched the men and women line up at the cafeteria-style kitchen.

When the first of the group sat down, he eyed Shota’s cake. “Where’d you get that, sir?” he asked hopefully.

Shota smiled. “The Relentless.” With that, he nodded to the bewildered deck hand and picked up the extra slice, taking it with him out of the mess hall.

He’d need a snack for later.

Chapter 20

 

Combat Information Center

UHC Providence 

 

Husher sat in the Providence CIC and looked around at the way the chamber was laid out. Beyond being much more spacious than the Relentless, which he wasn’t sure he actually saw as a positive, the duty stations were familiar and unchanged.

Husher was sitting in what was known as the bucket seat, the third-in-command seat that was closest to Tactical on the other side of the captain’s seat. The XO’s chair was on the other side of the captain’s chair.

But in the captain’s seat wasn’t the Providence’s captain, but rather Admiral Iver. 

Husher couldn’t help but remember the first time he’d interacted with the Providence. Captain Daniels had been in the captain’s chair, and Iver had chosen to place himself alongside in the XO seat. 

Now, it seemed, things were reversed. The admiral had stationed himself in the captain’s seat and relegated Daniels to his right-hand seat instead.

Husher had had to fight to get a chair on the deck in an observer’s seat. Iver hadn’t been keen on the idea, and Daniels had been downright hostile to it, but Husher had been adamant that he was healthy enough to simply sit and observe. He’d argued that he might have insights that could prove helpful, but in the end, Husher got the impression that Iver was actually relieved to have him in the CIC, even if it was just as an observer.

“We have visual,” said the sensor operator, Arubo. Like the Relentless, his station was along the far wall, next to the navigator. The helm was on the other side, and tactical was behind.

“Put it on screen,” Iver said. “Let’s see what we’re looking at.”

Husher found himself leaning forward.

They were seeing what they all thought was likely to be the Yin home system, at least if the air wing was correct and the space they’d found for them was as clear of debris as they thought. It hadn’t been easy to get here, but now that they were, there was a chance they might find something that could help them, either in their fight with the Brood or their effort to get home.

“Three habitable worlds,” Arubo said as he read off a data screen. “They appear well-developed, and…hmm. A few things I’m seeing look recent.”

Husher frowned and leaned forward. He swiped to pull the data the ensign was reading up on his own console, then scowled to himself as he realized he wasn’t at a command station. He was sitting in an observer’s seat. 

He stood and made his way over to the sensor tech. “Are you getting active readings from this system? I thought the Yin were extinct. That’s what we were led to believe.”

The ensign frowned and glanced over at Iver, but he just leaned forward in his chair. “What about it?”

Next to him, Captain Daniels looked borderline furious. Husher wasn’t sure what he’d done that was so upsetting. Iver had allowed Husher in the CIC. Was this really that much of an affront to Daniels? Then again, Husher hadn’t watched as an admiral first took over his command, then started inviting other captains into his CIC. Husher would have to watch himself around Daniels.

“I can’t say for sure if these are the Yin,” Arubo said. “But there are absolutely signs of activity in the system. Around all three habitable planets, I’m seeing well-developed lunar colonies and orbital stations. I can’t penetrate the surface atmosphere to get more data, but if this infrastructure is any indication, then they’re active.”

“How active? Can you see ships?”

“Yes, sir. Putting them on-screen.”

The image was hazy, but unquestionably showed spacefaring vessels making their way in and out of local space around a large, reddish planet.

“This is the nearest of the three habitable worlds. It’s also the largest, with the most activity.”

The ships were alien, and yet their movements made sense to Husher. He watched, and a pattern started to emerge. One ship would come close to an orbital station while others remained back. Then it would begin to pull pieces off the side of the station. He sat back.

“It’s a scavenging operation,” he said.

“What?” Iver said.

“They’re…pirates, for lack of a better word. Look how they’re covering each other as they work on the sides of the station. That’s coordinated behavior.”

“I don’t see anyone shooting back at them.”

“No, but those smaller ships aren’t helping them. I suspect they’re simply at the mercy of these larger ships, which seem to be tearing the station apart.”

“For what purpose?”

Husher shrugged. “What purpose does piracy ever have? I couldn’t say, but there must be something valuable among the Yin settlements here. I mean, we assumed the Yin could have something valuable for us. Hard to imagine we’re the only ones to think that.”

The trio of ships shifted shape, and this time as the forward ship in the triangle disengaged from the station, they could see small figures ferrying a space-born sled into the back of the ship. 

The view was getting sharper, which was good and bad. Good that they could get more information on what was happening, but bad news since they were going to soon be in range of these pirates, who could see that they were coming, if they hadn’t already.

“Have we been scanned?” Daniels asked, clearly thinking the same thing Husher was.

“Not yet.”

“Too busy plundering,” Iver said under his breath angrily.

“But not for long,” Husher said.

Iver nodded. “Tactical, arm our point defense systems.”

“Very well, sir.”

Husher frowned, and Iver noticed. “What it is, Vin?”

“We don’t yet understand the dynamic here, but one thing is clear. We came here hoping the Yin had something we could use against the Brood. Or at the very least, to help us get home.” He pointed up at the visual, which was sharper now. They could see that the creatures operating around the ship seemed to be roughly human-shaped, or at least their spacesuits made them look that way.

“So we take them out before they manage to get something we need.”

“But that’s just it, Admiral. We don’t know what they’ve already got. Who knows how long they’ve been plundering this system? We thought the Yin were extinct. Who knows how long they’ve been in decline, relative to the Brood threat?”

“So what are you suggesting?” Daniels asked.

“I’m suggesting that we need to do more than just stop these ships from ransacking the place. We have to know what they’ve stolen already.”

“And how do we do that?”

“We don’t destroy them,” Husher said. “We board them and look at their cargo holds.”

Iver sat back and exchanged a look with Daniels. He was probably thinking the same thing Husher already was. Destroying was easy—from a distance, and with the considerable firepower of the battle group.

Overtaking and boarding was a different proposition altogether. A much riskier one. But one that, critically, they’d have to undertake.

“I think you’re right,” Iver said. “And I don’t like it one bit.”

Chapter 21
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Iver crossed his arms and watched the scene unfolding on the screen in front of him.

He could feel the intense energy of Daniels on his right, the captain leaning forward and tapping his leg in that incessant way. Perhaps it was the way it reminded Iver of his own commanding officer days, but Daniels’ intensity was both welcome and bothersome in equal measures.

“Have we made contact yet?” Husher asked the Coms officer.

Speaking of welcome and bothersome in equal measure, Iver thought. He’d been the one to relent and allow Husher in the CIC. It might have been a mistake, but then again, the mistakes were already piling up.

Iver knew he shouldn’t have taken over direct command of the Providence from Captain Daniels. He’d done so with the thought that it would only be temporary after the first encounter with the Brood. But after the second engagement in the Scion asteroids and then the attacks in Yin space that had left the Relentless and so many other ships disabled or destroyed, his temporary control had turned permanent.

And there was no going back now.

“We’re not getting anything yet,” Zahid said.

“Are we sure they’re receiving the signal?” Daniels asked.

“We’re transmitting on all known frequencies, including those used by the Scions.”

“Keep trying,” Iver said.

The Scions. He’d not wanted to go back to Skisel in the first place, but had given in to Husher’s overbearing XO, Shota. And frankly, as much as Shota bothered him, he had to admit that the young man had been right. With Husher now sitting in the observer’s seat, but clearly inserting himself in every way possible, he was sure Shota’s forwardness with the other captains was nothing less than a true reflection of his own captain in every way.

Sometimes Iver wondered why he wanted Husher around so much. When Husher wasn’t there, he found himself wishing for his advice. But when he was there, he was quickly reminded of how Husher could be a principled pain in his ass.

Like a good captain, he supposed.

“Sir, we’re being hit with radar,” McBane said. “It seems we’re being scanned.”

“So they heard us,” murmured Husher.

“Who knows,” Iver said. “Maybe they just want to try and salvage us as well.”

“They certainly aren’t acting like they see us as a threat,” Daniels put in.

The entire time the battle group had been closing on the trio of ships they’d seen scavenging the orbiting station, those ships had done nothing but keep up their work of dragging sleds back and forth from the station.

“Have we gotten anything from the station itself?” Husher asked.

“No sir, but we don’t think they’re able to hear or respond,” Zahid said. “It doesn’t seem they have any receiving equipment left.”

Husher grunted. “Already stolen by our friendly pirates here. They’re not going to leave anything but the superstructure, at this point.”

“Which makes you wonder what their plans are for the inhabitants of the station.”

“If they aren’t dead already,” Husher said.

“Admiral,” Zahid said. “I’m getting something. Just outside our standard frequencies.”

“Can we use it?”

“Yes, sir,” said Arubo. “I’m modifying now. We should have—”

The main screen in the CIC switched from the view of the ships to an image of a humanoid face. 

It reminded Iver of the goblins he’d read about in old fantasy novels. The body was short and squat, but the head was oversized, and covered in something between fur and scales. Iver locked his jaw and refused to allow himself to react.

The creature said something in a garbled voice that shifted in pitch so quickly it sounded like it was singing. It waited a second, then angrily began singing again.

“Can the computer translate that?” Iver asked Zahid. “Using what we know of Scion language?”

Zahid looked at his console for several seconds while he tried to make heads or tails of what he was seeing. “The computer is drawing a blank, sir.”

“Just like the Scions,” Husher said. “The language systems here are just too unique.”

The creature looked annoyed as it changed the pitch and sound of its voice. This time, the Providence’s computer instantly began to translate.

“Who are you?” the creature said curtly. “Do you understand this?”

“That’s the Scion language,” Zahid said.

Iver nodded. “I’m Admiral Iver of the United Human Commonwealth. We have traveled here from our own universe. We’ve encountered the Scions, and our computers can translate our words roughly into their language, so we can communicate in this way. Who are you?”

The goblin on the screen cocked its head, no doubt getting a computer-generated version of Iver’s words on his end.

“We are Junlo. Go back where you came from, humans,” the creature said curtly. “Or we blow you and your ships from space.”

The transmission broke off.

Iver glanced at Husher. “Direct, aren’t they?”

“We’re the ones that could be blowing them away,” Daniels said angrily. “We have several times their firepower.”

“Based on the ships we can see, anyway,” Husher noted. “Where there are a few pirates, chances are there are more.”

“Agreed,” Iver said. “They seem to be comfortable here in what’s left of Yin space, who were great enemies of the Scions. We didn’t exactly find ourselves easily outdoing the Scions. It’s probably a mistake to underestimate these Junlo.” He nodded toward the Coms officer. “Send out this message, Ensign: we wish no harm to the Junlo, but we have interest in the Yin. We’d like to discuss this with you.”

Zahid complied, and a moment later the Junlo returned to the screen. “Nothing to discuss, human. This is ours. Come closer and we will destroy your ships. Do not contact us again. Our discussions are complete.”

The transmission cut off.

“Sir, I’m seeing power surges on their ships,” McBane said.

“Visual.”

The pirate ships were now shifting their formation, pointing their weapons in the direction of the approaching human battle group. Clearly a defensive posture.

“It seems we just keep making friends everywhere we go,” Husher said.
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Husher glanced around the table. In the midst of his own battle to regain his strength, he’d had Shota update him on the rest of the fleet’s condition, along with what had happened after the battle that had ended with the Relentless destroyed.

He knew about the other ships destroyed in the battle that had claimed the Relentless. There had been support ships lost as well, along with fighters, mechs, and marines. 

On top of that, more than half the commanding officers he’d seen in this very room when they’d first arrived in the pocket universe were now gone. And Husher had almost become one of them. If it hadn’t been for the heroics of Jake and Fesky, he would be gone.

“Do we have to do engage?” That was the voice of Captain Hystad, who still commanded the Bunker.

“We’ve yet to see the Brood back down from a fight,” Iver said. “I don’t expect them to suddenly stop coming after us here.”

“It’s a small universe, but it’s not like they can track us when we’re in clean space, right?”

“We don’t understand how they were tracking us,” Husher said. All heads at the table swiveled to face him, and he recognized a couple warmer smiles among the faces, but the others had little time for sentimentality. Their faces were hard. “Which means we have no idea how long we have before the Brood arrive.”

“So we keep going,” Hystad said, pushing the point. “We don’t need to make more enemies here.”

“These are enemies of everyone,” Iver said. “These Junlo are pillaging the system. We have to stop this immediately.”

“If they’ve overpowered the Yin and are taking advantage of what’s left, they must be quite powerful. Do we really know if we can defeat them?” That was Kathleen Yates, one of the other destroyer captains.

Husher nodded. “That’s a fair question. Shota?”

His own first officer stepped forward and began a precise presentation of the weapons and firepower of the Junlo that they could ascertain from sensor scans. It took him only a few minutes, while diagnostic data and information drawn from long-range scans was thrown up on the screens that sat in front of each captain.

“So their cargo holds are huge,” Captain Deenah said after Shota finished and sat down.

Husher hadn’t seen Shota’s presentation before he’d arrived here. He was more concerned with his own ability to function at the meeting. After his visit to the CIC, he’d felt more tired than he cared to admit.

But he still felt surprised at how little they’d been able to figure out about the Junlo ships. Only limited data on firepower, and almost nothing to go on about their defensive capabilities. If there were forces still available on the Yin planets within the system, they seemed hesitant to attack the Junlo in orbit. 

But that was a big ‘if.’ As far as they’d seen, the system was completely dead except for the comings and goings of the Junlo.

“Their ships don’t seem to have advanced weapons or defenses,” Shota reiterated. “They’re purpose-built for loading and taking away cargo.”

“Basically, glorified freighters,” Husher said.

“A bit better-armed than that,” Iver said. “And their defensive capabilities are unknown to us.”

“Still, they only have a dozen ships in the system. They seem to work in teams of three vessels, and none of the teams appear to be working in concert with the others.”

There was silence around the table. Husher could sense there was still some question of what they were doing. Iver hadn’t set it out, so Husher decided he needed to. “We have to find something we can use against the Brood. Whatever happened here, I don’t think any of us believe the Junlo did it. I suspect the Yin were in bad shape from their interactions with the Brood before the vultures came along.”

“And those vultures are carrying away everything valuable,” Iver said.

“So we’re going to engage them,” Hystad put in. “But we can’t destroy them?”

“We will if we have to,” Iver answered, “but that won’t be the goal. We need to get at what’s in those holds. For all we know, the Junlo have been here for months loading up those huge ships. Those holds may contain all kinds of technology.”

“How do we know the Junlo haven’t taken the technology for themselves? They need to protect themselves from the Brood too, don’t they?”

Iver tilted his head. “I suspect the attitude of those ships out there tells us something about how the Junlo operate. They aren’t an organized force, and they wouldn’t try and attack the Brood directly. I’m sure they’ve had their fights with the Brood, but I doubt they’d be a priority target. Not like the Scions or the Yin, with their advanced civilizations and weaponry.”

“It’s just a hunch, though,” added Daniels. “At the end of the day, we don’t know what we’re up against.”

“We know what we have coming after us,” Husher said. “The Brood. They’re out there. And they have a taste for our blood.”

“I agree,” Iver said. “We can’t assume they’re suddenly going to stop pursuing us.”

“So we have to take advantage of this opportunity to learn what we can, while we can.”

Iver nodded. “Ladies and gentlemen, we’re going to disable and board the nearest of the Junlo ships. We’re going to do so immediately. If we find nothing, so be it. We’ll still have made a start on combating the pillaging.”

The admiral stood, and so did Husher and the others. Husher wasn’t sure they’d find anything, and he was even less sure they’d find anything they could use. But it was better to do something than to continue chasing their own tails.

Even so, as he left the conference room, he couldn’t help feeling that the issue was far from settled in the minds of many around the table.
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The Junlo’s apparent tendency not to work in a concerted group was to the battle group’s advantage. Even if they wanted to come to support the trio of ships stripping the orbital station, they wouldn’t be able to provide timely support.

“Status?” Iver asked.

“They’ve stopped salvaging operations, but they haven’t otherwise altered their posture.”

“They know we’re coming,” Daniels said. “So what are they waiting for?”

Husher sat back. “The last time we closed the distance a little, they made to scare us off. When we didn’t back off, they charged their own weapons, but didn’t fire.”

“They’re bullies,” Iver said. “They just want to saber rattle and scare us off.” He turned to Tactical. “Where are we with the air wings?”

“Fully deployed, sir.”

“And the mechs?”

“Standing by. They’re ready to accompany marine teams on your order, sir.”

“Very well.”

Husher knew the plan, and had no qualms about it. He’d vouched for Oneiri Team to spearhead the operation to seize the nearest Junlo ship.

“Two minutes to weapons distance,” McBane said.

“Arm point defenses. Considering what we’ve learned from the Brood in this system, we shouldn’t assume these guys haven’t learned the same tricks. We don’t want anything getting close to our hull.”

“The ships have only sent teams back and forth to take in salvage from the station. We haven’t seen anything to indicate they have other capabilities.”

“Very well,” Iver said.

Husher frowned, not feeling any easier about things. These Junlo clearly didn’t see the battle group as a threat, which was a concern to him. Were they just that cocky, or did they have something up their sleeve?

“One minute to firing range,” McBane said.

“Pythons report no resistance,” the Coms officer said. “They’re watching for any fire, but we aren’t getting anything.”

“They’re changing position,” Arubo said. “Two of the ships are clearly fleeing. A third is holding position and arming weapons systems.”

“That’s the one,” Daniels said. “Targeting, can you verify where their engines are?”

“Yes, but it’s not going to be a clean shot, sir. The engine appears well-armored.”

Iver sat back and glanced at Husher. Husher knew what the admiral was thinking. They couldn’t risk losing whatever was in that hold. The huge ship needed to be taken down without causing excessive damage.

He answered the question before it was asked. “The particle beam is the best option.”

“We’ll have to get too close,” Daniels objected. 

“We don’t know what their weapons range is, or what their weapons are,” Husher noted. “Besides, we can’t use our missiles without risking greater damage, and the kinetic impactors will require us to get even closer. The particle beam makes the most sense.”

“Have all ships hold position here,” Iver ordered, stabbing his console with a finger. “Message the fleet. Get me the Bunker.”

Zahid nodded, and a moment later Captain Hystad appeared on the screen. “Admiral.”

“Take the Bunker and move into particle beam distance, targeting the engines on that Junlo ship. The frigates Utah and Hurricane will support you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We want to disable it, Hystad,” Iver said in a warning voice. “Not destroy it.”

“And if they fire on us?”

“Neutralize the threat to the extent that you can without doing extensive damage to their ship.”

This was a tricky order, and Husher didn’t envy Hystad. But if the captain was bothered, and Husher was sure that he was, he didn’t show it to the admiral. “Understood, sir.”

Iver spun around to his own helm. “Let’s get ourselves in a little closer. Hold our relative position to the Bunker, ensuring that we’re well within Hydra missile range. If the Junlo decide to start shooting, I want us in range to help.”

“Sir,” Daniels said, “is that wise? As noted, we don’t know what their weapons are capable of.”

“Hmm,” Iver said. “Sensors, keep an eye out for energy signature changes. We want some warning before they fire.” 

“Aye, sir.”

Several seconds of silence passed as the Providence, at the head of the battle group, drifted closer. 

The Coms officer turned in his seat. “Bunker is within particle beam distance, but she’s reporting that her weapons officer doesn’t believe they can destroy the engines without causing significant damage to the ship’s interior.”

“That’s not acceptable,” Iver said. “We need to get an angle on their thrusters. We’re looking for a shot right up their stern.”

Husher frowned, a thought forming in his mind. “They aren’t going to show us those thrusters until they turn tail and run.”

“So we make them run,” Daniels said. “The Bunker can just keep pushing closer.”

“I don’t like how close she is already, frankly,” Iver said. “Why the hell aren’t those Junlo showing weapons? We still don’t know what they’re capable of.”

Husher was barely listening. He looked at the sensor board again. The pieces fell into place for him, but it might already be too late. “What are the other two ships’ positions?” he snapped. “The ones that pulled away and left this one?”

Ensign Arubo took a moment to find the information on his console. He frowned. “They’re moving away on the same vectors as before.”

“How far?”

“Not that far, actually. They don’t appear to have very impressive thrust.”

“No,” Husher murmured. “Why would they? They’re glorified junk haulers.”

“What are you thinking, Vin?” Iver asked.

“I’m thinking that these bastards don’t know anything about us, but it’s pretty clear they’re salvagers, first and foremost. So what would be the most important thing in the universe to them? Their salvage.” Husher shook his head. “Sir, the ship they left behind might have been part of the operation, but I’m willing to bet the most valuable tech is in the two ships trying to get away. The very fact they left this one behind, and the fact that we don’t see much cooperation among the others in this system, tells me that they know that they have something valuable on those ships and are willing to part with this one in order to protect it.” 

“We’re going after the wrong ship, then,” Iver said. “The one they want us to go after.” He turned to Coms. “Recall the Bunker strike team. Are we within particle beam distance of those fleeing ships?”

“Neither at the moment, but they’re moving very slowly. We can catch them relatively easily.”

“We’re the forwardmost ship in the group now,” Daniels said. “And we have the biggest beam.”

“Move us to intercept the nearest target. Since they’re burning away from us, we should have no problem getting astern of her and hitting her engines right up their exhaust.”

“Aye, sir,” the helm said as the space on the display jumped with the Providence’s quick move into full speed.

“Make sure we’re flanked by support,” Iver growled. “I don’t want these bastards surprising us.”

“Sir, we’re in range,” Arubo said minutes later.

“Do you believe you can hit the target’s engines without destroying the ship?”

“Yes sir,” McBane said. “I’d have to be blind to miss. And based on the energy signature, those engines aren’t powerful.”

“Hit them,” Iver said.

Unlike when missiles or kinetic impactors fired, sending tremors through the ship, there was no obvious way to know the particle beam was even firing, other than the fact the computer told them it was. But a moment later, the rear of the nearest fleeing Junlo ship burst into flame, then went dark.

“She’s stopped, sir,” Arubo said. “Minimal damage.” He frowned. “The other primary target is rushing away from the station.”

“Let her go,” Iver said. He glanced at Husher. “Guess we’ll get a chance to test your theory. Coms, deploy Oneiri Team. I want mechs boarding that ship immediately. Let’s see what we caught.”
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“What a piece of shit,” Moonboy offered as they sailed down toward the Junlo ship.

“You should hear what they say about you,” offered Steam. 

Jake was glad for this little incursion of just Oneiri Team. As much as he was glad for their integration into the Providence mech team, he was happy they could still keep their own identity.

That had been the plan all along, of course. But Jake was allowing himself to get paranoid, especially when his team was so gung-ho about his counterpart on the Providence. This was a chance to remind the team what they could do on their own.

“Mo, Steam, take point. Zeph and I will cover you. Moonboy and Frog, cover our six. I don’t know what we’re going to see in here, so stay sharp.”

“Did we get any weapons signatures?” Steam asked.

“Nothing big enough to ping the sensor sweep,” Zeph said.

The team had landed on the hull of the Junlo ship without so much as a peep from inside. There were no hull armaments at all. It was all pretty strange and unsettling. To be fair, the giant Stomach ships of the Brood had no external armaments, but then again, it was almost certain they were formed of some kind of organic material that was impervious to the vacuum of space.

But these were practical ships, with construction more similar to Milky Way species than the Yin or the Scions. And yet, they had no external weapons. No cannons. No gun mounts. The hull was thick and well-reinforced, but patchwork. 

The ships were old, and clearly meant to come in after the fighting was done. Essentially, the space equivalent of scavengers.

“I see the main bay entry,” said Steam.

They’d been able to scan the ship on approach thanks to the lack of weapons to worry about. Because they’d been able to watch the ship at work in its salvage operations, it was easy to figure out where the ingress points were. And the giant sleds they used for the work were much larger than the mechs, so where they could go, the mechs surely could follow.

“In we go,” Jake said. “Covering formation.”

They lined up quickly in groups of twos and landed on the hull with heavy thuds. Just in case they didn’t know we were here.

The main bay hatch was closed, but Steam had found a secondary hatch with an interior chamber just off the main. After a quick check, she concluded that it would protect them from a decompression event. She pulled out her welding torch and went to work on it. Within half a minute, her mech eased the thick hatch door and a good amount of the hull away and tossed them into space, and she and Moe were inside.

“No atmosphere in here,” Steam said. 

“Can you open the main bay doors or do you want us to follow you in?” Jake asked.

The answer came with a grunt a few seconds later. With a violent shimmy that seemed to make the entire side of the ship shake violently, the enormous blast doors that enclosed the main docking bay of the ship began to open.

Red flashing lights seemed to be part of a default program to let crews inside the bay know the doors were opening. Jake wondered if the doors were programmed to stay closed if the dock was pressurized, and he got his answer when he found Steam standing at the base of the big hatch closest to where the rest of Oneiri was waiting.

Jake and Zeph entered first, pointing their huge mech arms out with the hands twisted down to give the autocannons on their forearms clear vantage to fire. Behind them, the last of the team entered. Whiskers came last alongside Frog, the two quietest members of the team.

“Not automated,” she said. “No computer system. It’s just good old mechanical levering. Once I started it in motion—” She nodded toward a complex series of pulley systems that ran along the top of the docking bay. “—it was opening one way or the other.”

“This thing really is a shithole,” Moe said as she studied the controls on the far wall. Jake assumed they were meant to allow access to a set of internal hatches that would let them into the ship proper.

He took a moment to look around the docking bay. It wasn’t often that he felt small in one of the enormous MIMAS mechs, but this was such a moment.

The mechs were dwarfed by the enormous hold. It had to take up two thirds of the ship. Perhaps more. It dawned on him that the ships were nothing more than cargo holds with the rudimentary needs of a starship built around the outside.

There were three huge sleds lined up along the side of the hold. They were little more than flatbeds with anti-gravity boosters on the bottom, a tiny control room in front, and an enormous space to move just about anything in the known universe that would fit on it. Just one of the sleds would easily carry all the mechs in Oneiri Team.

But it wasn’t the sleds that were the most imposing thing in the enormous hangar.

“Look at all this shit!” Moonboy said. 

“How are we going to work through that?” Frog added.

In the center of the hangar was a pile of what could only be called technological trash. Gadgets and gizmos and junk piled well above the heads of the mechs. A trio of openings disappeared into the pile. Jake realized that the openings had once been open-top corridors that went back into the maze of junk, but as the pile had grown, the tops had fallen together and formed what looked more like caves with tall openings.

He felt claustrophobic just looking at it. It seemed a perfect place to get crushed.

“We aren’t working through any of it,” Jake said.

“Thank God for that,” Moe murmured.

“We just have to secure this location. There are smarter people than us that will look through all this—” Jake almost said shit. “—material.”

“Where the hell is everybody?” Frog asked. “We were briefed to expect resistance from the Junlo, but this is a big fat nothing so far.”

“What have I told you about asking for trouble?” Moonboy asked.

“This place is creepy,” Zeph put in.

Jake cleared his throat. “Let’s see if we can find the CIC. Once we’ve secured that, we can make our way back into the ship.”

While the rest of them had been talking, Steam had continued to review the wall panel that Moe had first flagged. “This thing is manual as manual can be. No AI to speak of. No computer systems.”

“Have you located the CIC?” Jake asked.

“Yup.”

“Then lead the—”

“Look out!”

Jake instantly crouched at the warning. It had come from Moonboy. If they were still in their proper entry formation, Jake would know right where Moonboy was, but they’d spread out and lost formation as they began to pass through the huge hold.

That was on Jake. He should have held the team together. Now he had no idea if Moonboy was behind him or ahead of him, or somewhere else entirely. “What are you seeing, Moonboy?”

“The sleds!”

Jake watched as all three sleds simultaneously disengaged from the bulkhead and started to turn lazily in the direction of his mech.

Then he detected a flicker of movement, and focused on the base of the furthest sled. Just under the anti-grav bubble of distorted air he saw the shape of a small bipedal creature running for just a moment before it disappeared into a trap door in the floor of the bay.

“I just saw one of our Junlo friends,” he said. “Making its way along the far sled.”

“Two more came out of that far entrance into that junk pile,” Zeph said. She had stayed close to Jake, and they were now standing more or less back to back.

“I think they set the sleds loose,” Steam said. “Mo, move!” Steam called before she was almost crushed by one of the sleds as it spun around wildly. “Jake!”

He spun and found himself at eye level with the thick side of the sled that had been nearest him. It swung around, and would have decapitated him if he hadn’t executed a duck and roll. But he couldn’t hop up to his feet. He had to land flat on the ground as the sled moved over him, the anti-grav thrust bubble causing all his instruments to temporarily go haywire. He twisted himself and managed to pull his arms tight and roll his way out from under the sled to get to the far side of the bay.

“What the hell,” Zeph said. “Those assholes are going to ruin their own ship.”

Indeed, two of the sleds had already hit each other, and then collided with the far blast doors that were now shut again.

But the doors didn’t budge. “No,” Jake said. “We’re OK. These things are massive, but this ship is built for it. It can handle the sleds until we can secure them again. Mo, help me and Zeph get on this one that tried to take my head off and see if we can shut it off. Everybody be careful not to be crushed by the damn things.”

Jake had just started to consider how to climb onto the spinning sled when he heard Moonboy say, “Shit, shit, shit!”

“Can you calm the hell down?” Frog said. “We’re fine. They’re barely moving.”

“No it’s not that, asshole. Look!”

Jake spun around. Moonboy was pointing, and Jake followed his arm to the far side of the huge pile of gizmos and junk.

Finally, he saw what was happening.

“Everybody get clear of the pile!”

One of the sleds was turning lazily right into the side of the pile. And now that Jake saw where it was going to hit, he realized the weak structure of the junk on that side was supported by just a single pile of material that had already partially collapsed. He had a strong feeling the impact of the multi-ton sled would cut the support in half. And in his mind’s eye, he could see the entire pile crashing down and filling the cargo bay with debris from end to end.

Even if the mechs wouldn’t be crushed, they’d be immobilized.

“Mo, tell me you got a way out of here!”

“Follow me!”

Jake turned toward the far bulkhead where she stood, and that was when he saw two more of the Junlo sitting in an opening in the deck, sticking their strange, fat heads out like little whack-a-moles. His mech was way too big to fit inside the hole.

The Junlo were clearly conniving. They’d quickly figured out a way to get an advantage over the hulking mechs.

“This whole place might be booby-trapped,” he shouted to Steam as she was hustling the others through another large blast door at the far end of the cargo bay. It was big—big enough to accommodate one of the smaller anti-grav sleds. Clearly this was a staging door to take materials from the cargo hold farther into the ship, possibly to some secondary refining area.

Not that it mattered at this point.

A huge crash behind Jake made him run faster while instinctively looking back. Where the sled had smashed into the pile of gadgets, it had perfectly collapsed the rest of the pile on that side. 

In slow motion, Jake watched as the pile began to collapse to that side; then more and more of it followed, like an avalanche.

With astounding speed, the rest of the pile collapsed as well, as if some internal supports had suddenly given way, and in spectacular fashion the top of the pile collapsed inward while the sides exploded outward.

Jake felt through the mech dream the sensation of air on his back as he ran the last dozen steps and leaped into the hatch just as Steam slammed it shut.

The bulkhead behind him shook with a violent collision, and for a moment they all stared as it bowed outward. If it gave, they were all dead.

Thankfully, it held.

“What the actual hell!” Zeph said.

Jake spun around, taking in the rest of the smaller loading bay they were in now. “Everybody check for anything like a booby trap.”

“How do you check for that?” Moonboy said. “If it’s a good trap, we won’t see it.”

“Then look for bad ones,” Frog said.

After several seconds of looking around, they saw nothing. But when they reached the hatch in the opposite bulkhead, Steam growled. “It’s locked down.”

“Can you override it?”

“It’s not electrical. They must have something heavy set against the other side, or they ripped down the pulley system that operates the hatch. Either way, it’s not going to open.”

“Is there another way to the CIC?”

“I’ll check,” Steam said. “But this is going to be a pain in the ass.”

“Their knowledge of the ship is going to make this a nightmare to secure.”

“Let’s just get to the—”

“GO AWAY,” blared a loud mechanical voice that seemed to bounce off the walls of the smaller containment room. At least, it sounded that way once Jake’s suit translated it. Jake couldn’t identify where the sound came from.

Jake instructed his suit to translate his words into the Scion language. “If you can understand this, whoever you are, we aren’t looking to hurt you. We just want your cooperation.”

GO AWAY,” the voice repeated. “You aren’t welcome here.”

“We just want to discuss what you have in your hold.”

“THIEVES! THAT BELONGS TO US!”

Jake decided not to mention the obvious fact that they had stolen it themselves. “We don’t want to take anything.” That was a lie. “We just want to talk.” Another one. “We don’t want to harm you.” That was true enough.

“YOU WILL NOT HARM US?”

“No.”

“GOOD. THAT WILL MAKE IT EASIER TO HARM YOU.”

The lights went out, and at the same moment tracers from small-arms fire erupted from a small opening along the top of the bulkhead.

The fire was puny. It bounced off the mechs, doing no damage at all. Jake glanced around, seeing that some of his team was already coming out of their defensive crouches.

“Is this really the best these guys can do?” Frog asked.

“Where they have a small gun, somebody might have a bigger one,” Steam said. “Let’s fire up our thrusters and head up there. Maybe we can get through the opening they’re using to fire down on us.”

“But these damn things are so small,” Zeph said. “Who knows if we can fit?”

“One way to find out,” Moe said as she engaged her thrusters. 

Jake and the others fired up their own thrusters and headed toward the weapons fire, which was already dying down. The Junlo seemed to pop up and then melt back just as quickly.

Meanwhile, Jake was realizing a painful truth. He was going to have to apprehend and imprison virtually every member of the crew before the ship would be secure.
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The Junlo ships weren’t powerful, but they were quick, Fesky was beginning to realize. 

“They’re going to close the gap fast,” she said. “We’ll want to form up before that.”

She was speaking on the private command line with Sabrina O’Malley. While Fesky was responsible for the point position, O’Malley was responsible for the entire coordinated effort.

“We haven’t seen anything to suggest they have great weapons capabilities,” O’Malley said. “I want to see what they do.”

Fesky didn’t like that plan, but she held her breath for the moment. The idea wasn’t totally unreasonable, and she was still feeling out her relationship with O’Malley.

But the longer they waited, the more of the initiative they gave to their enemy. And she wasn’t out here to let yet another alien race take the initiative.

Yet her options were limited without O’Malley’s support. To suggest that a smaller force break off and try to meet the Junlo was a terrible idea at this point. Their strength remained in their numbers.

“Air wing operations,” said a voice that Fesky knew as the forward operations manager on the Providence. “Be advised of a possible enemy strike.”

“I see it,” O’Malley snapped, sounding annoyed. Probably because the coordination supported just what Fesky had feared, though she didn’t blame O’Malley. Even she hadn’t expected this.

Eight Junlo ships had approached with alarming speed. And they were clearly not slowing down, but also were crucially not deploying any kind of weapons. Instead, they were clustering together, practically begging the fighters to shoot at them. And that was something they were ordered not to do, unless fired upon. Those ships, and in particular their cargo, were critical to the battle group.

“They’re splitting,” Eightball said.

“Shit,” O’Malley said. “They know we won’t shoot them.”

“Perhaps we should,” Fesky said. “There is nothing to suggest which ships have the cargo we want.”

But a moment later, the point was made moot. “They’re firing,” said Lion, the Gold leader since Eightball had joined up with Fesky. Her group was one of the farthest forward of the wing, and sure enough, two of the forward Junlo ships had fired simultaneously on their position. Beams lanced out from both ships.

Lion sent her wing breaking out of the way, and the fighters easily evaded the laser burst. One of the fighters got hit on the starboard side, but it was a glancing blow.

“You OK, Timber?”

“Just a little buzz,” the pilot replied. “Barely anything, really.”

That was the problem with lasers like these. If they didn’t register a direct hit, their impact was severely limited. The fighters really had little to worry about.

But the bigger destroyers and cruisers, on the other hand, had less maneuverability to get away from those lasers. And concentrated fire could do damage, especially considering all the ships in the fleet had damage to their hulls already.

Fesky saw what the Junlo were doing before anyone else. “They’re splitting formation. Four of them are making for the battle group at speed.” At speed was underselling it. The Junlo ships were almost as fast as the Pythons, which was incredible considering their relative size.

“The others are pulling back,” confirmed Lion. “We’ll take them.”

“Belay that,” O’Malley snapped. “If they’re falling back, we don’t care.”

“They’re all falling back except the four heading for the battle group.”

“Damn, they’re fast!”

“All wings, turn to engage those four ships before they get to the battle group.”

The wing turned in unison and began diving for the four ships. But incredibly, they were already within the Providence’s firing range and the big railguns on her hull had opened up, starting to fire on the approaching ships.

Fesky flipped on the private channel with O’Malley.

“What,” O’Malley snapped.

“Let’s form a shifting cylinder on them,” Fesky said. “They aren’t powerful enough without concentrating their fire. That will force them to break away from the strategy.”

The shifting cylinder was a classic formation. Using it, they could weave in and out of the Junlo ships, harrying them to break up their formation. Considering what she’d seen of the lasers they were using, it would be valuable to keep them guessing rather than coming at them head-on. 

But that was exactly what O’Malley seemed to have in mind. “No,” she said flatly. “That’s a strategy for a more powerful enemy than we’ve seen here. We can set up a defensive wall and stop them in their tracks.”

Fesky clacked her beak. “It’s not about the power of the enemy, it’s about their capabilities and—”

“I understand your suggestion and I’m noting it,” O’Malley said. With that, she closed the connection.

O’Malley was pulling rank. Fesky wasn’t so dumb not to understand that. But she didn’t expect what she heard next.

“All wings,” O’Malley said over the all-com channel to the Pythons. “Form on Gold squadron and drive a wall wedge between the incoming Junlo and the Providence. The Providence has confirmed a location for us to set up that will be clear of defensive fire.”

Fesky frowned down at the coordinates as she read them off to her team, and they fell in with the others driving toward the onrushing Junlo ships. As they drew near the four nearest Junlo ships, they broke off their firing on the Providence and again turned their attention to the Pythons.

Two Python groups had gathered together and were creating the forward side of the wall. The rest of the squadrons were quickly fanning out, creating a thin, long line of ships, not unlike a planetary barricade formation with the battle group as their “planet.”

The Junlo concentrated their laserfire, and several of the Pythons were forced to skip away. And as the Pythons fled the combined fire of three of the Junlo ships, a fourth was pushing forward.

“Stop that lead ship,” O’Malley called.

“We’re on it,” Lion said.

But as Gold Squadron approached, the other three ships again concentrated fire. Gold was forced to scatter, which exposed an opening in their “wall” that was blocking the Junlo from the battle group. And the fourth ship sailed a little deeper, shepherded by the laserfire of the other three.

This cycle repeated a few times more, until the Pythons were finally able train some concentrated fire on it.

But it was too late. “They’re just too fast!” Lion said over the coms.

The lead ship had done exactly what Fesky had feared. It had waited until the laserfire from its fellows had caused the Pythons to scatter once more, and then dove through at incredible speed. Worse, the other three ships followed close behind.

“Watch the rear action!” Fesky squawked. “On me, Aces.”

She dove with her wingmate, and the rest of her squadron tried to tear into the rear ships. But they only got a shot off each before the enemy ships were through, flying recklessly fast. Fesky had to jerk her Python aside, and nearly collided with her wingmate as they narrowly avoided one of the incoming ships. 

And just like that, the Junlo vessels were past the wall formation.

All the Pythons were now out of position and firing from behind, chasing after the Junlo ships. The lead ship was damaged and starting to fall back, but the other three plunged forward.

The Providence, which had limited its fire in that direction because of the Pythons’ wall, now brought the full force of its weapons to bear on the enemy ships. But it was too late to stop the first volley of Junlo fire.

This time, they were much closer, and their concentrated lasers were having a greater effect. The three undamaged Junlo ships started carving arcs in the hull of the Providence.

With a bright flash, one of the railguns exploded, ripping a huge chunk out of the hull and causing the two railguns near it to go offline as well.

The Providence was suddenly taking real damage.

Chapter 26
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Husher watched the madness inside the CIC of the Providence with dismay. He wasn’t going to judge the hard-working members of the crew, but he suspected the strain of having to divide their time between following orders from both the admiral and the captain was having an effect.

“What the hell is this?” Iver roared angrily as he stared up at the tactical display

Husher had to admit that if he’d been in Iver’s position, he might be spitting mad as well.

“Decks 18 through 24 report breaches,” Arubo said calmly. “We’re picking up reports of further damage to secondary engineering systems. The enemy ships are getting close.”

“We stopped firing at them to help the damn air wing get into position,” Iver fumed. “And they let them breach right where we exposed ourselves!”

Iver turned to McBane. “Get our lasers online and ready to fire. Coms, get a message to the other forward ships to concentrate laserfire as well.”

“Belay that,” Husher said.

The Tactical officer froze and Zahid, who’d been readying to transmit, spun around in his chair.

Husher was in no position to give orders. He knew that. Well, he knew that now. But in the heat of the moment, he’d just blurted it out.

Iver spun to face him. “What the hell, Vin?”

“Sorry, sir,” Husher said. “But the lasers aren’t going to work.”

“Maybe not just ours, but if we concentrate our fire it will.”

“It’s working for the Junlo,” McBane noted. 

“We’re a stationary target,” Husher said quickly. “So it works fine. But they’re moving way too fast for us to hit them with enough power to knock them out. It’s the same issue that the Pythons are taking advantage of. They’re fast enough to skip away. We aren’t.”

“So what, then?” Iver said. “We’re out of missiles, or damn near close to it. Close enough that I don’t want to risk using them if we don’t have to.”

“No,” Husher said. “I agree. We need to keep those, if we possibly can. There will come a time when we’ll need them against a more powerful enemy.”

“Agreed,” Iver said. “The Brood are still out there. But that leaves me wondering what exactly you’d have us do.”

The lasers weren’t an option. If they did it, they’d just be wasting their time. Husher wasn’t sure why the admiral didn’t see that now, but it was a fact. The missiles were an option, but as he’d said, they really wanted to conserve what they had. That left one option as far as Husher saw: the first and still the best one.

“The air wing,” Husher said.

Iver frowned and shook his head. “We gave them a shot and look where it got us.”

“Their tactics are wrong,” Husher said. “Tell them not to try and blockade the Junlo.”

“Don’t need to tell them that now,” Iver grumbled. “They should know it.”

“Tell them to shepherd the Junlo into a tight space.” Husher stood from his seat and walked slowly toward the main screen, careful not to strain his still-recovering body. He used a finger to trace the space around the Junlo ships and the broken wall of Python fighters. He ran down until he found a pocket of space that was near the two destroyers that were flanking the Providence. There was a cruiser there as well, but that was just sauce for the duck. The odds would be in their favor.

“Here,” Husher said. “Get the fighters to shepherd them here, and we’ll create a crossfire of kinetic impactors to crush them with. No matter how fast they are, if we can keep them in that space, they won’t be able to navigate around all the fire we’ll bring to bear.”

Iver walked over to the board with Husher and seemed to take forever to look over the scenario that Husher was describing.

Daniels had stood now and was looking at the board as well. Meanwhile, Husher saw yet another portion of hull turn red on his display. He wasn’t entirely sure that Daniels had seen it, and was about to tell him to turn around when Iver said, “Coms, get O’Malley and let her know that we want them to shepherd the Junlo to these coordinates.” 

His hand floated near the position that Husher had pointed out, and the coordinates illuminated and then were instantly swept over to the Coms officer’s display. Zahid immediately began relaying orders.

“I’ll tell the others what we’re doing,” Iver said.

“But tell them to aim for the engines if they can,” Husher said. “They should first try to disable them rather than destroy them. We still want to take a look inside and see what they have.”

Iver looked doubtful. “They’re slicing my ship in half, Vin.”

“If we have to destroy them, then we will,” Husher said. “But until then, we must have those secrets.”

“If there really are any,” Daniels offered. “I’m skeptical.”

“So am I,” Husher admitted. “But I’d like to be hopeful. We aren’t getting out of here if we can’t figure out something to at least slow down the Brood.”

Iver nodded. “Very well. Give orders that when we have them positioned, we try to clip those engines with kinetic impactors.”

“Understood,” the Coms officer said.

“And send that message through to the Pythons,” Iver added. “They managed to screw this thing up enough already. They better not go destroying those ships if they can help it.”
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“Primary target neutralized, Captain,” the sensor operator said.

Daniels raised his head for a moment, then went back to coordinating damage control on the hull breaches.

Husher glanced at Iver, who had retreated to the command chair but seemed to be ignoring the sensor operator.

That was when Husher realized Arubo was talking to him.

“Very well,” Husher said after the awkward silence. “Are the engines offline?”

“We think so. It’s not clear exactly how that engine is shielded, but based on what we saw from that first ship we captured, there isn’t much to them.”

“And the others that broke through containment?”

“Once the Pythons started to swarm them, they fell back.”

So they’re not stupid. They understood what the battle group was trying to do. Or did they? “Where are those other Junlo ships?”

Somehow, despite coming up here to sit in the observation seat, Husher was now essentially running the operation. Which meant he’d better get it right.

“They are…wait, I see, yes.”

Husher saw it now as well. “They’re forming up, aren’t they?”

“It would seem so.” This answer came from Tactical. McBane had an ominous look on his face. “Those remaining seven enemy ships are charging us, sir.”

Husher glanced back. He could see the movements on the tactical display, but he wanted to understand what the Tactical officer was suggesting. “You think they’re coming after the Providence?”

“No sir,” he said. “The entire battle group. I don’t know if we’re the target.”

Husher looked at the display thoughtfully. No, the supercarrier definitely wasn’t the target. But that was strange too. In fact, he would have expected that they would be the target. The Junlo had shown that they knew the Providence was the flagship from their first attack. “Did they come for us initially?”

McBane blinked. “Sir?”

“I know we were hit hardest by those first three, but did they do anything to specifically come at us, or were we just the forward ship when they attacked?”

“I’d have to review the sensor data, but—”

“Definitely little deviation in their initial pathway to attack,” Arubo broke in. “I’d bet my commission that they just hit the first big ship they saw.”

“Let’s not go betting our stripes yet, Ensign,” Husher said. “But I think you’re right. I don’t think they have much of a plan.”

“Sir?” Lieutenant McBane was waving at him. “Those ramming ships are clustered together in a tight arrowhead formation. And whether they want to or not, they’re coming for us now.”

Husher frowned. A fast enemy, but not a very knowledgeable one. “Can you patch me through to the air wing command?”

“You’re on,” Zahid said after a few moments.

Husher half expected to hear from Fesky, and was surprised for a moment when O’Malley answered.

That’s right. You’re not on the Relentless CIC. You’ve managed to effectively take over the Providence. Might be good to keep that in mind.

“Commander,” he said. “Get your forces to form a cylinder formation to converge on the enemy ships as they pass through. I want them lured to….” He paused, hand hovering over his console. This wasn’t too different from what they’d done to lure the Junlo into an easy firing position before, but he wanted to do it again. And he had a feeling that the Junlo would let them. These were just a loose collection of ships, he was realizing—not trained military vessels. They would be easily led around by a cunning opponent.

And he intended to be that opponent.

“Lure them to the coordinates I’m sending now,” he said as he pressed on the board and the coordinates lit up.

“Confirming coordinates,” O’Malley said after a moment of hesitation. Did Husher detect the slightest bit of animosity in her voice? “So you want us to use a shifting cylinder?”

“That’s right.”

“Understood,” O’Malley said, and now Husher was sure he could hear bitterness in her voice. 

“Sir,” Bosh said from the helm. “Those coordinates are going to take us close to the first Junlo ship we captured.”

Husher nodded. “Exactly.”

Chapter 28
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Fesky felt a twinge of frustration as Husher suggested the exact same formation that O’Malley had refused to follow in the first place. Her squadron was intact, but Gold had taken some losses that they wouldn’t have if they’d used the proper technique.

Of course, she had to admit she hadn’t planned to use it to attack a specific region in space as Husher was planning to use it. And she would have surely seen some losses among the wing if they’d made the formation and then slowly closed the net as they tried to disable those ships. But nonetheless, it was the principle of the thing, and it annoyed her.

“Copy that,” Fesky said to O’Malley as her orders were given. “You guys have that,” she said on the squadron com. “Make sure you’re in position to get those ships where we want them to go.”

“Here they come,” Damon said. He hadn’t been Fesky’s wingmate previously, but they were shaking things up to get in position.

The seven Junlo ships were in a tight formation now. They started firing, and again they were concentrating their fire. But this time, there were more ships positioned to return fire. And it was clear that they were better coordinated.

“Look out!” Eightball said. Fesky spun around and fired her thrusters at the same time, just before an energy beam seared through space near her fighter.

“That was close!” Damon said.

“I’m hit!” came the scream of Eshtyr, one of the other Winger fighters.

And then the steady chaos of fighting settled into the all-com channel. Fesky closed her eyes and let the sound of it wash over her. This wasn’t new to her, and she was happy to just let the battle come to her. In short order, she heard more hits coming in. At least three of the fighters in her squadron were partially painted by the concentrated laserfire of the Junlo.

But none of the Pythons were completely destroyed.

“Bingo!” said Eshtyr as she and Damon managed to hit perfect shots on the engine compartments of one of the trailing ships closer to Fesky and the Aces squadron. “That’s two.”

“And there’s a third on the far side,” Keefer said. He was leader of Red Squadron, which had managed to peel a third Junlo ship away from the main group.

“That’s three disabled,” O’Malley confirmed.

Fesky eyed the three Junlo ships drifting in space. One still had partial power, but with the other ships pulling away from it quickly, it had no defense except its own small laser, which was barely powerful enough to scrap Pythons without concentrated help from its friends. A swarm of ships from Gold Squadron finished off its engines and it came to a stop, dead in space like the other two.

But that left four ships that were still pushing through.

“What about the others?” Fesky asked O’Malley over the command channel.

“I’m not sure there’s much we can do,” she said. “They’re engaging the battle group. We’ll have to swing around and try to get them from—”

“Whoa,” said Lion, who, like the leader of the other three squadrons, was on the command line. “Looks like the cavalry just arrived.”

Fesky was about to ask for some clarification when she saw a dozen dots streaming up from the Providence on her HUD. This was Husher’s plan coming to fruition, she realized. The reason they were funneling these Junlo toward the one they’d already captured.

Oneiri mechs had slipped from the first Junlo ship that they’d been investigating and were now falling upon the incoming Junlo ships, who were hopelessly unprepared for the attack.

Jake and the rest of Oneiri Team surged forward, focus-firing on the closest Junlo ship to their location. It barely even got off a series of laser shots, which were unfocused and missed anyway, before its engines were overwhelmed and Fesky watched as they were ripped open. The Junlo ship was dead in space.

The mechs then altered course, like a swarm of angry bees on her sensor display, and started for the next enemy ship. At the same time, more mech teams sailed out from the battle group’s destroyers, which were closing the distance fast.

The Junlo ships, realizing the threat, were now refocusing their fire on the incoming mechs. But the mechs were tiny, scattered, and moving quickly. The lead Junlo tried to slow and turn away from the mechs, but that only managed to hem in the ship directly behind it.

Fesky and her fighters were just getting back in range again when another small detonation indicated that the lead ship had succumbed to the mechs’ firepower. A second explosion just a few minutes later signaled the destruction of the second ship’s engines.

“Those mechs are having all the fun,” Damon said.

“Yeah, now that we pushed the targets into position,” Eightball said. “You’re welcome, mechs!”

“Let’s cut the chatter and help with the mop-up,” O’Malley said.

She was right to call it a mop-up. That was all the operation was at this point. Of the four ships that had made it past the Pythons, three had now been disabled by the mechs.

“Saved one for us!” said Hooper.

It was literally a race to see who could get the kill first. The mechs that had overwhelmed the forward ships were already thrusting toward the remaining ship under power.

At the same time, the Pythons swarmed over it.

For a moment, Fesky worried they would overdo it, and trigger a bigger explosion than was needed to take out the engines—which wasn’t crazy, she thought, since they knew so little about these ships and their structure.

But her fears were unfounded. Her own squadron of fighters made direct hits on the thruster assembly, and the ship went dead in space.

“That’s ours!” Hooper said triumphantly.

Fesky felt her grip loosen on her Python’s power stick. She scanned the space around her for more targets, but there was nothing that looked like a threat.

The Junlo ships were all disabled.
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Fesky waited next to her Python, helmet under her wing arm. A trio of pilots came by and nodded at her. She got a glimpse of the deck crews working on some of the other Pythons. She even saw Decker. He offered his customary human quirk of winking at her. “Commander,” he barked.

“Deck chief,” she replied.

“Not deck chief,” he said. “Not anymore.” He shot past on his way to another wing of fighters that was arriving in the big hangar.

Of course. He’d survived the loss of the Relentless, but it wasn’t like the Providence was in need of a new deck chief. So he’d made do with what position he was offered.

Just like the rest of them.

Fesky finally saw the person she was waiting for. “Commander,” she said, falling in line with O’Malley.

Her opposite number had a sour look on her face. She wasn’t happy to see Fesky waiting for her. Fesky knew humans well enough to know that.

“Commander,” O’Malley replied. “What can I do for you?”

She was walking fast and clearly had no intention of stopping for a little chat. Fesky didn’t care. She stepped in front of her and awkwardly caused her to almost trip over to avoid running into her.

“What’s your problem?” O’Malley snapped.

“You outrank me,” Fesky said. “Let’s be clear about that.”

“Yeah,” she said. She looked over Fesky’s shoulder like she had better places to be. “So is that your problem?”

“No,” Fesky said. “I don’t care about rank, not unless it causes problems with the air wing.”

“So, what then?”

“You outrank me,” Fesky repeated. “But that doesn’t mean that you should just blow off my suggestions.”

O’Malley’s face darkened. “Is that what this is about? I told you I was taking your suggestion under advisement.”

“You said what you needed to say to ignore me. And that’s fine. It’s your right. But I have a lot of experience in the cockpit.” She could see O’Malley beginning to open her mouth. “Just like you do,” she hurried on. “And just like all our squadron leaders. This isn’t about who has the most experience or who should have rank on whom. It’s about listening, and taking the suggestions of everyone seriously. If we don’t do that, we’re going to be in trouble out here.”

“We’re already in plenty of trouble.”

“All the more reason to be open to each other’s ideas,” Fesky squawked. “We’re not here to compete with each other. We’re here to survive. If we don’t have unity, we’ll die out there.”

O’Malley glanced around, and Fesky realized there were a few pilots and deck hands gathered in listening distance. Definitely not what she’d had in mind. 

O’Malley leaned in close. “Let me tell you what I think. I think you don’t like that I’m in charge. You don’t like that I’m the one that the captain calls, and yes, that includes your precious Captain Husher, who I guess is suddenly calling the shots. Just because you two think on the same wavelength doesn’t mean I have to do what you tell me.”

“I have no problem with you being in charge,” Fesky said. “Like I said about rank. Who calls the shots isn’t important to me. But the fate of this battle group is important to me. The fate of the Milky Way is important to me. And those things are threatened if we start getting worried about who’s in charge or who gets to call the shots or who gets to think they’re the next in line for a promotion. None of that will keep us all alive out here.” Her beak clacked sharply together. “None of it. The only thing keeping us alive is working together, keeping our eyes and ears open and listening to each other. Truly working together as a team. And that means we don’t ignore each other just because we have cliques or vendettas or flat-out grudges. We don’t let that stop us. I won’t let it stop me. And I expect it not to stop you.”

Fesky fell silent. She glanced around, now seeing that several members of the deck crew were watching. At least the pilots had the decency to keep moving, although some were clearly hanging back to listen.

If they were looking for fireworks from O’Malley, they got none. She simply turned and walked off without another word.

Fesky felt the feathers twitch all over her body. Then she also turned—and almost ran right into Paul Decker. The Relentless’ former deck chief had a big grin on his face. 

“Hello,” she said awkwardly, cutting short where she’d normally say his title. “Paul.”

He snorted. “Good for you.”

“Excuse me?”

He just jutted his chin at O’Malley’s receding form. “Good for you.”

Then he stepped around her and yelled at the deck crew still hanging around to take care of the waiting fighters.

Decker turned to look at her one last time and offered one of his trademark winks, followed by a big belly laugh.
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“I’m sorry.” Husher said the words without prompting. He knew what was coming. There was only one reason why he was here; he felt sure of it.

While the admiral had gone to the large conference table and taken a seat, Husher had remained standing. If he was going to get dressed down, he wasn’t going to sit through it unless he was ordered to.

Iver took a long, steely look at Husher, seemingly taking him in and judging him, top to bottom. It was like being a new cadet all over again, with the drill sergeant staring at him right down to his nose hairs, looking for anything that he could bust him for. Was the second rung of his shoelace on his right boot twisted around? Was there a split seam on the pocket of his cargo pants? Hell, was there dandruff on the shoulders of his uniform? 

You never got too old to get dressed down by a superior, and in those moments you never forgot the first time it had happened. It was as true of this as anything else—you just never forgot the first time.

“Sit down, Vin,” Iver said.

Husher was surprised that he hadn’t used his title. The informality almost threw him off as much as getting dressed down would.

“Sir?”

“Take a seat, will you? I don’t want to have to look up to you to say this.”

Bewildered, Husher sat.

Iver ran his hand through his short-cropped salt-and-pepper hair. “Overriding a superior during battle,” he said, tapping the table thoughtfully.

Husher hadn’t really overridden him. If anything, he’d just…ridden? There was no one filling the void, and he’d just stepped in and…the others in the CIC had just looked to him. He wasn’t sure what exactly, in retrospect, he was supposed to have done differently.

“I guess an apology is in order,” Iver said finally, folding his hands.

“Like I said, sir—”

Iver held up a hand. “No, I’m going to apologize to you.”

Husher stared dumbly at the man, not sure he’d heard correctly and not sure what he was supposed to do if he had. “You,” he said haltingly, “are going to apologize…to me?”

“Yes, Vin, I am.”

“For what?”

“For putting you in that position.” Iver waved a hand. “Look. I’m not just going to apologize. I’m going to thank you. In normal circumstances, sure, this would have been an egregious problem. We’d have to be figuring out what we were going to do with you right about now. And it wouldn’t be pretty.” He cracked a smile. “But we’re not home. This isn’t home. This is some strange place with threats I can barely wrap my head around. And the fact is, we need to win out here. We need to win, or we never get to go back where all that normal stuff about the chain of command exists.” He smiled even more broadly. “Back to a place where I really can bust your balls for doing shit like that.”

“I’d like that,” Husher said, allowing himself to relax the slightest bit. “I want to be somewhere this turns into a real dressing down for me. Because then, at least, the world wouldn’t seem so crazy.”

“Well, this isn’t the world, or the galaxy. Not the one we know. The normal one.”

Iver stopped talking, and Husher found that he had nothing to say, either. He was still a little too in shock that, rather than cutting him down, Iver was actually thanking him for his actions in the CIC.

“We have to get you promoted, Vin,” Iver said at last.

“Sir?”

“You heard me. I wasn’t bullshitting you when I first told you that I’d lobbied hard for you to get another star. You deserve it. We have some real assholes in the admiral rank. You’re looking at one of them. Don’t pretend you don’t think so.” He laughed. “But dammit, Vin. We need good officers like you among the admirals. You command this battle group too well, and the other captains respect your choices and your authority too much, for this to be only a temporary condition thrust on you and rescinded when we’re gone.”

“I think we both know that the chances of me getting that promotion are, well, slim.”

Iver chuckled. “If we get out of here alive, the chances of me not doing everything in my power to make your promotion to admiral happen are slim. Actually, they’re zero. And I have more friends than you might imagine, especially now that we’ve shifted away from the IU. My influence will be strong.” He slapped the table. “We’ll make an admiral of you yet, Vin. I know that in my bones.”

Husher knew that more stars meant more problems, but he’d never been one to shy away from responsibility. His father hadn’t, and the men he most looked up to in his life hadn’t, so he wouldn’t either. “I’d very much appreciate that, Admiral.”

Iver looked wistfully up at the ceiling, then leveled his gaze on Husher again. “At the very least, that would get you out from under my command and you could stop making me look so damn bad.” He said it half-jokingly, but there was a hint of truth there. 

Husher had to admit that he was impressed with Iver. This was a shift in thinking that would have been impossible before they’d made their way into this pocket universe; he felt sure of that.

But now that they were here, it seemed that maybe Iver wasn’t the grasping politician of an admiral Husher had once considered him, particularly at the end of the last war.

Perhaps the crucible of battle would do that to a man. Or at least, the chance that his survival might be on the line.

“I have nothing else for you, Vin,” Iver said at last. He stood, and Husher did the same. “Now let’s get back out there and see if we can learn anything from these damn aliens that can save our collective asses.”

Chapter 31

 

Oneiri Team 

Junlo Salvage Ship

 

“Watch that little bastard on your right,” Moonboy said.

Jake spun and aimed his autocannons in the direction of a large chunk of plating, which concealed a Junlo fighter. The alien was sending small-arms weapons fire their way.

“These guys just don’t get it, do they?” Zeph said.

For the better part of a half hour, Oneiri Team had been working its way through the passageways of the new Junlo ship they’d disabled. Other mech teams were engaged in similar activities on all the Junlo ships they had managed to disable.

“Jake, you got company on your six!”

Jake spun around, spotting one of the squat Junlo running toward him. Now that he’d seen one up close, he found their tiny size and shape was deceptive. They were clearly quite capable of fast movement in spite of their short, stocky frame.

The small weapon it held discharged as it ran straight at Jake, on what it had to know was a suicide charge. It was foolish.

Too foolish, based on what he’d seen.

Rather than fire, he ignored the creature and looked around. He spotted the trap. A second Junlo was standing next to what looked like a smaller version of the huge hover sleds they’d seen in the cavernous main holding bay. 

Jake swung his arm up and smashed it into the hover sled. The Junlo hiding behind it dove away at the last second, but the sled went flying across the ground thanks to Jake’s strike.

The first Junlo managed to avoid it, but the one running toward him with a death wish, firing off his useless rifle, was hit full in the chest with the front of the sled. It crushed the alien against the bulkhead. The second Junlo managed to maneuver around the sled and pull his comrade from the wreckage, who he then started dragging away.

Jake fired off one of the lasso-ties, the ones they’d been using to trap all the Junlo they came across. It flicked around the tiny form of the alien dragging his friend, constricting his limbs and sending him crashing to the deck.

He screamed some noises at Jake, who felt genuinely sorry about the one he’d crushed with the hover sled. They weren’t necessarily trying to kill the Junlo—rather, they were attacking those that attacked them. But still, there was no reason to go killing any creatures for no good reason.

“What the hell is that?” Steam said.

She and Moe had come up behind Jake. He turned around and followed their line of sight until it reached the hover sled, which had finally come to a stop. But not before it had smashed into a bulkhead, piercing through to the next compartment, where there was a set of interior doors. Before he could speculate on what he was looking at, Moe clambered into the small space.

“I think we got ourselves a little brig here,” Steam said as he covered Moe.

Jake joined them inside the compartment “Watch for more of these damn things and their booby traps.”

“Oh, I am,” Moe said. “But I don’t think they’ve been in here. At least, not recently. It looks like it’s untouched.” She paused. “No, wait, I see something here.”

Now it was Steam’s turn to share a glance with Jake. “What are you seeing, Maura?”

“Damn,” she said. “Jake, you gotta see this.”

“What is it?”

“We got ourselves a living Yin.”

Chapter 32

 

Containment Unit
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“Can you understand what I’m saying?”

The question hung in the air as Husher peered through the containment field at the Yin creature. The field was set up in one of the supercarrier’s medical wings, and Husher and Shota stood just outside it.

To say the Yin was standing was something of a misnomer, but Husher honestly didn’t know what term made more sense. They’d been watching the creature since it had been brought aboard, and it never seemed to stop standing.

This Yin was as the Scions had described the species. It was spider-like in appearance—a quadruped with four arms projecting from its torso. It had no head—at least, not one Husher or any humanoid would recognize. Yet it did have eyes near the top of its narrow body, dark and deep-set, which seemed to take in everything. No ears that Husher could see, but between that set of eyes was a tiny nose that the scientists told him included the capacity to hear through the bones there.

And finally the mouth, or what he assumed was the mouth. It was more of a gaping orifice that didn’t seem to ever close. It made the Yin look like it was perpetually surprised. But the big inset eyes, Husher soon realized, were the place to look for emotion.

He sensed that the Yin wasn’t happy. Awakening in a containment field among strange aliens, after they’d liberated it from a Junlo prison, probably wasn’t helping its mood.

“I can understand you,” the Yin said, or rather, the computer translated in a dull monotone. The initial message had been translated into the Scion language, since the Junlo seemed to understand that. Not for the first time, Husher was thankful they’d connected with the Scions when they’d arrived in this pocket universe. Their allies might be gone, but their language lived on as a critical common ground for communication.

While the computer was translating, Husher could hear the actual sounds the Yin creature made. It sounded like air whistling through a tunnel. “You may call me Calder.”

Husher spoke slowly and clearly for the computer, wondering what his own native tongue sounded like to the Yin. The translated sound was more like wheezing air. “Hello, Calder. My name is Vin Husher. I’m a member of a group of aliens from another universe.”

The Yin seemed to cast its bulbous eyes around itself. “You are using Scion technology. I know the sound of their translators.”

“It is our own technology,” Husher said, “but based on knowledge of the Scions’. I know you were enemies with them, but they were the first lifeforms we met here.”

“They are not our enemy,” Calder said absently. “Perhaps they once were, but that was before the Eaters arrived.”

Husher glanced over at the pair of scientists with him, but they just shook their head.

“Brood, perhaps?” Shota offered. He’d joined Husher at his request. Husher had asked everyone else, including Iver, to remain in another chamber while he tried to make direct contact. He hadn’t wanted to overwhelm the creature. Besides, they’d all be listening to the video feed, and would hear everything that was happening in real time. There was no need for them to be in the room with Husher, Shota, and the alien.

“Do you mean the Brood?” he asked. That is the term the Scions use.”

“I don’t know what your devices tell you. But on my end, the terms are interchangeable.”

“Very well. Then I agree. We have a common enemy now, and it’s not each other. It’s the Brood.”

“How many of you are there?”

Husher hesitated. Details, even in this desperate situation, didn’t need to be shared with outsiders. He changed tack slightly. “The Scions are…we think they’re all gone. At least, their homeworld is gone.”

“Skisel is gone?” Calder seemed to nod with its entire body. “The Eaters have indeed won, then.”

“What of your own kind?”

The creature blew out a sharp burst of air through its wide-open mouth, and Husher could actually see the blast of hot, humid air in the small enclosure. The computer translated nothing, but Husher knew a bitter laugh when he heard one.

“My own kind are no more. The Junlo told me so, and I don’t think they had reason to lie. Now, it seems the Scions are no more.” Calder exhaled again. “The Junlo that captured me discovered me living in an empty complex in one of the fallen cities.”

“So you were kidnapped?”

“They would see it as saving me, and I probably would agree, even if they obviously wanted to exploit my knowledge.”

Husher glanced at Shota. The fact Calder considered himself valuable to the Junlo could be important. “What knowledge do you have?”

Calder tilted his head, or rather, the long protrusion above its mid-torso appendages, and he seemed to Husher to be considering the question. A rapid series of wheezing inhales and exhales followed. “I had hunkered down in a bombardment shelter and was living on meager rations. They ran out, and I was forced to emerge into the ruined wasteland to find more. That is when I found the Junlo scavengers and they found me. They should have killed me, but they did not.”

“Why not?”

Calder hesitated. “Because I begged them not to.”

“And that was enough?”

“No,” Calder admitted. “But once they realized that I could guide them to the most advantageous spots for pillaging, they did.”

“You can do that?”

Calder nodded. “I am a government scientist with high-level security clearance.” He paused. “I was not supposed to be away from my post during the Brood attacks, but I fled there shortly before.”

Husher suddenly realized that they were talking to the Junlo’s guide to Yin space, as it were. Calder was something of a coward as well, by his own admission, but Husher wasn’t here to place blame. He was here for help. And he could see the value in having a scientist with high-level security clearance around. “Can you help us understand this system, then?”

This time, Calder looked up sharply. “You don’t want to know where to pillage?”

“We have no interest in that.” Not technically true, but true enough for now. “But we do need to understand what’s happening with the subspace here.”

“Ah,” he said. “Repulsons.”

“Yes. A Scion told me your people are experts on those.”

“There is much to discuss. Our mastery of the repulson was our greatest asset in war. First with the Scions, and later with the Brood.”

“The Scions told us that you were the only ones who could create them.”

Calder shook his head. “They had that wrong. Admittedly, we perpetuated plenty of stereotypes along those lines so that they weren’t aware of our true abilities. I assume that within your own universe, your species has employed similar tactics?”

Husher had to chuckle as he imagined Iver and the rest of the captains of the fleet listening in on this discussion. Considering how things had been going in the Milky Way prior to this excursion, he could only imagine them nodding along in agreement.

“So what can you do with the repulsons?” Husher prodded.

“We have long understood how to control them. We were able to create a field that prevents the corruption of subspace. It blocked the Brood from jumping in subspace here, while clearing the way for us to do so.”

“That’s amazing,” Shota murmured. “What a strategic advantage.”

The computer dutifully translated what Shota said to the Yin.

“It wasn’t enough of an advantage,” Calder said. “It slowed the Brood, but they were able to use sheer numbers to overwhelm us, even when we had this ‘strategic advantage,’ as you put it.”

“Calder,” Husher said, realizing he was using the creature’s name for the first time, and noting that the computer created a sound very similar to that of wind whipping through trees. “We assumed we could use this cleared region of subspace to make an interdimensional leap through back to our own universe, using what we call a spherical wormhole generator. But it seems we still can’t do that even here, where the space is supposedly clear of the Brood corruption. I realize you don’t know the details of our technology, and perhaps we can share a limited amount of that with you, but can you give a guess as to why it might be?”

Calder started shaking vigorously before Husher had even finished speaking. “That’s because the corrupted parts of the universe have compromised the entire substructure here.”

“I don’t understand what that means.” Husher glanced toward the one-way mirror, behind which he knew the scientists stood. He was sure they were already preparing a slew of their own questions for the alien.

“It means that the open space here is only local. For a time, it aided our own efforts to defend against the Brood, but what they have done to the universe.…” Calder shook his head. “There is a reason our name for them is Eaters. They have eaten the universe. They have corrupted its entire substructure. We are severed from the rest of creation. Do you understand? We can clear the space locally of their infestation, but the damage they have done cannot be undone. They have, for all intents and purposes, made a cancer that has broken us away from the multiverse itself.”

“So there is no way in or out?” Shota said.

“There is a way in,” Calder said. “However you arrived, that would have been long after the corruption. But there is no way back out.”

“So if someone does mount a rescue, that would mean they’d end up trapped here as well,” Husher said.

“Everything is trapped here,” Calder said. “This entire universe is a trap, I’m sorry to say. The Brood exist only to destroy that which blunders into it.”

“What if we could destroy the Brood entirely?”

“That would do it. You would also need to destroy their generators. So long as they exist, space will remain corrupted, and any reinforcements that might arrive for you will simply be trapped here with you. We tried to explain this to the Scions, but they were too stuck in their backward ways to join us in direct assault on the Brood. We were defeated. The Scions hid on their world, but eventually they, too, had to succumb. There is no hiding from the Brood. No coexisting with them. If you want to get out of this place, you must destroy the Brood. It is very simple.”

“Simple to say,” Shota said. “Not so simple to do.”

“Perhaps,” Calder said. “But I wonder. The Scions have always run from the Brood, when we have known for just as long that attack was the only option. We came very close to succeeding. We never let the Scions know how close—it seems useless now, but at the time we were playing an intelligence game with them and preferred to keep them in the dark. But in fact, we made it very far into Brood space. Into their own systems. We got beyond their so-called hive brains. We were able to detect their central brain. We call it the Master Eater. But it is nothing more than an artificial intelligence, we suspect.”

Husher found himself staring wide-eyed at Shota. He leaned forward, hearing his voice turn hoarse. “Did you say it’s an AI?”

“Unlike the Scions, who retreated from knowledge of our enemy, we embraced it. There is a single AI that bioengineered the Brood. Even now, it creates more and more. It is a single source of the power.”

“How can you know that?”

“We’ve studied their tactics, and we are sure of our results. We’ve tested them in battle and watched the tactical ramifications. It is very straightforward. The location of the AI does not change. It doesn’t need to. The Brood keep it more than safe.”

Husher leaned forward. “If we were to destroy this AI, would it destroy the Brood?”

“No,” Calder said, and for once Husher thought he could sense an actual change in the air whistling out of its facial orifice. “But if you manage to destroy it, that will greatly reduce the Brood’s coordination. It would still have an enormous circuit of hive minds. I suspect the Brood could continue on without its head, as it were, for some time.”

“But it would be our best chance to defeat the Brood,” Husher said.

Calder shrugged. “We thought so. It’s why we put all our effort into destroying the AI, in the hopes that we could then take on a weakened Brood. But we failed. And now we are no more.” Calder seemed to grow tired all at once and leaned back, its body hanging limp on its long legs.

“There are others here with questions,” Husher said. He glanced at the scientists.

“I’ve answered enough for now. Perhaps later I will answer more. Perhaps not. I think I’ve told you enough for now.”

Yes, Husher thought. You’ve told us more than enough. Now we just have to figure out what the hell to do with it.

Chapter 33
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Calder’s spider-like frame didn’t fit into anything like a chair on the CIC. It was too long and sinewy, for one, but also the power in his lower limbs concerned the marines. In the end, a makeshift restraining device was put into use. Calder’s head-like appendage stuck out from a sturdy harness that covered most of his body, designed to protect him from impacts to the ship and also to deny him freedom of movement. His head looked more like an enormous thumb sticking out of the top than anything else—a thumb with bulbous eyes, a tiny nose, and a wide-open mouth.

It was a little comical, but it would have to do. The marines wouldn’t allow him on the CIC without restraints of some kind. Frankly, Husher would have requested it if they hadn’t.

“Are you sure we’re getting close?” Iver asked.

“No,” Calder answered, his voice translating through a device nestled inside the harness.

“No?” Iver said.

“No,” Calder repeated. “I don’t have access to your equipment. I can’t see what your navigator has plotted or your helmsman has executed. In short, I know nothing since you have me locked inside this…thing.”

“We’ve followed your directions precisely,” Daniels said. He was once again the third wheel in his own CIC, or was it fourth now with the Yin here? Iver was in the captain’s seat, and Husher in the first officer’s seat.

The alien whistled. “If you did, then you should know better than me if we are getting close or not.”

Iver glanced at Lieutenant Fisher at navigation. She nodded back. “Half a minute, sir.”

The admiral grunted and sat back, his demeanor indicating that it would have been easier if the creature had just told him that, even though Husher was sure the Yin was right. Who knew what he saw when he looked at the big display in the CIC?

“Is there anything else in-system that could help us even the odds?” Husher asked.

Calder turned his cold eyes on him. “Other than a shipyard where you can effect repairs on all your ships using our superior technology?”

The shipyard in question was where Calder was directing them. He claimed it would give them everything they needed and more. They were about to find out.

“We’re here, sir,” said Lieutenant Bosh as the helmsman dropped the Providence down in speed. 

“Let’s see it,” Iver said.

The main screen showed a complex of large floating platforms. There were dozens of them. All were more or less the same shape: long, flat, and rectangular, with a few protrusions along opposite sides. They orbited in extremely close proximity to each other, with the corner of one platform only a short distance from the corner of the next.

Along a handful of the platforms were ships. Husher knew instantly they were Yin ships from the shape and size of them. They had the characteristic round styling that he associated with Yin designs. He wondered if, inside, they had the same strange variations of gravity that he’d encountered previously.

On that note, he wondered if that same gravity-inducing power was the reason the platforms appeared to be staying so uniformly in formation, even though there was no obvious mooring between them and he couldn’t see anything like thrusters that would be used to move them.

“What am I looking at?” Iver asked.

“The shipyards,” Calder said. “The biggest in the system.”

“Sir, these platforms….” The sensor officer turned. “We could dock half the battle group next to just one of them.”

Husher looked again at the screen. Now that the sensor officer had given him that sense of scale, he realized the docked Yin ships were enormous. Larger than any single structure he’d ever seen, outside of a space station.

“You asked if there was anything else here that could help you even the odds?” Calder said to Husher. “Well, there you go.” His thumb-like head swayed forward, indicating that he could indeed see what they did on the viewscreen.

“What?” Husher asked, confused.

“Do you see the largest ship docked?”

 “Yes.” The mammoth vessel had an entire platform to itself, and in fact, it dwarfed that platform. Which meant that the ship—a single ship—was larger than half the entire battle group. “What is that?” Husher breathed.

“That is the Tunderall,” Calder said. “The most advanced battle cruiser ever devised by my people. It boasts not only rail cannons but also the most powerful forward plasma cannon we ever put on a ship. At close enough range, it can destroy planets.”

“It’s not finished, though, is it?” Iver said. He’d stood and moved closer to the video screen, even though he could’ve asked the sensor operator to magnify it.

“It is mostly completed,” Calder said. “It was due for a maiden voyage in just a few weeks.” He sighed. “It was to be our finest instrument of war, meant to strike a fatal blow against the Brood.”

“Too little, too late,” Husher remarked.

“Indeed.”

“It’s the story of a lot of wars,” Husher said. “In our history, too.”

“It’s the story of my entire race’s destruction.”

Iver glanced at Husher, then at Calder. “Maybe we can finish what you started.”

Calder shook his head. “In all honestly, I don’t care anymore. There is little left for me to care about. My family is gone. My friends are gone. My…everything is gone. If you want to try to turn the tide on the Brood, I will do everything I can to help you.” He hesitated. “But please don’t try to pretend that you’re here to honor the memory of my people or anything that we achieved.”

The rebuke seemed to take some of the energy out of the CIC.

“Very well,” Iver said. “We will simply do what must be done to stop the Brood.”

“And in that, you have my blessing.”

“Will you be able to help us activate the vessel?” Husher asked. “I doubt that it will be an easy task.”

“Most assuredly not,” Calder said. “Your task is much harder than you think.”

Daniels frowned at that. He’d been listening in on the conversation. “We have scientists that can help with the transition.”

Calder shook his head. “It’s not that. I’m sure we can make use of the battle cruiser.”

“So what is it, then?” Husher asked, a hunch already forming.

“The construction site is protected by automated defenses.”

“What kind of defenses?”

“Like I said, this was to be our crown jewel. You have to understand that it had to be protected from outside forces, not least the Brood. The defensive capabilities protecting it are…extensive.”

“They must be good,” McBane noted from Tactical. “The Brood left it alone completely.”

“The Brood probably could have overwhelmed the defenses if they wanted to,” Calder admitted. “But it seems they have no use for starships, at least not ours. So they left it alone.”

“What of the other ships here? Can we use those?”

“All in various states of construction, but none as far along as the Tunderall.”

“Can we tell these automated defenses to stand down?” Iver asked. “Tell it that we’re friendly? Do you have any credentials we can offer?”

Calder scoffed. “Maybe if this were a Scion ship. But I have nothing that can override Yin defenses.”

“Will they stop us from using the rest of the shipyards?”

“No. In fact, the rest of the station will be in perfect working order. As I said, the Brood showed no interest in destroying it.”

“So we can get the rest of our ships as well repaired as we can, then,” Husher said to Iver.

“Agreed. And we can check munitions and see if there’s anything we can use.”

Husher turned to Calder. “Will you join us at the shipyards to help us figure out how to use whatever’s available to repair our ships?”

“As I’ve indicated,” Calder said, sounding slightly annoyed with Husher this time. “I have little else to live for at this point, other than to keep my captors alive and see those that destroyed my people destroyed in turn.”

“For a man after revenge, you sound very level-headed.”

“I’m a Yin,” Calder said, and Husher wondered what ‘man’ got translated as. “This is how we are.”

“Understood,” Husher said. “And when we’ve done all the repairs we can, we’ll have to see about the Tunderall.”

Calder nodded. “Very well.”

“Since we won’t be able to override the defenses, what are our options?” Husher asked.

“I can probably disable them from the ship itself.”

“But that doesn’t help us get there in the first place,” Husher said. “Any ideas for that?”

Calder turned to look at him. For a long moment, he just studied Husher’s face. The pause grew uncomfortable. At last, Calder said, “You’ll have to defeat them.”

Chapter 34
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Battle Group Nearspace

 

Fesky watched as the last of the battle group ships pulled away from the two platforms they’d been using to enact repairs.

It was still stunning to her that all the ships in the battle group could look so small next to this enormous structure. The worst-damaged of the ships, including a pair of oxygen recyclers and a fuel recycler, were repaired directly on one of the platforms, while the larger ships had their hulls patched and weapons reset to the greatest extent possible.

Yin weapons were mostly useless to the battle group. None of their ammunition could be launched from human ships. But at least there was plenty of material to quickly manufacture impactors for their railguns.

They worked in shifts on repairing ships while at least one destroyer and one cruiser remained on patrol, circling the group so they could make sure they weren’t surprised by the Brood.

So far, so good. But Fesky knew as well as anyone that their luck couldn’t last. 

“All right,” O’Malley said to the full air group. “We’ve had a few days to study these things, and our Yin friend has outlined what makes them tick. So we know what’s coming.”

Fesky wasn’t so sure about that. But the Yin had told them the automated weapons would be pulse-energy mounted cannons.

“Blue, Gold, and Red Squadrons, we’re taking the fire and opening up a lane for the Aces. They’re escorting the mechs down along with our Yin friend—and hopefully getting those damn things turned off.”

There were a number of return calls from the various squadron leaders confirming their assignments. Which was little more than a formality at this point. Everyone knew what they were doing. The mission had been planned for days now.

“On my six,” Fesky said over the private channel between her team and Oneiri Team following behind. The mechs had formed up, and were now in formation behind Fesky’s Black Aces squadron.

“Right here,” Jake said. “And ready to do this.”

Directly behind the mechs was the shuttle that carried the Yin. It was imperative that they protect it at all costs. Of course, she didn’t say this over her com. Unlike O’Malley, she didn’t feel the need to repeat the mission to her team. They knew what they were up against.

“Here we go!” Gold leader said as his team dove toward the huge Yin battleship.

Instantly a series of ports on the rectangular shipyard spun around, revealing large extended tubes. They glowed blue for a moment, then discharged pulses of energy that seemed to spear through space like giant shooting stars.

Gold Squadron spread out their formation, opening like a flower with every fighter in the squadron exploding out and away from the platform. They were juicy targets for the weapons, with their bellies exposed and their afterburners firing.

On cue, the Pythons fired Sidewinders. As Calder had predicted, when the big pulse cannons saw those, they went for them, firing a steady stream of their shooting stars.

The Gold Squadron Pythons cut their afterburners and spun away, using their momentum through space to make quick distance between them and the Sidewinders.

“Round two!” Red leader said, and the second squadron of Pythons linked up on the same vector.

“That’s our cue,” Fesky said.

Her own squadron followed on her six, and the mechs and shuttle dove toward the big battle cruiser’s main cargo bay. They weren’t sure what they would find inside it, but based on conversations with Calder, it seemed the Tunderall wasn’t fully equipped with the strange gravity they’d encountered inside the Yin science station or on the nearby asteroid cities.

That would be a welcome change, as Fesky had no desire to see how her ships would perform inside the cargo bay of a Yin ship with strange gravity at work. Deeper inside the ship, however, all bets were off. That was Jake’s department.

“Halfway home,” Jake said. The mechs and Pythons were now running down the “stem” of the flower formation of the other squadrons.

Blue Squadron was now drawing the interest of the cannons. Just a little further and—

“What the hell are those?”

It was her wingmate, Pixie, that said it, but Fesky had seen them at the same moment the others had. The forward landing bay of the battle cruiser, the very point that they were now headed for at full throttle, had opened up. And out of it buzzed a cloud of small objects angling straight up at the group.

Fesky thought for a moment that they were projectiles. Then she saw one of them adjust its attitude. A change in its shape told her it was also deploying a weapons assembly

“Nobody said anything about drones,” Eightball said.

“Gold Squadron, weapons hot!” Fesky snapped. “Dive for targets. Oneiri, support and punch through at your discretion.”

With that, the com link to Oneiri died, and Fesky concentrated on the forms coming at her.

“I’ve got a shot on three high,” Eightball said.

“Nine even,” Fesky replied, calling out the sector of space she was firing on a moment before she let loose with a string of kinetic impactors.

The drones, which looked like modified versions of the Yin fighters they’d seen elsewhere on the shipyards, began evasive maneuvers. But the forward ships were much too slow to react. Fesky’s shots ripped through a pair of them, sending shrapnel spinning away.

She glanced out of the corner of her eye and saw her wingmate was having similar success.

“They’re dumb drones,” Syndle said. The Winger was a new addition to the squadron.

“There are lots of them, though,” Damon said. “We can spread out to get more.”

“Don’t leave the mechs,” Fesky snapped.

She watched as the bay of the big battle cruiser loomed larger. Inside, it was empty. It looked like it was still under construction, in fact.

Energy signatures lit up on the sides of the big ship around the bay. Seconds later, it dawned on her what was happening, and why the Yin hadn’t been able to tell her about it. This wasn’t the shipyard’s defenses. This was the mammoth ship’s own defenses.

“Target port-side railguns,” Fesky said.

“On the shipyard?” Pixie asked in confusion.

“On the battle cruiser,” Fesky said quickly. “On the damn ship.”

She began firing frantically on the hull just as the big railguns came around. The rest of her squadron belatedly followed her lead.

Two Pythons were hit. At this close range, the damage was catastrophic. They were instantly ripped open, their critical systems destroyed. One exploded instantly. The other spun, losing control, and smashed into the side of the battle cruiser, ripping a chunk of its hull away with it.

Oh look, we’re even destroying the ships we didn’t arrive in.

“We’re in,” Jake said. 

It surprised Fesky. She hadn’t realized they had coms with Oneiri again—or that the mechs had made it through. But now she saw they were nowhere to be found in space. They were all inside the landing bay. “Aces, break and go!” 

Fesky pulled up hard, and her Python roared over the face of the ship, then showed her belly to it as she fired her afterburners.

Now she had a taste of how exposed her fellow pilots had felt when they’d flown the same course earlier—even as she lined up her shot on a hull-mounted railgun. “Fire Sidewinders!”

“Firing!” came the answer from several of her pilots.

Missiles arced toward several of the battle cruiser’s hard points as railgun fire zipped through space around her fighter, narrowly missing her.

She waited several beats, then once again engaged her thrusters, this time at half power, and surged away from the ship. She looked back and saw the rest of her team forming up around her, well clear of the ship’s defensive fire.

They still had the shipyard pulse cannons to worry about, but the other squadrons had continued their covering patterns and were keeping them busy.

“God speed, Oneiri,” she said. “And good luck.”

Chapter 35

 

Oneiri Team

Yin Battle Cruiser Tunderall

 

“Asset is on the ground,” Jake called out as the shuttle they’d escorted opened to let the strange creature emerge into the even stranger landing bay.

He checked over his mech, and found no damage. Thankfully, while the repair teams had used Yin mechs to work on the warships, Jake and the others had been able to effect repairs on every MIMAS mech that had sustained damage over the last several weeks—which was pretty much every mech in the battle group.

But that didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t piloting the state-of-the-art mech he’d come to this strange universe with. He was now on his third backup mech, and repaired though it might be, it was a reminder that they were working off the scraps they had left.

Calder approached Jake, then nodded silently up at him.

“Do we have any idea how long this is going to take?” Moe asked.

“Are we even sure that thing can do the trick?” Moonboy asked.

“No idea to either,” Jake said.

“Reassuring as always, boss,” Frog put in.

Calder moved forward with practiced ease into the heart of the landing bay. The bay itself was empty of any ships. In fact, there was only construction equipment. Jake had known the Tunderall was still a work in progress, but he hadn’t imagined there would be this much still unfinished.

Then again, he realized that he didn’t actually know how unfinished it was. He had no idea what it was supposed to look like in a completed state.

Thankfully, the gravity wasn’t switching around wildly in here, but the mission specs included the real possibility that beyond the bay, that was exactly what they’d find. Calder seemed to think so, and the spider-like creature would probably be comfortable in such an environment. To the alien, human environments, with well-defined floors and ceilings, were probably strange.

Jake just hoped the ship wouldn’t also be crawling with Brood Wayfarers ready to jump them, like they had the marines in their last Yin pitstop.

Calder disappeared through a hatchway, but just as he did, Jake thought he could see him start to float through the air.

“We’re on your three,” said the tight voice of Bubba “Digger” Jonas, the leader of the mech team from the Idaho. 

“We’re here, too,” said the cheerful voice of Jolly Rollins, who was leading the other mech team. 

In all, they had 22 mechs for this mission. Jake and Oneiri were on point.

“Okay, while our alien friend is deactivating the defensive systems, I want to secure this bay.”

“Did anybody else see those railguns open up?” Zeph asked. “That wasn’t in the briefing.”

“The mission briefing for an alien ship on an alien shipyard? Are you really that surprised?” That was one of the mechs on Digger’s crew.

“Don’t be an ass,” said another member of that crew.

“What? I’m just saying.”

“All the more reason to secure this space,” Jake said, cutting off the chatter and wondering why Digger wasn’t doing it for him.

“We weren’t expecting drones either,” Digger said. “So, plenty of things weren’t in the mission briefing.”

“Spread out, boys and girls,” Rollins said to his team. “If it moves, call it out. Don’t go shooting construction equipment, though.”

“Yeah,” another member of his crew said as the eight mechs in Rollins’ team started walking toward the far end of the bay, where the majority of the construction equipment seemed to be set up. “There’s some crazy shit up there.”

Jake led his team forward, and they headed toward the other side of the bay and the other major construction site. That left Digger and his team to watch the hatches to their right.

“Damn, those things are as big as we are,” Zeph said as they approached the large, apparently unfinished bulkhead of the bay. 

She was gesturing toward a half dozen construction machines that looked like the ones they’d seen in the rest of the shipyard. Those had been there to help with repairs, but these were for building. They were bright blue and striped with green, and Jake had to assume that was to set them off against the reddish bulkheads around them.

The machines really did look just like the mechs, and were as tall and bulky as them. They each sported tools of all shapes and sizes that meant little to Jake and the rest of his team. 

Then, they started to move.

“Whoa!” shouted Moonboy.

“Damn,” said Zeph. “They’re active.”

“Looks like nobody told them it was quitting time,” Steam said. She was closest to the construction machines, and it was clear that they were simply working on their assigned projects. The ship’s automated system, it seemed, was continuing on with the construction process, regardless of the dead shipyard around it.

“That’s some union work for you,” Moonboy said. “Somebody tell these guys—”

“Look out!” Frog shouted.

Moonboy spun around just as one of the mechs sent a piece of metal bulkhead slamming down over him. He managed to raise his arm and ward off the section, which was light enough without its internal structure that his mech was able to punch right through it. 

But it occupied him long enough for a second construction mech to leap down and start moving in his direction. Jake didn’t like anything about the way it was moving. Instead of the ponderous speed with which it had been performing its job before, now it was moving with real purpose toward Moonboy.

It raised its mechanical arm. Something big was attached to it, with a pair of spikes on either side. It had begun to swing it down on Moonboy’s back when its chest burst open, sending sparks flying.

Steam stood behind the automated mech, her wrist autocannon still red-hot.

The top half of the mech detached from the torso and fell to the ground. The legs kept moving several more steps until it ran into Moonboy, who calmly shoved it over.

Moe fired into the complex of machines and another fell, this one not that far from where Steam was standing. Steam quickly fired her foot thrusters and shot into the air 

By the time she landed and spun around, Jake and the others had arrived. The other automated mechs began leaping down off various platforms and still-larger larger machines.

“Easy pickings,” Zeph said as she fired into the mass of construction mechs. Each blast from her autocannon sent another one sprawling. It was clear the automated mechs weren’t designed for what they were attempting, but that wasn’t slowing them down.

Jake suddenly thought of the drones that had come flying up at the Python fighters, and the railguns that had opened up from the side of the ship. And now these construction mechs were turning on them.

If he didn’t know any better, he’d say the entire battle cruiser was trying to protect itself from them.

“Fall back,” he said.

“Really?” Zeph asked. “They have no defenses.” Never one not to challenge orders, that one.

“Really,” Jake said. “They might seem defenseless, but I have a feeling there are even more surprises lurking nearby.”

As they pulled back, the construction mechs followed. Oneiri Team covered their own retreat easily enough, dispatching them as they followed. But this was a game of attrition, and Jake had no idea how many of these dumb mechs were hiding on the ship.

Right on cue, Rollins said, “We got a few of these things on our side now, too.”

Jake turned and saw that three times as many construction mechs were on that side of the bay. And there seemed to be more showing up.

“This is going to get hard to hold if their numbers keep increasing,” Digger said. His team, at least, wasn’t engaged at the moment. But that was only because he was near a side of the bay with no construction.

He was also closest to the hatch Calder had gone through.

“Digger, you’re going to have to go get our Yin contact if we have to fall back.”

“How the hell do I know where he is?” Digger asked. “You just dropped him off and he ran inside. He could be anywhere in this ship.”

Jake cursed. Digger was right, of course. There was no way to know what other surprises were in store on the ship, and there was no way to know where Calder had gone. For all he knew, the Yin was behind all this and hiding in the ship now.

But Jake couldn’t kick himself for the mission planning. He’d been given the assignment to get the creature here and let it do its thing. He couldn’t be held responsible for some double-cross.

He pulled up his com. “Providence actual, are you still getting cannon fire?”

“Say again?” the Coms officer asked.

“Are the shipyard defenses down out there? Or are the plasma cannons still active?”

There was a pause while Jake assumed his questions were being relayed. Then the voice of Husher came over the coms.

“We had Pythons down there thirty seconds ago, and they were still getting fired on. It looks like the turrets are still active and searching for targets.”

Jake nodded. “That’s actually good news in a way, sir. I was afraid the ship was working independently.”

“Explain.”

“Here’s the situation. We have hostile defenses here, and we can’t be sure how many there are farther in the ship. As of now, we’re working on the assumption that they’re part of the general defensive systems. Which means that if our Yin friend can—” Jake stopped. The lights had changed their glow inside the bay.

“If he can what, Jake?”

Jake watched as the automated construction mechs all stopped moving. “Sir, are you seeing those cannons still active?”

“We just sent out a wing when you asked,’ Husher said. “They’re in range of the cannons now and…hold on…they’re not being tracked by the cannons. I say again, the defensive cannons are offline.”

Jake let out a long sigh. He hadn’t realized he was holding his breath. “I think our friend just did it, sir. The machines in here just stood down as well.”

“Do you have eyes on Calder?”

“Not yet, sir.”

“Report when you do. I want to find out what happened.”

Jake killed the connection and ran his mech over to Digger’s group. They were clustered around the hatch where the Yin had disappeared. It was backlit, and seemed to be the only place that still had power.

“What’s going on?” Jake asked.

“Hell if I know,” Digger said. 

A shadow fell across the light. Jake instinctively tensed inside his mech, which made his mech do the same. Then a small spidery form appeared at the hatch and scampered out.

Calder held up one of his appendages, pointing at Jake’s mech. Air whooshed out of its facial orifice.

“The defensive systems have been disabled,” Jake’s computer interpreted.

Jake glanced around. Although the automated mechs were no longer coming after them, they were still active. They’d simply turned around and returned to work on the larger construction equipment, which came back to life along with everything else in the large bay.

A thought occurred to him, and he turned on his external speaker. “Calder,” he said, knowing his computer would translate the words. “Is it possible to get these automated mechs working for us?”

The Yin did a strange thing with its long arms and actually seemed to knock itself in the head. Then it said, “Of course. I’ll see to it.”

Jake glanced around at the hardworking machines. He was starting to see some positives here.

Then he did something he hadn’t done enough, lately. He smiled. “Please do so, Calder. We can use all the help we can get right now.”

Chapter 36

 

Interior Passageway

Yin Battle Cruiser Tunderall

 

The Tunderall’s scale was truly staggering. It took several minutes to traverse any section of it. Since the mechs had first secured the ship, they’d found an even larger landing bay—if that was the right term for it. It was big enough to accommodate any ship in the battle group, except the Providence.

Iver sniffed. “Calder, are you sure this is going to work?”

The Yin considered the admiral closely. Husher could tell what the answer was even before the alien said it. It was the same answer that Husher would have given.

“No. But it should work.” With that, Calder turned back to the engineering equipment he was standing in front of.

Husher glanced at the two white coats from the Providence that were hovering over Calder. It seemed that they both had managed to bond with the alien rather quickly. It was a good reminder that their new Yin ally was, first and foremost, a scientist. He might have been high-ranking, and maybe had some survivor’s guilt after the destruction of his people, but that didn’t change his basic interest in knowledge.

Calder was the one doing the teaching, and the human scientists were doing the learning. But Husher didn’t think for a second that Calder wasn’t doing some learning of his own. He’d already shown an enormous ability to adapt Yin functions to human use.

In the short time that he had known the Yin, Husher could see how the wheels were constantly turning in the alien’s mind. He was watching all, taking it all in. Was that a problem? Maybe. Or maybe Husher had spent too much time around Shota lately. 

His XO wasn’t nearly as trusting of the Yin as he was—not that Husher had allowed himself the luxury of trust in this situation, either. It was simple necessity. They needed help. Calder provided it. If the price of that help was the loss of secrets they probably weren’t going to manage to keep anyway, he could live with that.

The two white coats nodded and talked excitedly with Calder while he worked over a section of the passageway bulkhead. The interface was nothing like Husher had ever seen, and he had no idea what they were doing at this moment. 

But one thing he had figured out was how to traverse the long passageways of this crazy ship.

He stood and jumped, reaching the apex of gravity in the center of the passageway and flipping around deftly to land on the opposite bulkhead where Iver was standing.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were showing off, Vin,” the admiral said.

“Nonsense,” Husher said. “Just happy that for once my bones aren’t creaking.”

Shota landed firmly next to him. “Speak for yourself, Captain. I’m definitely showing off.”

Iver gave Shota a quick glance and then spun around and started walking. Husher fell in next to him, with Shota a step behind.

“Where are we with everything?” Husher asked.

“Well, if our alien friend can pull off what he’s suggesting,” Iver said, thumbing behind him at Calder and the two scientists, who disappeared as they rounded a corner, “then it seems this ship might actually be operational soon.”

Husher ran his hand along the smooth bulkheads nearest him. They were the walls and the floors and the ceilings. Like the Yin space station, it seemed that any and all surfaces could serve the purpose of walking upon. It was, once you got used to it, an excellent use of the space.

There were precious few sharp corners anywhere to be found. It seemed the Yin were almost allergic to them.

“The construction mechs have been impressive. And there are more of them than I thought possible,” Shota said.

Iver nodded. “And they’re doing incredible work on our own ships.”

Once it was clear the automated mechs could be reprogrammed, almost all the battle group had returned to the shipyard. The mechs they’d found aboard the Tunderall enabled repairs at an even quicker pace.

It was almost too good to be true.

“Admiral,” snapped the voice of Ensign Zahid from the com that Iver wore.

Iver pulled the communicator off his belt. “Iver here.”

“Sir, we’ve gotten a message from the alert fighters on the picket line.”

Iver gave Husher an ominous glance. “What do they have?”

Husher could sense Shota tense beside him. His first officer was spoiling for a fight. As much as Husher was upset at the loss of Relentless, most of his crew had managed to re-integrate themselves throughout the battle group.

For whatever reason, that simply hadn’t happened to Shota. Part of that was Iver’s fault. He had the power to smooth that transition and simply hadn’t taken the time to make sure Shota was fully integrated, perhaps because of his own disinterest in having Shota in his CIC.

But Husher also blamed himself. It was true that he’d been laid up in medbay for the first few weeks. But now that he was on the mend, how much effort had he truly made to keep Shota updated on what was happening?

Not much. Not enough, certainly.

“They have multiple contacts inbound,” Zahid answered.

Iver nodded, and the three of them picked up their pace, moving faster back down the smooth passageways of the battle cruiser—back toward the original landing bay, where their shuttles awaited.

“Any signature you can identify?” Iver asked.

“We’re getting it now, sir.”

Iver snapped the com back on his belt, leaving it active, and abandoned all pretense of walking swiftly. They all started to jog. 

Sometimes, you just don’t need anyone to tell you what’s happening. You can just feel it. The universe tells you…even when it’s the wrong universe.

“Sir,” Zahid said at last, his voice hard. “Sensors are indicating they’re Brood Stomachs, sir.”

“How many?”

“At least four.” Zahid hesitated for a moment. “And when it comes to the Brood, where there are four, there are usually more. A lot more.”

Chapter 37

 

Combat Information Center

UHC Providence

 

Iver dropped into the captain’s seat a second after Daniels vacated it. “Where are they?” 

“Two are in our nearspace,” Arubo answered from the sensor station in his professional, clipped voice. “Two more are advancing behind them.”

“Looks like their Pseudopods are peeling off already,” Husher said as he landed in the jump seat beside Iver. Daniels was on Iver’s other side, coordinating internal operations on the supercarrier.

“They’re hitting hard and fast, sir,” McBane said. “No dancing around this time.”

“Have they done much dancing around in the past?” Iver asked darkly.

“Since our first encounter, they’ve been shedding Pseudopods from their Stomachs earlier and earlier in engagements,” the tactical officer noted.

“They know the best way to defeat us is to overwhelm us,” Husher said. “They might be dumb when it comes to individual tactics, but their overall tactics are controlled by a hive mind, and it’s making very smart tactical decisions.”

“Are alert fighters away, Daniels?” Iver asked.

Daniels was rapidly issuing orders that were relayed by the coms officer to internal systems. “All Pythons are away. Alerts were on the picket line and are engaging now.”

On the main screen, Iver saw the tell-tale tracers as point defense systems on the forward destroyers, Strongbow and Idaho, opened up. Their railguns sent a steady flow of kinetic impactors into the waves of Pseudopods in space.

Iver inhaled deeply as the two cruisers, Bunker and Regent, raced to support the destroyers. The Providence was holding back near the Yin shipyard for the moment, to protect the support ships still moored there.

Because of the current state of repairs, plus the fact that the destroyers had taken the brunt of the damage up to this point, he’d decided to have the cruisers take point wherever possible. They were smaller and had to stay closer together to support each other, but they each had a full complement of railguns available. 

Iver could feel Husher squirming next to him. He understood as well as anyone the risks involved, but their choices were limited. They simply didn’t have the ability, even at the shipyard, to repair their damaged railguns. The destroyers could take more of a beating than the cruisers ever could, but they couldn’t dish it out. And right now they needed firepower.

“Martin and Utah are joining on point,” McBane said. The frigates were smaller still, but with a pair of them and a pair of the cruisers in place, the destroyers could fall back.

Husher stood and crossed to the tactical display, which had moved to the secondary screen so they had a view of space in the primary screen. Iver joined him.

“They’re going to be very exposed if the air group can’t thin out those Pseudopods,” Husher said.

Iver turned to the Coms officer. “Can we get the mech teams off the destroyers and around those cruisers?”

“We have two squads there now,” Arubo interrupted. “The rest are on the Yin battle cruiser.”

“On the Tunderall? We don’t need them there. Get them out here. And make sure all air groups are deployed as well.”

“Too far away,” Husher murmured.

Iver shook his head. “I know, dammit.”

The first wave of Pseudopods crashed over the pair of cruisers. A long line of secondary fire from the nearest destroyer, the Idaho, helped, but there was only so much it could do.

Watching the tactical board was like watching a group of angry red ants washing over their forward line. Their hulls would be compromised soon. He ordered the other two frigates forward. Over the battle group channel, Iver could hear orders being issued.

“Where is Bunker going?” Husher asked sharply.

Iver glanced at the board and realized belatedly what Husher was getting at. The Regent was pulling back toward the destroyers, but the other cruiser, the Bunker, was angling away. It was heading in the opposite direction, away from the battle group and into space.

“Get me the Bunker,” Iver snapped. He paused long enough for Zahid to nod. “Captain Hystad, what the hell are you doing?”

There was a pause, and static. Iver glanced at Zahid, who just shook his head. “We’re open on coms. They’re receiving, but aren’t sending.”

“What the hell is going on there?” Husher asked.

Iver glanced back at the board, but it was obvious the Bunker was veering way off script. More orders poured in from the frigates coordinating with the destroyers. Now it was their turn to take damage as the Pseudopods targeted them.

The air wings and mechs were fully engaged, now. That was relieving some of the pressure, but not all of it. The Python air groups were only having minimal effect.

Soon enough, the Providence would be in the same boat. They all would be. Already, Daniels was ordering the marines to prepare for hull breaches, especially with most of their mech teams deployed elsewhere.

“Sir,” Arubo said. “Sensors show two more Stomachs are in range and unloading their Pseudopods.”

“Can we target them with our lasers?”

“Negative, sir. They’re staying just out of range.”

Husher and Iver shared a glance. Husher was right. The Brood individually might be dumb, but whatever was directing them knew what it was doing.

Iver watched the second huge wave of red ants marching across the tactical board. And still the green dot of the Bunker drifted off lazily.

“Sir, word from the Bunker at last,” Zahid said.

“Finally,” snapped Iver. “Put Hystad on.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t have a direct communication. Just a recorded message from Engineering.”

“Engineering?” Iver glanced at Husher. “Play it.”

The frantic voice that Husher vaguely recognized as Jonathan Ban’s, the Bunker’s second-watch supervisor for Engineering, sounded in the CIC mid-sentence. “…must assume all CIC crew dead. We’ve sounded abandon ship. The damn things are inside Engineering. They came straight at us. We didn’t even have time—”

The message stopped abruptly. 

“I’ve lost contact,” Zahid said quietly.

Iver turned just as the green blip disappeared from the tactical board. A second later, a quick flash on the primary screen told them all they needed to know. 

The Bunker’s engines had gone nova. She was gone.

“She broke away to save the battle group from the blast,” Husher said. 

Iver was sure he was right. Still, it was shocking. They must have had an almost immediate breach that they’d failed to deal with. It could have happened to any of them, really.

The Pseudopods that had unfurled from the first couple Stomachs were now entering the nearspace around the Providence. 

“Point defense systems active,” said McBane. 

Iver glanced at tactical readout, which showed a third of their primary hull railguns offline. “Where the hell is the air group?”

Chapter 38
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Fesky’s cockpit was filled with a burst of light that blinded her for a moment. She instinctively yanked back on her control stick and had to get back into position. She wasn’t the only one. There were several sharp sounds of surprise on the squadron-level channel.

“That was the Bunker,” Eightball said, his voice more calm than she would have expected. 

Then again, they’d seen their fair share of this already. Moments before the blast, she’d seen the escape pods beginning to detach from the aft section.

But they’d never had a chance. The call came too late, or they simply hadn’t believed that they would be overwhelmed so fast. Fesky suspected that a Wayfarer from one of the first Pseudopods had managed to penetrate to Engineering almost immediately and compromise the drive.

She spun around as a group of Pseudopods tried to spit their acid at her. She was so used to the tactic now, she barely had to adjust her grip to navigate her fighter around as she rotated her outer shell and fired as she passed. The Pseudopod deflated in front of her, spilling juice and guts into space, along with the Wayfarer it carried. The next two were likewise instantly destroyed.

The Pseudopods never changed tactics. They didn’t seem interested in doing so, even if they were capable. They simply dove at the fighters and then passed them, always forward, always aiming for the ships of the battle group, and specifically for their engines.

It was a singular focus that made them incredibly effective as a group, but also incredibly easy to take on individually.

She destroyed two more in quick succession. Her wingmate did the same.

Fesky took one more look at the dead husk that was all that remained of the Bunker. The ship had been split in half by the blast, and was now spewing equipment, parts, bodies and everything else that had been inside her right into the cold vacuum of space. 

Sometimes you’re just unlucky.

Speaking of which, Fesky opened her com channel to hear O’Malley barking orders without waiting for a response. The CAG had at least reached the conclusion she could trust Fesky enough to let her take command of all the squadrons that had remained from the Relentless. That was at least some kind of progress.

“We have a second wave incoming,” O’Malley said sharply. “All teams are falling back and joining the rest of the battle group to tighten around the Providence.”

Pulling back from the battlefront? Fesky didn’t like that one bit. She didn’t want to see any more ships cut off. But as she glanced at her screen, she saw that the destroyers were indeed already retreating and bringing a gaggle of frigates with them. It seemed the Providence herself was going to spearhead the formation.

That was dangerous, but Fesky assumed it was necessary now. There were now four Stomachs unloading their deadly cargo. 

Tactically, Fesky thought the best option would be for the entire battle group to flee. They’d been doing that before. But it seemed that the admiral was making a stand here. He clearly didn’t want to give up the Yin shipyard.

She hoped whatever was going on with that Yin and the giant battle cruiser was worth all this.

Fesky engaged her squadron channel. “Aces, fall back to the Providence. We’ll regroup there and make a fresh run.”

Just as she clicked off, a fresh group of Pseudopods seemed to come out of nowhere. It surprised her, because she knew they couldn’t jump through subspace here. This section of space was “clean,” as the Yin had said. 

But these Stomachs were unloading even more ships than she remembered. Maybe it was the fact that the battle group was hemmed in by the shipyard, but it felt like even more than she could remember fighting in the past.

She spun around and fired, spinning her ship in and out of the waves of Pseudopods, using all the tricks she had. She didn’t think—didn’t allow herself to think—she just reacted on pure instinct. She and her wingmate wove between the countless enemy units, firing as they went, using missiles when she had to, but preferring to rely on impactors. There were so many puffs of acid in space that she had to be careful not to fly through them.

“We need to get out of this,” Eightball said at last, and it was exactly what Fesky was thinking. 

“Pulling back and heading for the Providence,” she called.

At the same moment, she watched as an entire line of Pythons got themselves trapped on the backside of a Pseudopod pincer move. It was more dumb luck than anything coordinated, but still, the Pythons had gotten on the wrong side of them, and now they were getting badly burned.

Fesky watched in horror as the Pythons were covered in a single continuous stream of acid.

“Back, dammit,” Fesky shouted over the all-com. This time she wasn’t just talking to her own squadrons. She was talking to every air group, O’Malley be damned. “Every fighter back to Providence nearspace. Get inside her point defenses. We can’t be taking these losses out here.”

“Do as the Commander says,” snapped the voice of O’Malley, backing up Fesky. “All squadrons fall back and—” The wing leader coughed, and it was the first indication to Fesky that something might be wrong.

“—and regroup for a defensive perimeter—” O’Malley broke off again, gagging. And this time, there was the unmistakable sound of her computer screaming shrill warnings at her.

With that, it dawned on Fesky what was going on.

O’Malley had been one of the Pythons that had gone through the acid bath. She’d probably been trying to hold back and be one of the last to leave, making sure all her fighters were bugging out before she went.

Just like Fesky was. That was why they were both still out here.

Fesky spun her fighter around and called for Eightball, then raced back into the fray, scanning for O’Malley’s Python.

She flipped on the direct command channel. “Are you all right, Wing Commander?”

O’Malley’s strained voice was barely audible over the sound of rupturing equipment. “You’re wing commander now.” O’Malley coughed, then let loose a bloodcurdling scream that was cut off as her com went offline.

“There she is,” Eightball called from Fesky’s wing.

Fesky winced. O’Malley’s Python was floating, dead in space, as the acid slowly ate what was left of it. The wing commander’s vitals came across, and Fesky’s HUD displayed them in black—the color of death.

She took a deep breath, clacking her beak, and then turned her attention to the Providence, where the great ship was defending herself with what railguns remained to her.

It all looked hopeless from this vantage point. The Brood were feasting on the ship.

Chapter 39

 

Python Air Group

Providence Nearspace

 

A pit of fear began to grow in Fesky’s stomach. She’d not been in a position like this since the Third Galactic War, in those final days before she was captured by Husher’s double and tortured by him.

Husher’s double.

She could almost hear him, or whatever the alien thing that Husher’s doppelgänger had become, laughing at her. That thing that called itself Woe.

He had tortured her in ways she had repressed for her own health and that of the captain. She’d had to.

But now the floodgates opened. She could see him right in front of her, right in her cockpit. Hear him, too. Even taste him on the air. Taste her own fear. Her own feathers making a stale sickly smell in the bloody pile of shredded parts the bastard had clipped off her. The chips and cracks on her beak that even now weren’t healed, and never would be. The kinds of things that humans couldn’t see but her own kind could.

The damage the bastard had done to her that couldn’t be undone. And now here she was, back in that place where she’d been. Back with everything on her shoulders. With the entire battle group’s combined forces somehow under her command—the one person Husher had had to convince to come on this trip. Husher had had no intention of ever putting her in this position again, she was sure of it. He’d just wanted to try and help her. To fix her, in his own way.

But she just wanted to be alone and wallow in the misery of it all.

And what was that evil bastard Woe now? He was even more vile than whatever he’d been before, when he’d tortured her and laughed in her face as she cried out in pain. That version of Husher had drawn her blood and made her drink it. That Husher had watched her wallow in pain, while she wished she could die.

But now it was so much worse. She’d seen what Woe had done to the Relentless.

And she had to stop it.

“Commander!” shouted a voice she knew. She jerked back to reality, to Eightball yelling at her over the com.

“Yes,” she said, entirely more calmly than she felt. 

“Well?” he asked.

Fesky realized she’d completely missed something he’d said. Maybe many things. He’d been talking for several seconds. She tried to rewind the conversation to hear what he’d said, but all that remained in her mind were those memories of Husher, of Woe, of torture, of laughing. “What did you say?”

“That secondary force of Pseudopods will be here in thirty seconds,” Eightball said.

Somehow, Fesky pushed down the visions of Woe. She took all those images swirling in her head and found that box in her mind to shove them into. The one she’d kept them in this long. They’d just have to stay there a little longer. “We aren’t waiting for them.”

“We aren’t? I thought we wanted to stay near the Providence while—”

“That’s where they’re going,” Fesky said. “But we aren’t waiting for them.” She switched to the all-com. “First wave, move in now. Next wave, follow on ten-second increments.” She paused. “Nobody stays back. All fighters are all in. It’s now or never.”

She could almost feel the energy of the Pythons as they surged forward. Not since the first encounter with the Brood had they attacked directly like this. They’d learned their lesson then. The Brood had simply jumped right past them, using subspace to get in behind them and do critical damage.

But the Brood didn’t have the advantage here. Yes, they had numbers, and they had brute force.

But they didn’t have subspace. And two could play the brute force game. 

Fesky made sure her com was off, and then she screamed as she drove her Python into the wave of Brood ships. She imagined Woe was there with them, his awful face laughing at her.

But she controlled her emotions now. She channeled that rage. If anyone on her watch was going to die, they were going to die giving the Brood hell, using the most effective tactics available.

As her Python dove into the oncoming enemy wave, she felt like the Pseudopods almost hesitated. For a moment, it seemed like they reacted in surprise.

It could be her imagination. Hell, it probably was her imagination. They’d never seen the Brood hesitate or recoil for anything.

But if it was all in her mind, then so be it. The Brood were going to pay for everything. They were going to feel the pain. The torture. The anguish.

She was coming for Woe. 

And she was bringing hell with her.
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“Their numbers are…overwhelming, sir,” McBane said. “Point defenses are down to 30% effective. We’ve lost all railgun assemblies on the port side and—”

“And there’s nothing else we can do,” Iver said. “There can be no retreat.”

Husher slipped over next to Daniels, who was coordinating the marines. It gave him something else to focus on rather than what was happening with their railguns outside. That was a problem that wasn’t going away. The hull damage was repaired, but the missing railgun batteries wouldn’t be easily replaced. Not in this universe.

“Where are we on the fire teams?” Husher asked.

“Not good,” Daniels growled without looking up. “We’re taking impacts on the hull. We’ve sent out mech teams, and so far the marines haven’t encountered anything, but we’ve got the reactor on full lockdown all the same.”

“We’ve got to think about falling back,” Iver murmured, directly contradicting what he’d said a moment ago.

“And give up the Yin battle cruiser?” Daniels asked.

“At this point, we might not have a choice,” Iver said. “It won’t do us a damn bit of good if we’re all dead and gone.”

“It won’t do us much good to leave it behind, either,” Husher said. “The Brood individually might be brainless, but the hive mind controlling this group will understand all too well that we’re here for a reason. It won’t be hard for them to identify the Yin ship.”

“Maybe, but maybe not,” Daniels replied. “If we fall back, maybe they’ll just think we were using the shipyard for repairs and won’t think twice about some unfinished Yin ship.”

Husher shook his head. “They’ll take out the shipyard. When they do that, the battle cruiser will go with it.”

“So what do you suggest?” Iver asked. Unlike the two captains, who were keeping their voices low so as not to broadcast their discussion to the rest of the CIC crew, Iver seemed to have no such concerns.

Before Husher could reply, Daniels’ connection with the marine teams burst with chatter. “We’ve got one inside! Near the secondary bay. We’ve got teams on-site.”

The marines had it under control, but that was only for the moment. It was also just one Wayfarer. Who knew how many more would get through?

Husher stood and turned back to the tactical display. The Brood numbers were overwhelming. The air group was doing everything it could to push them back, and Fesky and the rest were having some success. In fact, more success than he would have thought possible.

The Brood didn’t have their subspace tricks to fall back on, so overwhelming numbers was the game for them.

Something the battle group didn’t have.

Or did they?

Husher spun around. “Admiral, I have an idea.”

Iver raised an eyebrow. “What kind of idea?”

“A crazy one, but one that just might work. But we’ll need to implement it immediately.”

“What do you need?”

“For starters, a direct line to Jake Price.”
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In the few days he’d been aboard the Tunderall, Jake had gained a grudging respect for Calder. 

The Yin didn’t have much in the way of manners. He’d go entire days seemingly without speaking to anyone, beyond simple commands. But he knew the Yin ship far better than any of them, and he seemed to intuitively grasp how to explain and modify the systems for humans to use them. It was probably the scientist in him—a natural disposition that combined teacher and tinkerer—but whatever it was, it helped a lot.

And it was really going to come in handy now as Jake stared down at a makeshift coms panel on the bulkhead nearest him. Like everything else in the ship’s strange gravity, he was looking at something that in another context could be a floor, but for now was a wall.

“I’m not sure this will work, sir,” Jake said.

“I’m aware of that, Jake,” Husher said. “I’m not asking you for an assessment. I’m asking you to do it.”

“Understood.”

Jake spun around and ran for the forward bay. The rest of his team was already there, along with his mech, which was primed and waiting for him. He popped the specialized sedative as he entered the MIMAS, falling into the mech dream as it enveloped him.

“You all got the brief?” he asked.

“I got it,” Steam said. “Sounds fun.”

Jake unmoored his mech and rumbled across the empty bay, through their makeshift egress point, and dove out into space, followed by the rest of the team.

Not far from the shipyard, the engagement with the Brood raged. He wanted to be rushing in that direction, joining the fight. 

But the other mech teams had long since headed there. It was little use for Oneiri’s handful of mechs to join the fray if they could help in another way.

“We better get a move on,” Moonboy said. “We’re taking a beating over there.”

Another wave of Brood ships was only just arriving. 

“And we got more targets to hit,” Moe said. “Painting them now.”

On his HUD, Jake saw that four new Stomachs had arrived, but were still very far out. So far out that they hadn’t yet unfurled their Pseudopods. But if previous encounters were any indication, they’d be doing so soon enough.

“We have to hit those before they unfurl,” Jake said.

“Agreed,” Steam said. “If these all unload, there’s no way the battle group makes it.”

“Keep your burns low.” Jake was worried that they’d unnecessarily draw the Brood’s attention to the shipyard. While he was sure, as Husher was, that the Brood would destroy the shipyard because they knew the humans were using it, he also suspected they weren’t aware that even now they had a substantial force there.

Jake wanted to keep it that way. No reason to draw attention, even if he suspected the Brood would stay focused on the battle group until they’d destroyed it. That was their MO, after all.

He glanced at their target as it came into view.

The Junlo ships that had tried to attack the battle group previously had all been tied down on the shipyard. The damage that had been done to them hadn’t been repaired. Most of that damage had been to the ships’ propulsion.

The Junlo themselves had been rounded up and sent in escape pods back to the Yin worlds they’d been digging through. That seemed like justice to Jake. There were still resources there; it was far from a death sentence. But it would be a difficult time until they could get help from other members of their species, or figure out a way off the surface on their own.

Jake really didn’t care about that. The Junlo didn’t care about picking over the carcasses of dead Yin worlds, so they could live in the rot they’d exploited.

But their ships were suddenly quite handy.

They might be piss-poor when it came to weapons, but Jake and the rest of the battle group had first-hand knowledge of just how damn hard the big bulky ships were to damage.

They were basically floating battering rams.

“Only one still has propulsion,” Steam was saying.

“Unload the others,” Jake said. “And do it fast.”

In a matter of minutes, Jake and the others had spread out to each take a Junlo ship. Jake clambered into his and quickly located the floating sleds inside. These sleds had almost crushed him when the Junlo had tried to use the things against Oneiri. 

But they’d also used them to gut the Yin space stations and surrounding facilities, and drag everything they could find back to their ships. Most of the sleds were still loaded down with all the crap they’d secured.

Jake loosed them from their gravity moors one after another, and sent them floating into space. They were slaved together, so it was easy for him to get them over to the ship that Moe had indicated still had power. The others were already there, with their own sleds full of Yin trash lined up.

“Moe?”

“Hang on,” she said. “It’s not like this thing is in a language I know.”

Jake felt concern bubbling up inside him. If Moe couldn’t get her ship moving, this was all a waste of time.

“How close are those other Stomachs?” he asked.

“In range,” Moonboy said. “They’re starting to unfurl Pseudopods.”

“Moe, it’s now or never.”

“Now,” she huffed back. “You’re welcome.”

Jake spun around. Through the open rear bay of the Junlo ship, he could see the stars shifting. They were on the move.

“Don’t expect expert navigation here,” Moe said. “I just pointed it in the direction we wanted to go.”

“That’s pretty much how I fly all the time,” Moonboy said.

“We all know,” Zeph said.

“How long?” Jake asked.

“Thirty seconds,” Moe answered. “This thing is fast once it gets spooled up.”

No surprise there. Even loaded down with all these sleds, the Junlo ship was made for hauling.

The ship rocked. Then rocked again. “We’ve got company,” Steam said.

Her mech, along with Moonboy and Zeph, were closest to the main bay access.

Pseudopods from the nearest Stomach were starting to unravel. They were all pouring onto the hull of the Junlo ship they were in.

The Junlo ship had a modicum of automated defenses that started firing, but they were woefully underpowered against the onslaught. A handful of Pseudopods were deflated and destroyed, but dozens more crashed down onto the hull. Jake could feel each impact as tremors through the deck under his feet. Soon, the Wayfarers would tear through their hosts, clawing their way out. Then they would burrow into the hull and—

Jake ducked as parts of the overhead began to fall. Because of the immense size of the hold, the overhead was a long way up.

Next, Wayfarers emerged, landing on the teetering junk piles scattered through the hold. They began clambering down toward Jake and the others.

“Light ‘em up,” he said, and the mechs all raised their arms in unison and began firing with their forearm autocannons.

The Wayfarers burst into streams of acid as they were hit. As they fell, the giant piles of junk began to shift and waver. A couple collapsed, but most simply smashed against their neighbor.

Jake glanced out the hold at the stars outside. The Stomachs were very close now. This near, he could see their exteriors pulsing and throbbing with activity from the Pseudopods hanging off them like the seeds of a rotten fruit.

“We’re getting there,” Moe said.

 Then Jake’s view of space started spinning slightly off its axis.

“Keep us pointed in the right direction,” Jake snapped.

“I can’t,” Moe spat back.

Banging and smashing came from behind Jake. Moe was standing there. “I shut them off. These damn things are eating into the engines. They won’t go critical, because the core is cool now. But this whole thing is crawling with them.”

“Let’s do this,” Moonboy said.

“Fair enough,” Jake said. “Everybody get your sleds.”

A trio of sleds was slaved to each mech’s computer. Together Oneiri surged into space, their sleds following close behind.

“Call out your targets!” Jake yelled. They were practically on top of the Stomachs.

If there was one thing he knew, based on what had happened around the Yin asteroid city, it was that blunt force worked on these things. For all their size and strength, if you had something big enough to hit them with, you could deflate them.

But what was big enough to do that to a Stomach?

How about a sled piled high with Yin salvage?

Jake watched as his slaved sleds raced toward the nearest Stomach. Then he spun and starting firing his autocannons at a Pseudopod charging at him. He was sure his team was going to get overwhelmed within seconds.

But almost instantly, the Pseudopods changed tactics. Instead of coming after the mechs, they turned and started firing acid at the sleds. Then they landed on the sleds, releasing Wayfarers to crawl all over them.

The Brood creatures clawed wildly at the sleds, trying to tear them apart—to rip material free.

But it was useless. There was simply too much material.

His first sled impacted the side of the Stomach. The other two joined it a few seconds later.

The impact was dramatic. The side of the Stomach instantly buckled inward. A crease formed, and the thing tried to send out a steady stream of acid onto the sled that was attacking. But it was too little too late.

The thing ripped into the Stomach, and a sickly expulsion of material and mass spilled out into space. The Stomach vibrated, then began to sag and deform. A second later, it simply deflated, much like the Pseudopods it carried.

Jake spun and started moving his mech as fast as possible in the opposite direction. He glanced around and saw that the others were doing the same. The other members of Oneiri had also delivered their payloads, right down the throats of their targets

Behind them, the other Stomachs collapsed in on themselves, deflating just as Jake’s target had.
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At first, Fesky was surprised to see the lack of coordination from the Pseudopods confronting her charging air group. She didn’t think simply turning and attacking them would have this effect.

“Look at that!” Eightball said.

“I can’t see what you’re seeing,” Fesky said. “Maybe a little info.”

On her HUD, an incoming data packed showed her a location in space. She spun her ships’ sensors around, even as she glided past a trio of Pseudopods that had inexplicably turned away from her, exposing themselves. She fired, and watched with satisfaction as they deflated and fell inert.

Then she saw what Eightball was talking about. The Stomachs, four of which had unloaded and four more that were about to, were simply gone. They weren’t on the scopes at all.

All that remained was an expanding cloud of acid and organic material—the remnants of the Stomachs, she realized. They were gone. Completely ripped apart, along with hundreds of Pseudopods and Wayfarers.

“What the hell happened?”

“Who cares?” Fesky said. “Keep pushing.”

The Pseudopods around her were clearly rattled, and didn’t seem to have a cohesive plan. Some were trying to fall back to the now-destroyed Stomachs, while others were pushing on toward the battle group. Still others were engaged with the air group and the mechs that had joined them. Those near the ships certainly weren’t letting up, and there were still Pseudopods getting through and landing on the hulls behind her. Those were engaged in hand-to-hand combat with mechs.

But this was no time to let their guard down.

“Keep pushing,” Fesky said. She dove forward into the faltering wave of Pseudopods. The others in her group did the same. They were soon joined by other Pythons.

A thrill shot through her. Slowly, the Brood were falling back.

“Damn,” someone said over a direct channel with her. “Well done, Fesky”

It was Husher, she realized. “They’re losing their coherence,” she answered. “They even seem…afraid. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“Those Stomachs are gone, and we’re detecting nothing else on our sensors for the moment. If there were more, we’d know it, since they can’t use subspace here. Which means that this group is all we’ll have to deal with.”

“For the moment,” Fesky said, as she let fly with another stream of kinetic impactors, destroying two straggler Pseudopods.

It was mop-up time. “The Brood that are left are putting up almost no fight. They seem lost.”

“One of those Stomachs must have been their link to the hive mind,” Husher said. “Without it, they’re done.”

“Not done, per se. But they’ve clearly lost their advantage.”

“Kill a couple for Regan,” Husher said.

Fesky frowned. “Who?”

“For Regan, and the rest of the Scions. This one is for them.”

He closed the channel before she could say more. She didn’t understand the implications, but she knew that he’d had more of a relationship with the Scions that the rest of them had. He’d gone to their homeworld, and had an experience there that had affected him deeply, and continued to.

Fesky knew what it was like to experience something that affects you for a long time after.

Woe. Where was he?

She sighed, then forced herself to appreciate this moment. The enemy was fleeing. This was, for once, going to be a victory for the battle group.

But at what cost?
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“Two weeks of work, and this is the best we can do?”

Husher shot a wry grin at Shota, who walked beside him down the long passageway of the Yin battle cruiser. Jake was there too, and on Husher’s other side walked Calder. The Yin had a skittering spider gait that Husher had grown accustomed to.

“The admiral seemed impressed,” Jake said. 

Shota raised an eyebrow. “That would be a first.”

“He was just happy we could get underway,” Husher said. 

“Another week of looking over our shoulder for the Brood to show up,” Shota agreed. “It’s no way to live.”

“It’s how we’ve lived for a long time, now,” Husher said. “Still, we can’t wait any longer.”

“We could,” the Calder said, his Yin voice computerized and translated through his own personal communicator even as air whistled from his actual mouth. “But there would be repercussions.”

“Why didn’t they just attack again, anyways?’ Jake asked. “I mean, it was a fun trick to smash all that salvage into those Stomachs, but it’s not like we could try that again.”

“I’m not so sure they know that,” Husher said. “And more importantly, because of the space here and how clear it is, they can’t take advantage of subspace capabilities to sneak up on us.”

Jake grunted. “So you think it was just dumb luck that those Brood stumbled on us, and just more dumb luck that there haven’t been more?”

“No. I think we ran out of luck a long time ago.”

“So what is it?”

Husher frowned as they turned another corner, then had to walk onto the bulkhead to avoid an open hatch. “I think Woe is trying to understand how we beat him, and wants to make sure we don’t do it again.”

“Well, I can tell him we probably won’t have that much pure mass sitting around, short of sacrificing all our own ships to attack the Stomachs.”

“Even that likely wouldn’t work. The Stomachs underestimated our trick. They didn’t appreciate how much mass you’d packed into those sleds. They won’t make the same mistake twice.”

“It may have taught them to stay farther away from us,” Shota put in. “But they won’t leave us be.”

“Right. They’re coming again. That’s why Iver’s happy this ship is ready. He doesn’t want to spend any more time here than he has to, and frankly I can’t blame him. None of us do.”

“And you really think this will work?” Shota asked.

The alien spoke up suddenly. “We are ready to get underway.”

All eyes turned to the Yin as they neared the CIC of the battle cruiser.

“We are?” Husher asked.

“Indeed. At least, we are as close to readiness as possible. With the help of your scientists, I’ve modified every critical interface so that humans can use them. Of course, nothing is optimized for your kind, but you can use the ship.” He paused. “As best as you could use anything this advanced.”

It wasn’t a jab, and Husher didn’t take it that way. What Calder had done in the last week was nothing short of a miracle. It was one thing to speed up the actual construction work going on so that the battle cruiser was finished enough to get underway. That was enough of a miracle by itself.

But on top of that, to rework interfaces so that an entirely different species could use them…

…that was on another level.

Husher swung his arm out as they reached the CIC, and the hatch slid open. There were two marines stationed inside, who saluted him. He returned the salute, and strode past.

As Husher entered the Yin battle cruiser’s CIC, he felt a little welling up of pride at the group assembled before him. The compartment was much larger than any CIC he’d known, on any other ship he’d commanded. It was positively cavernous compared to how cramped everything had been on the Relentless.

He glanced at Jake, who nodded. “I’m heading down to the egress points in the main landing bay,” the young man said. “I want to make sure they’re ready for when my pilots need to use them.”

“Good to have you aboard,” Husher said, by way of dismissing him. It would have been nice to have the air group with them, too, but the battle cruiser wasn’t equipped to store or launch Python fighters. At least the mechs and marines were around to make him feel more at home.

That said, as alien as this enormous Yin ship was, it had plenty of things in common with the ships he was used to. It wasn’t built for comfort. It was built for purpose.

Winterton spun around in his seat at one of the consoles. Moens did the same. Only Tremaine was missing, lost in the fight with Woe when he’d invaded the CIC of the Relentless.

“I wish we had more time for pomp and circumstance, but there will be none of that here,” Husher said. “We lost the Relentless. She was a good ship, and she deserved better. We now christen this ship the Relentless as well. May she be so bold and faithful as to live up to such a lofty name.”

Husher walked across to where the captain’s seat had been set up with its own console. He sat.

Welcome aboard the Relentless, he thought. Long may she serve.
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Husher had to chuckle at the seat he was in. It was a surplus piece that had clearly been ripped out of some other ship at some point—God knew when or how.

He pulled over the side panel with its familiar console controls, but when he touched them, nothing happened.

No surprise there. Nothing was going to work the way it would on a human ship.

He motioned to Calder, who skittered over to join Husher. “How do I make a shipwide address?”

“You cannot,” the Yin said. “We have no such capabilities, and I was told that it was not a priority.”

“I’ll give you that,” Husher admitted, but he still wished he could address the rest of the people aboard if he needed to. It had to be disconcerting for his people, serving on an alien ship, surrounded by strange technology.

Iver had allowed Husher to cobble together this crew from the survivors of the first Relentless, supplemented by other personnel the admiral had seen fit to give him.

We’re still stretched thin. But we’ve been given a chance to fight again. I think most of us consider that a fair trade.

In all likelihood, they all did.

“I’ve adjusted all the necessary interfaces to Galactic Standard, as per the instructions of your scientists,” Calder said. “So you should be able to understand them.”

“And you’ve all had instructions on how to handle your stations?” Husher posed the question to his officers. “Long?”

“Sir.”

“You have communication ability?”

“As Calder said, we can’t do internal communication. But we can talk with the Providence and the rest of the group.”

“Winterton? Sensors.”

“Online and functioning.” Like Long, Winterton was in the wrong position, or at least, he wasn’t where he’d been on the old Relentless, or on the Vesta before that.

The various ships Husher had served on had all had their quirks, but in general, all stations were in the same locations relative to the captain’s. That wasn’t true of the Yin ship.

“Tactical?”

Shota nodded. “We’ve all spent the last two days with Calder, going over the interface modifications. We know what we have, sir. There will be issues, no doubt, but this is what we have to work with.”

Leave it to his XO to straighten him out. Shota was right, of course. Husher was just projecting his own uneasiness.

Our situation isn’t going to change, so I’d better figure out how to make the best of it. “Very well. Load the simulation.”

Calder leaned over the console of the helmsman, Moens, and slipped a long, thin appendage over the controls.

A moment later, the huge viewscreen that dominated the chamber crackled to life. Calder whistled. “This will simulate what we can expect to face in the system that holds the central hive mind.”

That would be the AI, as Husher would understand it. The one that the Progenitors had unleashed on this unsuspecting universe.

That the Yin had found it, yet hadn’t managed to attack it, was both a blessing and a curse. Husher would love to have them around to help with this attack, but he was glad to at least have a target now.

He’d spent so much time defending against the Brood that the prospect of launching an assault felt like a blessing. But it was also dangerous. They were the smaller force. They could be wiped out, and there would be no help for them then.

Going into the viper’s nest was always a risk, no matter what you brought with you.

“We’re approaching the moon,” Winterton said. “Primary target will be there.”

“Understood,” Husher said, settling back in his chair. “Let’s see what happens if we head straight for it.”

The Relentless did just that in the simulation, making a direct attack on the moon.

And they died. Quickly.

Calder reset the simulation, they did it again, using a different tactic. The Providence acted as a spearhead for the battle group, and together they attacked first, protecting the Relentless. The Yin battle cruiser was indeed powerful in the simulation, and Husher couldn’t wait to see its plasma weapons in action for real.

They still lost. The battle group was whittled down and destroyed before the Relentless could get close enough to fire its weapons on the moon.

A dozen more simulations illustrated the exact same fate. When at last one of their approaches did succeed in getting the ship close enough to take out the moon, the battle cruiser itself was quickly disabled, with the rest of the battle group in dire straits. They soon succumbed to the swarms of Brood. Even with the hive mind destroyed, there were still simply too many of them to fend off.

At least in that particular simulation, they died knowing they’d taken off the Brood’s head. Destroying the AI would mean the end for the Brood. But it seemed it would also mean the end for the battle group.

Husher steeled himself, and realized he could live with that. Their sacrifice would remove a direct threat to humanity. With Woe’s help, this AI would surely make its way to the Milky Way eventually.

They had to destroy it. Even if it meant getting destroyed in kind. 

This was their last best shot. It was what they had to do. The only other option was to lay down and die, and that was no option at all.

Halfway through yet another simulation, Long signaled to Husher. “Sir, the Providence indicates she’s away from the shipyard, and all other battle group ships are underway.”

Husher nodded and had Calder end the simulation. All controls were returned to their previous states.

“We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” Husher said quietly. “It’s time to get underway.”
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Husher had assumed he wouldn’t be able to sleep. His quarters were anything but inviting. He had a cot set up in the middle of a chamber with a hatch that didn’t lock, and no head. For now, they’d set up makeshift facilities for that on every level. The officers were slumming it along with everyone else.

At least he had a room to himself. It seemed the Yin hadn’t had any need for privacy. Many of the crew were sleeping in a large auditorium-like space near the main bays. There were a number of large open spaces there that had been converted for any number of uses, including a mess hall.

There wasn’t even anything like a conference chamber, except near the forward section of the ship, close to the CIC.

All of that aside, the cot he lay on was comfortable enough. And really, sleeping on the deck wouldn’t have been so terrible, either. He could hack it.

In spite of his strange surroundings, he found that sleep came quickly.

And so did dreams.

 

***

 

“So this is the best you can do?”

Husher stared at his father. Warren Husher had never been an easy man to deal with. His mother told him that he was hard on him because he loved him. Husher was pretty sure it was just because the old man was a hardass.

They were standing in the CIC of the Yin battle cruiser. 

“This is better than we could do,” Husher said. “The Yin are light years ahead of us.”

“Maybe in this shitty excuse for a universe.”

“Well, it’s the only one they know and they’ve survived this long. I’ll take it.”

“You would.”

What did that even mean? Husher decided not to ask. Some part of him knew he was dreaming, and that seemed strange.

He was suddenly taken back to his time on Skisel. To the moments he’d had in the underworld there, when he’d run into Warren Husher. He’d tried to apologize to his father then, for not siding with him in the days before his death. And Warren had, predictably, pushed him away.

But he’d been sure that was all in his head. Just like this dream was.

As far as he was concerned, that moment on Skisel had been a waste of time. The Scions had never fully explained what he was supposed to get out of his visit with his ‘ancestors,’ and he’d never really gotten much out of it, either. 

But here he was, doing it all over again.

“This isn’t going to be a waste of time like the last time we talked, right?”

Warren tilted his head at his son. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re here to tell me something. That’s what happened last time.”

“So, you think you know what I’m here for, and you just want to hurry up and get to the point, is that it? Hell of a way to treat your dead old man.”

“This is a dream. I’m sorry you’re dead. But this is just a dream.”

“Did you just say sorry?”

Husher laughed. “You’re right. There’s no reason to apologize. You aren’t even here.”

“Damn kids. So ungrateful.”

“So what exactly are you here to tell me, Dad?”

Warren Husher paced around in a circle. The CIC was deserted. Husher glanced around and looked closer, and realized that some things were out of place. No…everything was there, but something about it looked different. He couldn’t put his finger on it.

“You better get your shit together, Vin.”

Husher glanced at his father. “What?”

Warren shook his head. “Look at this place. Do you see the problem with it?”

“What are you talking about?”

“This is how it was before you got here.”

Husher frowned. Now that he looked around again, he realized his father was right. It didn’t make a lot of sense to him, but there it was.

The old man must be up to his old tricks., Husher was sure he’d never seen the CIC prior to Calder’s work. So there was no way he was now seeing the CIC as it had been before. It was just his mind playing tricks on him, showing him a representation of what the CIC might have looked like when it wasn’t refitted for human use.

“I don’t know what this is, but I seriously doubt this is—”

“If you’re going to save humanity from destruction, kiddo, you better be ready to sacrifice everything.”

Husher looked around again. Like what? The crew? The advancements they’d made on the ship? The ship itself? “I’m ready to make sacrifices.”

“Everything,” Warren repeated. “All of it.”

“Like you did in the undervoid, when you never told me anything?”

“That was a fountain of knowledge. Can I help if it you don’t understand all that I’ve done? I’m out here telling you how it is and you act like this isn’t something that’s worthy of my time and energy. But it is, I’m telling you.”

“You’re rambling.”

Warren walked up to Vin and poked a finger in his chest, hard enough it hurt. Vin looked down at himself and found that he was small. He was a child. He was ten years old. 

He looked up again, and his father was just like he remembered him back then. Short-cropped hair. Trim-fitting uniform. Looking down at him with stern eyes. “What did I just tell you, Vin?”

“Get my shit together?”

His voice had changed. He sounded like a ten-year-old.

His father scowled. “Watch your damn language, boy. Your mother will lose her shit if she hears you say that.”

“Yes, sir,” he mumbled.

“Now, you little bastard, what did I tell you after that? You remember, right?”

He didn’t, not really. He tried to think back to what the old man might mean. Then, something hit him. He remembered. “Be ready to sacrifice everything!” Husher beamed, feeling like a dork, even from within this child’s body.

Warren smiled. “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

Husher’s eyes flew open, and he found himself staring at the strange alien ceiling. For just a moment, he was paralyzed. He couldn’t move, and in the dark he felt like he was in the clutches of Woe all over again.

He thrashed, kicking the sheets off himself.

He sat up. He was breathing hard.

Then, slowly, he leaned back, trying to catch his breath. In his mind’s eye, he saw his father looking sternly down at him.

You ready to sacrifice everything?

Husher swallowed. “Guess we’ll find out.”
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Husher tried not to think about the fact he was heading into the most important battle of his life, on an alien ship no less. He nodded as Shota slipped into Tactical station’s chair.

“We’re approaching the target system, sir” Winterton said. “And seeing lots of Brood activity. More than even our simulations anticipated.”

“Great,” Shota said. “So the one part the simulation got wrong was underestimating the Brood. That’s just wonderful.”

“We have a plan,” Husher said. “And we’ll execute it. Do you have the moon?”

“Yes, sir,” Winterton said. “I’ve highlighted it.’

On the visual, Husher could now see that the system was overlaid with a single flashing point. Next to it was a detailed breakdown of the moon’s composition.

“Let’s confirm the burn and turn,” Husher said.

Long sent out the message to the Providence, confirming the entire battle group would be executing the tricky maneuver of slowing their burn out of warp and using a large outer gas giant to slingshot around. As a group, they could then make a straight shot at the moon around the second planet without having to make any other course corrections.

“All ships accounted for,” Long said. “Orders from Providence are to execute.”

Husher nodded at Moens. “Execute.”

The helmsman’s hands flew over his instruments. Then came a groaning sound that was unlike anything Husher had ever heard from a starship before; the entire structure felt like it flexed, and the deck rumbled under his feet. 

“Wow,” Moens said.

“What is it?” Shota asked.

“Braking is already at 43%,” Moens said. “We’re having to level off already. Never piloted a ship that could stop that fast before.”

“Let’s hope she can accelerate just as fast.”

Husher had to agree with his XO. On the viewscreen, there were now dozens of red dots coming into view. And those dots were quickly becoming red swarms, which were all grouping together in clusters of Brood ships.

At least two enemy units were going to be right in the battle group’s path when they came out of the maneuver, but there was little to be done. They were taking the direct approach, and there were going to be Brood along it. Husher had long ago accepted that this was the way it had to go.

“The Brood are incoming, sir,” Winterton said as they came around the gas giant.

Husher sighed. No games, then. They were going to have to do this the hard way. “Count them off, Winterton.”

“Twenty—make that thirty--no. Sixty Brood Stomachs, sir. They’re unfurling already. Pseudopods are out now, and their numbers are growing exponentially.” 

“Acknowledged,” Husher said. “Helm, hold course. Tactical?” 

“Point defenses activating,” Shota said without prompting. “Mechs and marines are at ready stations.”

“Status of pulse weapons?” 

The big gun at the ship’s front was the showpiece, but the railgun and plasma cannon batteries elsewhere would pack a mighty punch as well. The cannons themselves were swiveling hulks bigger than the main railguns the old Relentless had had.

“Activated and ready, sir,” Shota said. “We’re ready to give them hell.”

And so the battle is joined, Husher thought. “Then let’s give it to them.”
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“Game time,” Jake said. He and the other members of the team were standing at an egress point inside the large bay where they’d first entered the Yin ship weeks ago.

Jake was already inside the mech dream. All he could feel was the MIMAS around him and the space of the hangar under his giant feet. He was one with his mech.

He jogged to the egress hatch and opened it, then leaped off the side of the ship and fired his thrusters. He watched his HUD as dots trailed behind him in a long line—the other members of the team leaping into space after him. They soon formed up, and the entire formation shot forward.

“Jesus,” Zeph said. “Anybody able to make any sense of these readings? I got red all over the place.”

“Yup,” Moonboy said. “Just assume that if something is moving, it’s Brood.”

“It’s not often I agree with Moonboy,” Moe said.

“Alternate universes will do that,” Steam put in.

Jake scanned his HUD for friendly mech units. He could see Digger’s crew, and he knew that Rollins was up there, too. All the other teams were converging in front of the battle group. They were each keeping the ship they deployed from as a general reference for operations. For Oneiri, that meant staying in the same quadrant as the Yin battle cruiser—not that they planned on getting in front of it, with that insanely powerful pulse cannon. Jake had never seen anything like it. Calder had said that even traveling in the space around it could fry the mechs.

“We have new orders direct from Iver,” said Rollins, contacting Jake over a private channel. “All mech teams are to coordinate with their marine companies from their respective ships. Priority is the protection of the reactors.”

Jake was shocked by this turn of events. He knew things were going to be rough in this battle—and yet, they’d just stepped foot out of the ship, it seemed. His team had barely flown to the front of the battle formation, and already the mechs were falling back.

But as he looked at the fight unfolding in front of him, he started to understand why.

He’d never seen so many dogfights going on at the same time. He’d seen the entire air wing coordinated together, but never in a single formation like this. Every single Python from the battle group was gathered together.

And the Brood weren’t coming in their typical waves. As he watched, the Brood attacked in diamond formations not unlike some of the formations the mechs often practiced.

But if there was ever a ship that wasn’t going to slow down for anything, it was the new Relentless. The Yin ship was their superweapon. Their ace in the hole. The forward plasma cannon was the only thing capable of destroying the AI moon with a single blast. Maybe the rest of the battle group could pull it off with combined weapons fire at close range, but that wasn’t terribly likely. About as likely as a full landing party invasion, which would be the last resort.

No, it was the Yin battle cruiser and her powerful weapon or nothing.

“All right, Oneiri,” Jake said. “Back to the Relentless. We’re to station ourselves on her hull and defend her.”

“Aw man, that’s shit,” Moonboy said. “Look at everybody else having fun. They aren’t running away.”

“Trust me,” Jake said. “We aren’t running away. This ship is on a one-way trip straight down the Brood’s throat. We’ll be riding shotgun on the one ship in this group won’t be slowing down for anything.”

On his command, the formation spun around, and they took off back to the Relentless. They’d traveled less than half the distance when Steam’s voice came over the com. “Heads up, boys and girls. We’ve got incoming on our tail.”

Steam flew in the back of their double-diamond formation, and was first to see what was happening. 

Iver had been right to issue the order when he had. The Brood had already broken through the battle lines drawn by the Pythons. They were already amidst the battle group.

The battle group had just completed its burn around the gas giant and was inbound for the moon, but they were probably at least an hour away. Jake had no idea what the range of the Yin battle cruiser was, but it had better be very long. Because he had a feeling that lasting one hour was asking a lot.

He landed on the surface of the alien hull and spun around. All around him, the others flared thrusters to soften their own landings.

They were standing near the reactor. The hull was smooth, other than the plasma cannons projecting from it. They were taller than the mechs themselves, and even offered some protection to hide behind in a pinch, although there was a near-constant stream of energy coming from them. He wasn’t so sure he wanted to put his mech anywhere near that output.

“Incoming!” screamed Moonboy just as the ground shook under Jake.

He spun to find that the smooth, perfect hull of the Yin battle cruiser had been broken by a Pseudopod.

Jake rushed forward along the side of the ship, his thrusters firing and arms up, shooting his autocannons at the alien. Just as the Wayfarer inside was tearing its way out, Jake’s rounds connected, ripping it to shreds and sending acid flying.

Three more Pseudopods crashed down behind it in rapid succession. Jake charged at the nearest one, shooting the creature inside in the head. The other two unloaded their deadly cargo before he could get to them.

One slipped right into the hole its brethren had made in the hull. The hull was well-reinforced, though, and the Wayfarer had more burrowing to do.

Jake launched himself toward it, firing at its back, ripping into the thick skin there. But it didn’t stop burrowing.

He kept firing, but without a clear shot at the vulnerable head, he wasn’t sure how much he could do. He was practically on top of the thing when the hull gave way under it and it fell into the ship proper.

Jake almost went tumbling in after it. He stopped and leaned his arm over the edge of the hole, shooting downward. He managed to hit it right in the top of the head, and it sagged, tumbling over.

“Jake!” 

He spun around at Moe’s voice and just avoided getting splashed by acid. A Wayfarer was bearing down on him, its big head gaping wide open, full of teeth.

Jake dove away, and his computer screamed about damage to his leg. He’d gotten some acid there after all, but at least he wasn’t disabled by it.

The creature flew past him and into the hole, and Jake hoped there were no marines down there, because they were going to get the acid wash meant for him. He jumped to his feet, but before he could fire at the creature that had spit acid at him, a burst of slugs ripped through its head.

Steam’s mech buzzed past him, skimming across the hull.

“Had that,” he said.

“I know.”

He spun around, laughing to himself at the twin angels of Moe and Steam that were constantly in his corner. What would he do without them?

He saw Zeph making the same mistake he’d made, getting too focused on taking down one creature and not seeing another coming. He rushed forward, firing his autocannons and clipping the Wayfarer looming behind her. His shot blew the alien off the hull and into space.

Jake watched it go, sizing up another shot, when he saw something that made him pause.

A flicker in space, something rushing down toward the ship. It was just another Pseudopod, he told himself.

Except, the silhouette was all wrong. This wasn’t an amoeba-like sac, but a creature with long, spider-like arms spread out.

As it got closer, Jake started to get a sense of its scale. He could see that it was big.

This was some kind of larger, more exotic Wayfarer. It had a long, segmented body that was almost human-shaped. Since when did the Brood have such specialized creatures? He’d only seen one truly unique Brood unit and that had been—

The creature crashed onto the hull of the ship. It didn’t try to burrow into the Relentless. Instead, it reared to its full height.

It stared back at Jake, clear-eyed. Jake could see menace in its alien features. Its…almost human features.

As it began rushing across the surface of the ships straight at him, he realized who he was facing.

This was no Wayfarer. This was Woe.
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“Fall back!” Fesky screamed again, angry that she had to keep repeating herself.

Her pilots at last began to listen to her. She’d been calling on them for some time to stop trying to take the offensive to the Brood.

It was a different game here than anything they’d dealt with before—the Brood here weren’t attacking like they had during other engagements. Even when they had the advantage, they held back. In every previous encounter, they’d shown little appetite for defensive maneuvers.

But this was different. These Brood were coordinating not just to destroy the battle group’s ships, but also to protect the system.

This was probably the best evidence she’d seen yet that Calder was actually right. This really was where the AI was located.

“We’re in your nearspace,” she reported to the Relentless CIC. The alien ship was the base of operations for Husher and the mechs. It wasn’t for her squadron, which still had to launch from the Providence, but it was just as well. It wasn’t like they needed to be stretching themselves any thinner. At this point, there just weren’t that many Pythons left to go around.

“Watch the flanks,” her wingmate said. She glanced around and saw what Eightball was talking about. The aliens weren’t attacking the ships of the battle group head-on, but rather were waiting for the ships to come to them and then swooping around behind them, knowing they would face less resistance and have an easier path to the reactors. It was a great strategy, and one that the Pythons would have to adapt to.

“Make sure we have fighters positioned at each ship’s stern,” she squawked. “We’ll need to keep some units up front to keep them honest, but expect the biggest attacks from behind.”

“Too many are breaking through,” Damon said.

Fesky had to agree. “Keep laying down fire where you can. We’ll coordinate with the mechs.”

At that moment, another group of Pseudopods swung around from behind and went angling toward the Relentless’ hull.

She charged in with Eightball on her wing, hitting the group of Pseudopods just as they came around behind the battle cruiser. They were easy targets there, and Fesky and Eightball ripped a half dozen of them open, spilling their deadly cargo out into space to squirm and die. But as soon as they were past, another wave crested the Relentless’ hull along the same trajectory.

This time, a full squadron of Pythons was there to meet them.

We’re holding. Barely. But each time more Pseudopods appeared, she lost one or two pilots. And for every ten Pseudopods that attempted to get through, eight or nine were shot down, while one or two got through.

To any force other than the Brood, those would have represented devastating losses. But Fesky suspected sending ten percent of their number through was just fine with them. 

Dozens of cracks had already appeared in the Relentless’ hull from Pseudopod crash landings, despite her pilots’ best efforts. Mechs were crawling over the hull, right at the base of the engines, picking off Wayfarers as fast as they emerged from their bulbous hosts.

But there were simply too many of them. Fesky was sure that some were going to get through to the ship’s interior, if they hadn’t already.

Something bright flashed, and a trio of screams came over the all-com. 

“What was that?” shouted Eightball.

Fesky had no idea, and wondered why he thought she would. She craned her head around, trying to find out what there was to see. She saw a bright light and the outline of a ship fuselage.

She got a sick feeling in her stomach as she looked down at her sensors and saw that an entire air group was showing almost no transponders.

That had been the Pythons from the Idaho. They’d been in tight formation around the destroyer, just like Fesky and the Aces were around the Relentless.

“It was the Idaho,” Fesky said flatly. Her reactor had gone critical, no doubt overrun by Wayfarers. It had taken over two-thirds of her Python wing with it.

A second hulk nearby was burning. The Regent, the group’s last cruiser, had been damaged in the explosion, and a nearby support ship was sheared almost in half.

Yet another disaster. Another destroyer lost.

As Fesky watched, a second blast blinded her for a moment—one of the frigates, the Champion, exploding. It hadn’t even been near the Idaho.

In the span of ten seconds, they’d lost a destroyer, a frigate, and one of the support ships, in addition to taking damage to their last remaining cruiser.

This was a massacre.
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The plasma cannon aperture was so large that Husher had mistaken it for a communications dish the first time he’d seen it. But upon closer inspection, it was no dish, but a deep divot in the front of the ship where huge amounts of energy could build up. 

The first time it fired, Husher worried that the ship was going to rip itself apart. He’d never heard such a sound from within a ship, and he was concerned about whether the craft’s superstructure was being compromised by the repeated blasts.

He’d eventually become accustomed to it, and had even stopped gritting his teeth whenever it fired, as it did now.

Energy lit up the space around the nose of the alien ship. It was so bright that the viewscreen had to adjust its brightness down.

Then, with a tremendous roar, the pulse cannon fired. It made the whole ship rock.

The energy blast connected with a Stomach, instantly vaporizing it. It was the fourth Stomach the cannon had destroyed, and at a distance that the old Relentless’ weapons wouldn’t have even been able to reach.

Watching the enormous creature’s destruction was satisfying…until one looked beyond it, at the dozens more swarming toward the battle group. As they hurtled through space on a direct path for the AI moon, they were drawing more and more Stomachs into range.

It’s crucial that we hit them before they unleash their Pseudopods.

“I have another shot dialed in,” Shota said.

“Fire.”

The deck rocked under Husher’s feet, and the bulkheads thrummed with the residual energy coursing through the ship.

“That’s five now,” Shota said after a moment.

“Reset. Let’s find a sixth target.”

“Three more are in range,” Winterton said. 

“For each one we destroy,” Shota said, “two take their place.”

“The more we we hit, the better our chances of getting to that moon,” Husher said.

The XO nodded. “Thirty seconds to cycle.”

There was a moment of quiet in the CIC.

“We have to do something about Woe,” Shota said. His voice was calm, but there was an edge of fear beneath it. 

They’d seen Woe land on the hull. How they’d identified him, Husher wasn’t sure. He had a strange feeling that Woe had wanted to be seen. Like he’d made a point of making sure Husher knew he was coming.

Husher didn’t like hearing fear in his XO’s voice—but he couldn’t say much. He felt his own little jolt of fear whenever he thought about his doppelgänger. 

Woe fed on fear. He wanted to scare them. That was his game. Husher thought back to Fesky and what Woe had done to her, and felt sick to his stomach all over again.

“We can’t let him distract us from our mission. That’s what he wants.”

“He’s on the hull, sir,” Shota said. “And you know what happened last time he made it to the hull of the Relentless.”

Now Shota’s fear was clearly audible, and Husher saw how tense his other officers were becoming as they listened to the exchange. They’d been there when Woe had ripped through the CIC’s overhead.

“Time?” Husher barked.

“Three, two, one—ready.”

“Fire,” Husher said. 

The ship shuddered violently once more.

“Splash a sixth,” Shota said.

“Five more in range,” Winterton reported.

Husher winced. The closer we get to the moon, the more of them we have to deal with. “How close are we to the moon and firing range?”

Winterton shook his head. “Fifty minutes. Maybe longer.”

“What about Woe?” said Shota.

“There’s nothing we can do about him,” Husher snapped. He drew a deep breath, then continued in a calmer tone. “Woe wants our attention—to divert us from destroying that AI. If he makes it here, attacks the CIC…that’s one thing. But we need to have faith in Oneiri Team. They saved us from Woe last time, and now it’s their job to do it again. In the meantime, we have our job.”

Shota said nothing.

“Time to cycle?” Husher asked.

The XO seemed to shake himself. “Ready in three, two, one—ready.”

“Fire,” Husher said.

He felt the ship shudder and looked at Winterton.

“Another one down,” the sensor operator said.

Husher nodded. “Cycle the cannon, do it again.”
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A massive explosion rocked the supercarrier, throwing Iver violently against his restraints.

“That was one of our main starboard capacitors,” Lieutenant Bosh said. “Helm is losing forward thrust.”

“Go to manual overrides for power. Divert as necessary.”

“We’ll have to divert from weapons or life support.”

Iver grimaced. “We won’t need life support for long if we lose weapons. Divert power from life support, non-critical systems first.” There were a few redundant systems they could do without for the time being—though disabling them was pretty risky.

We can get them back online after the battle. That almost brought a bitter chuckle to his lips. Did he really expect there to be an ‘after the battle?’ “The Gorgons seem effective,” he said, in what felt like a futile attempt to bolster morale in the CIC.

They’d been interspersing the stealth missiles with regular missiles in volleys meant to confuse the Brood. It had worked before and, to a limited extent, it was working again. The strategy worked well for what they were attempting here. 

Brute force tactics, essentially. The Brood didn’t care about finesse, and at this point, neither did Iver.

Daniels nodded. “We’re taking out units…mostly Pseudopods. But…”

“But?” Iver prompted.

“But not nearly enough.”

That much was clear with a glance at the tactical display.

The Providence wasn’t the only one taking a beating. They were down to one destroyer, the Strongbow, and the rest of the frigates were damaged as well. Somehow, only one of the smaller ships had been destroyed. That came down to luck, maybe. Or, more likely, the Brood simply weren’t focusing on them at the moment.

“The Relentless just destroyed three more of the Stomachs.”

“Good,” Iver said, not asking for specifics. He didn’t need to ask for the specifics. He knew. They were destroying them at a fast clip, but the Brood were showing up at an even faster clip. That was the story of this battle so far.

They’d known all this coming in, but actually experiencing such devastation was shocking. The beating to the Providence alone was staggering.

The lights flickered and went off, replaced a moment later by red emergency lights. All the consoles turned off and back on as well. The Com officer’s display stayed dead, refusing to restart. Ensign Arubo, to his credit, coolly jumped from his seat and sat at a multipurpose console kept empty for just this purpose.

Daniels had left the XO seat and joined the sensor operator. The main visual screen was now dead. All he had was the secondary tactical display—not that he needed to see outside to know what was happening.

“Three more hull breaches!” Daniels said. “That makes seven in total, with at least four incursions not contained inside the ship.”

“Where are the marines, dammit?”

“We’ve got them stationed at the reactors, and they’re engaged. We’re down to four mechs left.”

“Have the rest of the mechs concentrate on the hull near the reactor.”

Daniels shook his head. “That’s what we’ve been doing with them. But they aren’t going to hold there for long.”

Iver squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again. “Evacuate all personnel from the breached techs, and tell the mechs to come inside and make their way to the reactor. We want those mechs inside the ship now. No point in bothering to try and keep the enemy off our hull any longer. They’re already inside the ship. They’re closing in on the reactor. The mechs’ firepower might well damage us from the inside too, but that doesn’t matter as much as helping the marines hold the line at the reactor.” Iver turned to Bosh at the helm. “What’s the status on our thrusters?”

“We’ve taken what we can from all systems,” Bosh said. “But I still have limited power, and I’m not expecting I’ll get more, sir. As it is, I have one functioning thruster.”

Damn. If they lost propulsion, they’d be dead in space, no matter what happened to the reactor. That was no way to wage a battle.

But this wasn’t really a battle, was it? Not anymore.

This was a massacre.

“Turret batteries are dead, sir,” Lieutenant McBane said quietly from tactical. “We have no power for point defense systems.”

The railguns on the hull had fallen silent, hadn’t they? Good God.

The deck lurched, tossing Iver into his restraints once more. A panel sparked along its edges, then fell from the overhead, exposing a tangle of wires, which swayed back and forth hypnotically.

“Where is the Relentless?” he asked.

Daniels shook his head. “She’s not within firing range yet, sir.”

“How close?”

“Getting there, but—”

“Helm, point us at that moon and fire our remaining thruster. All power to forward thrust, for as long as you can. Then shut her down.”

There was a pause while the helmsman seemed to debate telling the admiral what the consequences of that action would be. Then he simply nodded.

“Yes, sir. Full power, all ahead.”
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“Over your head!” screamed a marine to Gamble’s right.

He spun around and fired in one quick motion. The Wayfarer was indeed right over his head and running along the overhead.

Of course, the overhead was just another surface to walk on. It was disorienting, but Gamble’s marines had adapted to it fast. They were even figuring out how to use it to their tactical advantage.

He leaped into the air, finding the point in the middle of the hallway where the gravity seemed to magically balance out from all the floors around him, and he could practically float. He spun around there, firing as he did.

Four other marines were doing the same—leaping, spinning and firing, and dropping back down before they jumped again.

They confronted four Wayfarers in a passageway that was much too close to the reactor. But the creatures seemed too stupid or too focused on their goal to even realize that the gravity was wonky here. The Brood had used the Yin space station to their advantage, but Gamble was starting to think that had been a fluke.

These Wayfarers didn’t seem to understand how the shifting gravity worked, and as a result, his men were picking them off easily.

How long that would last, he wasn’t sure. These things didn’t seem to learn fast, but they did learn eventually.

The last Wayfarer fell, and Gamble turned to the others. “Let’s move, people. The reactor is our only priority.”

The team pulled together in tight formation. Another fire team was above them and further ahead by fifty feet or so, walking along the overhead—or at least, what looked like the overhead from Gamble’s perspective. They were working their way deeper into the engineering plant.

The mech teams had already called out multiple incursions, at least three more Wayfarers had made it through, too close to the reactor for comfort.

Gamble didn’t like straying too far from the reactor, but he also didn’t like fighting the things too close to it if he could help it. He wanted to go out and meet the incursions where they happened, preferably far away from the reactor. But that was becoming harder to pull off as more aliens got through, stretching his marines thinner and thinner.

They could only be in so many places at once. He only had thirty men, and it took multiple marines to take down a Wayfarer. The hellish creatures needed to be hit multiple times to go down, with shots carefully aimed at the spots where their carapace was weakest.

“More incursions on Deck Four,” shouted the harried voice of Lt. Nelson. 

“How many?”

“At least five,” Nelson said. His voice cracked. Gamble could hear gunfire and screams in the background. Men were dying. “Shit, more. They’re overrunning our position. We’re—”

The coms cut out, but not before Gamble heard another bloodcurdling scream.

Nelson had been overrun.

“Luther, Bones,” Gamble barked to the two squad leaders he knew were closest to where Nelson’s marines had gone down. “Get down to Four, we have a major incursion.”

Only Luther responded. “Yes, sir.”

“We’re clear here,” said Phillips, who was next to Gamble. He’d also been making calls, with squads stationed around the reactor.

“Then we’re going to Four. Let’s move!”

“Shit!” 

The scream came from behind Gamble. He turned in time to see a trio of Wayfarers coming out of the bisecting passageway that ran perpendicular to the level they were on. 

The marines opened fire, and the three Wayfarers were cut down, but only after one of them had gotten close enough to spray acid on two of Gamble’s marines. One of them was killed instantly, his helmet eaten through. The other spun around, clutching a disintegrating arm. Acid had also splashed his torso, and was eating through his suit there. 

Gamble ran to him, but by the time he reached the marine, the acid had eaten through to his body. The deadly spray was already consuming his organs, and boiling his blood. Gritting his teeth and wincing, Gamble had to turn away. The marine was doomed, and he and his marines were needed elsewhere.

“These are the bastards from Four!” Phillips cried.

Gamble was gob-smacked. That meant the Brood creatures had made it up four levels in thirty seconds. Then he saw another group of aliens up ahead, just as they turned a corner—no doubt headed straight for the reactor.

“Everyone on First Squad, follow those Wayfarers!” Gamble rushed forward, and the others came with him.

When he reached the first intersection and braced himself against a bulkhead, he saw something horrific.

On all four sides of an adjoining passageway, rushing up to meet them him and his fire team, were more than twenty Wayfarers.

“Fire!” screamed Gamble. “Fire now!”

There was no time to take shots carefully, to target weak spots. They just had to spray and pray.

But hope was a bad battle plan. The creatures fell, but not fast enough.

“Fall back!” Gamble yelled. “Phillips, contact the CIC. Tell them we’re engaged with dozens of Wayfarers, and our position is precarious.” He paused, swallowing. “Tell them we’re in real trouble.”

Chapter 52

 

Oneiri Team

UHC Relentless

 

Jake rushed forward to meet Woe, autocannons firing.

Woe spun his massive, spindly body around, avoiding most of the fire Jake was sending at him. The monster was incredibly agile—a whirling dervish of activity.

Without warning, one of Woe’s long appendages shot out, slicing through Jake’s arm with a razor claw. One of his autocannons fell silent, the front of the muzzle sheared off along with part of his mech’s hand.

The lucid dream dutifully fed him sensations to match the lost appendage: his left hand felt numb.

He swung sideways as another of Woe’s spindly limbs lunged out at him. Jake managed to keep his other autocannon from being mangled as well, but only at the expense of losing his balance and skidding sideways, partially separating from the hull. He grabbed the edge of a plasma cannon and jerked himself around.

He didn’t miss the fact that he’d almost stumbled in front of the giant cannon and gotten himself obliterated. Maybe don’t make that mistake, he told himself.

He crouched, thankful for the defensive position the pulse cannon assembly afforded him.

Then his HUD lit up like a Christmas tree, and he realized there was something right behind him.

He spun around just as a Wayfarer launched itself at him. It sent an acid stream right past his head, splattering the side of the cannon assembly.

Jake reacted on instinct, swinging out with his good arm and shoving his remaining autocannon right into the creature’s head. He activated it just as it unleashed another wave of acid.

His slugs tore a hole through the back of the creature’s skull, and it sagged back. Jake shoved it away with his foot, sending it hurtling into space.

His HUD warned him that various parts were leaking coolant. The mech did its best to repair the damage, but it was fighting a losing battle.

He now had just one autocannon, and he realized belatedly that his hand rifle was gone as well. He had that one autocannon, plus his sword, his torches, and his shoulder racks.

A tentacle whipped out and grabbed the side of the plasma cannon he was hiding behind. The cannon cracked open, sending machined parts flying off into space.

Then the tentacle found purchase, and Woe whipped his body around it, coming straight for Jake.

Something hit the tentacle Woe was using to keep himself anchored to the plasma cannon, and his almost-human face contorted in a silent snarl. The arm was severed. 

Woe stepped back.

Jake looked up to see where the shot had come from. Steam stood with her arm raised, the sleek black of her mech stark against the pale white of the hull plating.

“Thanks,” Jake huffed.

“Is that...?”

“It is.”

“Damn, he’s moving fast,” Steam said. She had a view from above the pulse cannon assembly. Jake carefully maneuvered around it for a better view.

Woe was moving at an incredible clip away from them and toward the rear thrusters of the ship.

“We can’t let him get inside,” Jake said. “The marines will never be able to hold him off.”

“We got bigger problems for the marines,” Steam said as she spun around and fired a trio of shots over Jake’s shoulder. He turned too, and found three Wayfarers that had already dug most of the way into the hull.

Jake rushed forward and joined his fire with Steam’s. They quickly dispatched the aliens working to breach the hull.

Jake shook his head. The hull was Swiss cheese at this point—breached almost everywhere he looked.

“Watch out, Moe!” 

Jake looked up and saw Steam running across the hull. He followed her.

They danced around another pair of plasma cannons. “Damn it,” Steam said.

Jake saw Woe ripping the backing off of Moe’s mech. The mech already had both arms torn clean off. A second mech—Moonboy, he realized belatedly—was floating nearby, his chest ripped open. The mech was flailing with one arm, the other sliced clean off above the autocannon.

“Maura!” Jake screamed, using Moe’s real name.

Woe reacted as if he’d heard Jake’s scream. He whipped around, staring at Steam, who was closer than Jake and firing both her autocannons at the creature.

Woe held up what remained of Moe’s mech, using it as a shield.

Steam stopped firing—long enough for Woe to drive two of his powerful appendages straight through the mech’s cockpit.

Jake knew Maura was dead even before her vitals flashed black on his HUD.

Maura, who’d joined Oneiri back in Steele System. 

Who’d crossed galaxies with Jake. 

Who’d saved his life too many times to count.

Maura was dead.
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Fesky and Eightball, made yet another pass around the stern of the Relentless as the giant ship inched closer and closer to the alien moon.

As she drew nearer, the number of enemies seemed to increase exponentially. Fesky could practically fire randomly at this point and be assured of destroying at least one of the Brood Pseudopods..

“What the hell is that?” Eightball said.

Fesky checked her HUD, but saw nothing. She fired, sending two more Pseudopods careening away. Then she let loose with a Sidewinder. The shot went ballistic, but it didn’t matter. There were so many targets that the missile found another soon after, taking an additional pair of Pseudopods with it.

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, Eightball, but we’ve got plenty of things you could be firing on.”

“On the Relentless’ hull,” Eightball said. “Is that…didn’t you spot Woe before? Is that him?’

Fesky felt her features tighten. She engaged her gyroscopes, spinning her fighter while focusing on the big ship’s hull.

Leaping over the side of the ship, she saw a Brood creature many times bigger than the others around it. It was even bigger than the mechs fighting it.

It was Woe.

Without thinking, Fesky charged toward the bastard.

“Commander?” Eightball said. He brought his fighter around, but he was falling behind already.

“Stay in the fight,” Fesky said. “Get as many of the bastards off the tail of the ship as you can.”

Eightball grunted, then took off toward the stern.

As Fesky screamed toward the battle between Oneiri and Woe, one of the mechs charged Woe. Jake, according to her HUD. Steam’s mech stood off to the side, peppering Woe with autocannon fire. As Fesky watched, a pair of Wayfarers converged on her position, forcing her to take her attention off Woe to fight them.

Fesky set her beak in determination She would have to be careful to only hit Woe and not Jake or Ash, who didn’t seem to notice or care she was incoming.

She fired, letting loose a long steam of kinetic impactors from her cannons.

Woe seemed to intuitively sense the fire, and managed to spin around at impossible speeds on its many legs, somehow avoiding every shot she sent his way.

The damn thing was too slippery to hit. But at least she’d slowed him, her firepower throwing him off his direct assault on Jake.

I need to try another tack. She switched over to her Sidewinders. She only had two left, and they weren’t made for this kind of thing. They wouldn’t be able to get a lock from here. She turned off their homing algorithms, making them dumb rockets.

Then she altered her trajectory to come straight at Woe, ignoring a pair of Pseudopods that tried to bathe her in acid. She simply slipped under the acid cloud and kept diving. When she got close to Woe, who for the moment was still, Fesky fired off both rockets in rapid succession.

They sailed straight at Woe, a couple meters apart from each other, and for all his ability to dance around on his many legs, he couldn’t get away from both of them. The first exploded just as he leaped away. Woe went tumbling sideways, losing his hold on the hull.

The twin impacts sent Jake flying in the opposite direction, but he managed to grab onto the edge of a pulse cannon assembly, firing ankle thrusters to stabilize himself.

Woe flailed in space, his many tentacled arms not much use there.

“Gotcha, you bastard,” Fesky said to herself. 

She spun her Python around and started to line up her cannons to give Woe more of a beating when he reached out one of his long appendages and managed to grab onto a Pseudopod that was heading down toward the ship.

Then two more of the Pseudopods came out of nowhere, almost like he’d summoned them, and then two more.

The five Pseudopods all sailed downward, toward the hull of the Relentless, and they took Woe with them.

As Fesky watched, Woe looked at her, and a cryptic expression took shape across his alien face. Maybe there was something human behind those eyes. Something left of the man that had tortured her.

He was in there, the bastard. He was still laughing at her. Still finding her coming up short.

Woe detached from the Pseudopods as they slammed into the ship, dancing back across the hull. He seemed to be heading for Jake again, like he couldn’t wait to finish that fight.

“Not so fast,” Fesky mumbled to herself.

Jake was in bad shape, now. Her blast might have done more damage to his mech than she’d realized. His arms were both badly damaged, and she saw that his sword was gone. Blown away by her Sidewinders, most likely. 

Steam crouched further down the hull, in much better shape than Jake. Another mech joined her as Fesky watched—but they were the only mechs she could see trying to fight off the dozens of Pseudopods smashing into the hull.

This part of the battle was over, at least as far as Fesky could see. The Wayfarers were simply having their way now. There weren’t enough mechs to stop them. All the pulse cannons in this portion of the ship were destroyed. There wasn’t anything stopping the hailstorm of Pseudopods as they slammed into the hull. 

The realization that they were moments away from the ship getting overwhelmed just made Fesky more angry. The thought that after all this, it was just going to end here. She’d watched the first Relentless be destroyed, and now this one was going to suffer the same fate. It was just too much for her.

She pointed her Python toward Woe once more. She had no missiles left. She mashed down on her kinetic impactors as she closed the distance. 

But they did little good. Woe just danced around them again. She’d need more than that. She’d need something much better.

Then, she laughed. She knew, of course, what it would have to be.

She flew her Python directly at Woe.
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Woe charged at Jake, his jerky movements making him hard to track.

The other Brood creatures gave way before him, and a few simply went limp as he ran past them, and fell away. It was as if Woe was giving off so much hate that he cowed everything around him, friend and foe.

And right now, all that hate was directed straight at Jake.

Another thought occurred to him. Maybe Woe was controlling the Brood around him. If that was the case, he wondered if they destroyed the hive mind, would that only cede more power over the Brood to Woe? Was that the ultimate irony here? That their success in this mission to destroy the hive mind would only make Woe stronger?

If so, then destroying him was even more paramount.

Inside Jake’s mech, there were red lights and signals blaring. His HUD was inconveniently telling him that there were life support problems, just in case he didn’t know. Jake felt lightheaded, and he knew his system was desperately trying to keep the outside vacuum at bay.

 At some point, he suspected he would die with or without a fight with Woe.

He tried to move his arms, but they seemed locked in place. He’d managed to grab onto a plasma cannon assembly, but there was nothing he could do to unlock himself from that position. He was simply stuck here, clinging on like an idiot.

His left leg thruster refused to fire, and his right was anemic. Even if he wanted to try and fly straight up into space and figure something out there, he couldn’t.

Plus it would be a waste of time, he sensed. Woe was coming after him, one way or the other.

He wondered if the creature knew that he was a friend of Husher. That he had a relationship of a sort with Husher’s daughter. He wondered if there was enough of the Husher double to even understand that. He suspected there was. The Brood had wanted plenty of Husher kept in it, after all. 

This thing wanted to destroy the Yin battle cruiser; Jake was sure of that. But it wanted to kill Husher more. Even more than that, it wanted to hurt him. And based on what Jake had learned from Fesky, this Husher liked to hurt friends and family members to accomplish that. Whether he’d been looking for Jake or had just stumbled upon him, he must have seen him as a useful tool in his efforts to antagonize the captain.

Jake started slamming his fists down against his legs, trying to get the mech to respond. He had to do something to stop the damn thing.

He felt his mech shift. His right thruster seemed to come to life. It was a hopelessly small amount of power, but it was still better than nothing. At least he could move. 

He took a tentative step away from the plasma cannon assembly he clung to—then he spotted Fesky, making another run at Woe with her cannons.

Wait a second. She’s not pulling away. Fesky’s Python just loomed closer and closer.

Woe kept dancing, almost playfully dancing around the fire.

But Jake felt the hairs on the back of his neck standing at attention

Woe seemed to sense something, too. He ceased his wild flailing, and the creatures around him stopped what they were doing to turn their heads upward, into space.

In the next instant, Fesky’s Python smashed into Woe.

The surrounding hull was instantly engulfed in a fireball, the section of plating right under Woe obliterated.

There was now a crater in the side of the ship where Fesky’s Python had smashed into it.

Woe was gone. Everything was gone. It was all crushed inward by the intensity of the impact.

“Fesky!” It took Jake a moment to realize the ragged cry had been his, as he fired his lone thruster and limped toward the destruction.

He kicked several hunks of metal out of the way as he dragged himself forward. His arms still weren’t working right. His left arm could move a little, even if he could barely grip anything with it.

There was hot, melting material everywhere. He made his labored way down into the crater, past exposed internal passages in the ship. He found the hulking remains of Fesky’s Python. It was crumpled near the bottom of the hole, nosed into metal tubing and cables that had once served some function on the alien ship, but certainly not anymore.

How much was still working on the ship? Jake hoped they could still deal a crippling blow to the hive mind behind all this.

He worked his mech deeper into the hole until he was right above the cockpit of the Python. That was when he realized it wasn’t there. The entire cockpit assembly was gone. It was simply missing. How could that be?

Unless….

Shit. He spun around and fired his weak thruster once again. It sputtered, but made progress. He scanned the space above and beside where the Python fuselage had impacted. Nothing.

Then, his com crackled. It had to be local; he wasn’t on the channel for the main group above. “Are you looking for me?” came Fesky’s weak, warbling voice.

Jake froze. “Where are you?”

“Look for the flashing lights.”

Sure enough, he spotted her—manually switching the emergency lights of her ejected cockpit on and off.

“How did you eject like that?”

“I didn’t,” she croaked. “I think the ship’s own systems ejected me.” She paused. “Honestly, I thought I was going to die killing him, and I was at peace with that.”

“Did you kill him?”

“You tell me.”

Jake looked back down into the smoking hole in the side of the ship. He watched, practically on replay in his mind, as Woe was torn apart in front of him by the explosion. How he’d tried and failed to dance out of the way.

He’d been completely shredded by the explosion. Jake was sure of it. “Yeah, you killed him. You killed him into lots of tiny little pieces.”

“Well, let’s hope those little pieces don’t manage to turn back into another Woe.”

“Even the Brood has its limits.” Like when a creature had been blown back to its atomic elements.

“Can you fly?” Fesky asked.

Jake almost laughed. “I have a single working thruster at about thirty percent.” He paused. “But amazingly enough, I’ve managed to fly with less.”

“Good. Get me back to the Providence. I need to get another fighter.”

Jake stared at the cockpit. “You want me to…what?”

“Take this ejection pod back to the Providence. As quickly as you can. I need another Python.”

Jake glanced upward out of the hole in the hull. He could see stars and firefights above. He’d been hearing reports from the Providence. They weren’t good. “I’m not sure the Providence is going to last much longer,” he said. “Honestly, I’m shocked she’s not gone yet.”

“Do it anyway. If she’s still there, I want to go to her.”

Jake located the ship on his HUD, which also showed the countless enemies abusing her. And they’d be flying right into the middle of them.

But flying into fights was just what they did, Jake and Fesky. 

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

Jake managed to get his mech turned around. He hooked his half-working arm around a handle projecting from the cockpit’s exterior and engaged his lone thruster.

It moaned and complained, and his HUD reminded him once again that he really should be dead, and probably would be soon. He ignored it and headed toward the Providence. 
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There were fewer and fewer green dots shown on the main viewscreen. The air wings were decimated. They’d just lost two more frigates, and almost all the support ships were either out of communication or dead in space.

The battle group was all but destroyed. Now it was a just a loose collection of ships, scattered in the wake of the enormous Yin battle cruiser, which still pressed forward.

“The eggheads say you have a shot,” Iver said. His voice was low, almost a murmur. He sounded like a man resigned to his fate. 

“That’s the first good news we’ve heard in half an hour,” Husher said, and he meant it.

For every Stomach they destroyed, three more took its place. The Brood had a staggeringly huge presence here. Not a surprise, exactly. All of it was expected from the simulations Calder had shown them. But the actual reality of it was still hard to process.

“Well then, enjoy that good news,” Iver said. “Because that’s the last of it you’ll be getting from me. The simulations might say you’ve got a chance if we continue in-system toward that moon, but there’s no way we get out of this system alive. That’s true for both of us.”

Husher glanced at the tactical display. They were still a few minutes away from being within range of the moon.

Long spoke up from the Coms station. “Sir, the Providence is…she’s calling abandon ship.”

Husher’s head whipped around. He was talking to Iver right now, and he’d not told him this? He must have had Daniels managing the evacuation.

“Admiral, are you—”

“Listen to me, Vin,” Iver said. “Whatever happens to us, you have to push on. This AI will doubtless make its way back to humanity.”

“We’re not leaving you behind.”

“You damn well are,” Iver snarled, his sharpness surprising Husher. “You’re the one that made me understand this, and you aren’t talking yourself out of it. These things will make it back to humanity one way or the other. Everything we’ve done since we got here was to ensure they didn’t get back to our world. We aren’t about to risk that now.”

“Five minutes,” Shota broke in. “Give or take.”

“You’re right,” Husher said, talking to Iver. He sensed the admiral had needed him to say that. Even though it was Iver trying to convince Husher to continue, he could tell Iver needed him to confirm that he was doing the right thing. The only thing they could do, even if the loss for the battle group would be extraordinary. Even if the loss would be total. 

Husher suddenly remembered his dream. The vivid one, of his father. He’d wondered at the time if the alien confines weren’t affecting him, or if the dream hadn’t been a lingering effect from his time in the Skisel undervoid. Maybe that was it…even so, his father had said exactly what he’d needed to hear. 

You better be ready to sacrifice everything.

He was ready.

“God speed,” Iver said, and then cut the connection.
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“Decker!” screamed Fesky as she leaped clear of the cockpit. The mechanisms were ruined, and it had taken a couple of tries to shove them.

The main lights were off. There were bright emergency lights showing the calm on deck. It looked as though it was nearly abandoned, and there were just a few people still around.

Paul Decker turned, and the big human with tattoos up his neck smiled broadly. “Fesky, what the hell are you—”

He stopped.

She was climbing out the ejected cockpit of a mangled Python fighter, after all, and hanging from the side of a MIMAS mech that was limping on one leg, with both arms damaged and half leaking fluid from half a dozen places.

“Chief,” she said, “I need a new ride.”

Decker hesitated. “You need a new mech, too?”

Fesky was out and marching across the quiet deck now. “What? No. Well, yes. Do you have any?” 

Decker shook his head. “No, we don’t keep any spares here. It’s all Pythons on the flight deck.”

“Never mind, then. Just get me a Python.” 

She motioned for Jake. She knew he’d heard that part of the exchange.

“I need to get back to the Relentless.” With that, Jake spun his damaged mech around and launched himself back out of the Providence’s bay. “But you need to get the hell out of here, fast, Fesky.” It was the last thing he said before distance made the local com channel they’d set up go dead.

Fesky gave a wave that he couldn’t see, as his mech was already back in space. She worried whether he had enough life support to make the trip, but he wasn’t suicidal. He must think his mech could make it.

Then again, maybe he was suicidal. After all, she’d proven she was, hadn’t she? She’d meant to kill herself to kill Woe. Even if her ship’s systems had saved her, that hadn’t been the plan. 

If revenge and hatred could be called a plan. 

Yet here she was, alive and well. Okay, not so well. But alive, at least.

And now she had more to do. If this pocket universe was going to spare her, she’d be damned if she was going to turn down the chance to do more damage to these awful things. “Paul, I don’t have time to wait around. I need a Python. I need one now.”

Decker nodded. “Follow me,” he said.

He didn’t wink at her, or crack a joke. She noticed he was holding a welder. She wondered if he’d just been on his way to close and block the blast doors. It would make sense. At this point, there didn’t need to be a bay here, and certainly not an opening for the Wayfarers to get in. In fact, there didn’t seem like there needed to be anyone here at all.

“Where is everyone?” she asked.

“They abandoned ship,” Decker said without looking around.

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“You aren’t abandoning ship?”

“I still have fighters to take care of. And apparently, I still have pilots showing up for them.”

This time he did smirk back at her, and he gave her a little wink. In some strange way, she was thankful for it.

“This is what we got,” he said after a minute. He’d stopped in front of one of three Pythons that were lined up and looked primed to go. He slapped the middle one’s hull. “This one’s the best of the lot.”

An impact rocked the ship. Fesky stumbled as sparks flew from the overhead, far above. The ship seemed to lurch again, harder this time, and they both fell across one of the launch tubes. As they helped each other up, Fesky said, “That was bad.”

Decker chuckled. “Yeah, it’s bad.”

The ship lurched again. This was more like a rolling wave under their feet. The impacts were shockingly strong. This was a supercarrier, she had to remind herself. One of the largest ships in human space, and it was getting knocked around like a toy. What kind of impacts could cause that?

Or were they internal explosions? She shuddered at the thought.

It was probably a little of both. She realized the ship had to be completely overrun with Brood. That was why they’d abandoned ship. The vessel was already lost. It was just a matter of time, now.

Suddenly a thought occurred to her. “Come with me.”

Decker turned away, swinging the big welder in his hand. “We don’t have any two-seaters.”

“We can make it work,” she said. “Decker, don’t be stupid. We can find a way for you to get out of here.”

At that moment, another impact hit the launch bay. This time, the vibrations didn’t come from the deck under their feet. It came from the far bulkhead. 

She turned to see Wayfarers pouring through a gaping hole—from deeper inside the ship. All teeth and claws and no more thoughts in their minds than to destroy what they could find.

“Go!” screamed Decker. “Go, I’ll clear the tubes.”

Fesky had no idea what that meant, but there was no time to argue. She dove into the Python and brought it around.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw the Wayfarers had covered half the distance in the blink of an eye. It wasn’t possible that anything could move that fast, she thought. They were staggeringly fast. 

She spun around and, ignoring all the protocols she’d been trained in her whole life, did absolutely no preflight check list. She just fired up the thrusters and slid the Python into the tubes.

Then she saw what Decker was talking about. The tubes were shut. Of course; they were abandoning ship. They were shutting down the bay.

But as she watched, the tubes opened up, and she could see stars.

She glanced around and saw Paul standing alone at the launch platform on the far side of the bay, not that far from where she’d first run into him. 

He turned and saluted her. A crisp, perfect salute.

Then Fesky fired her thrusters, and the Python rocked out of the tubes, even as the Wayfarers smashed into them.

Sparks flew, and the Providence shuddered again, this time another of the big impacts wracking the ship. For a second, she thought she saw the launch tube shift and block her exit. Then the great ship seemed to flex again, and she was surrounded by space and stars. 

She fired her thrusters and roared into open space. She glanced back, but there was nothing to see. The bay was already receding, and her last thought was of Paul turning to salute her even as the Wayfarers were bearing down on him. 

The ship shuddered again, practically vibrating in space from tip to stern. It didn’t break apart, but it might as well have.

The Providence, Fesky knew, was doomed.
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“She’s breaking up, sir,” Winterton said solemnly.

Husher watched, helpless, as the Providence came apart at the seams. The image was getting smaller and smaller as the supercarrier fell behind. What was left of the battle group was similarly in tatters and trailing behind.

In the meantime, the Yin battleship was closing in on the moon.

For what felt like the millionth time, Husher wondered if the Yin research was right. Could it be that they were wrong, and that this moon wasn’t the home of the hive mind?

But he put those worries aside. Just as when he’d attacked the first hive mind they’d ever encountered, in the asteroid belt around Scion space, they’d known that they were headed in the right direction when the Brood had begun to throw everything they had at them to stop them.

And the same thing, on a much larger scale, was happening here. 

No, there was no game afoot here. This was no wrong lead. This was the final AI, and it was throwing everything it had at them to stop them.

Which meant they had to succeed. 

“Sir, reading energy fluctuations from the Providence.”

Husher nodded. He could see that as well. 

“The core,” Shota said from Tactical. “It’s going nova.”

Sure enough, a moment later, a spectacular blast of light and energy played across the screen.

Then, just as quickly as the flash appeared, it was gone again. And in its place, the screen showed only debris accelerating away from what had once been the Providence.

Husher slumped back in his chair. He was sure that had anyone been looking at him, they would have seen their captain with his jaw hanging open.

Iver was gone. The Providence was gone. The enormity of it hit him squarely in the chest.

In some perverse way that probably wouldn’t make sense to anyone but him, he felt proud of Iver’s sacrifice.

And the ultimate sacrifice it must have been, for he’d not been on an escape pod. He’d been in the CIC when the reactor had exploded.

He’d gone down with the ship. So had his officers, and much of the crew. Even those who’d left in escape pods faced an uncertain future. 

There was a long line of material strewn in the wake of the crumbling battle group, a string of escape pods and dead spacecraft—people desperately clinging to life.

The Brood took no prisoners. There would be no picking up those that abandoned ship.

It wasn’t just pride Husher felt for Iver. It was admiration, too. In the end, despite his views of the admiral, the man had done what had to be done.

And now it was up to the Relentless to finish the job.

“Sir,” Shota said, and the sadness in his voice told Husher that he, too, was feeling the loss of the supercarrier, in spite of his fraught relationship with the admiral. Or perhaps he just respected Husher and his relationship with the old man.

“Yes, XO?”

“I’m holding off firing for the moment. But we’re fully cycled and charged.”

Husher understood instantly what he was saying. They were within a single recharging cycle of their destination. No reason to keep firing at the Stomachs ahead of them now. No reason to chance taking another shot and wasting another power cycle.

They were charged and ready. This shot, the one they had left, had a single target. The only target.

Husher glanced up at the damage assessment board. Unlike on human ships, it gave him precious little information. Calder couldn’t work miracles. There was just no way to know the exact condition of the alien ship. For all he knew, the reactor could be breached at any moment. The ship could buckle at any moment. The weapon could lose the power it needed at any moment.

He sent up a silent prayer. They just had to hold on a few more minutes. 

That wasn’t asking too much.

Was it?
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“I’m sending you our coordinates now,” Jake heard over the com link. It was Steam, and her voice was low. Reserved. He didn’t need to be told why. There were four members of Oneiri Team left now. Zeph, Moonboy, Steam, and Jake. Jake barely counted himself, though he had no idea of the condition of the rest of the mechs. For all he knew, they were in as bad a shape as he was. He’d seen Moonboy floating away from the ship with extensive damage to his mech’s arms and legs.

Jake landed his own battered mech on the surface of the Relentless. He hesitated to even call it a hull, now. What was left of it was in tatters, and there were huge sections missing where it looked like it had simply collapsed inward. In other places, the alien acid had eaten through to the interior. Several of the pulse cannons now stuck up at odd angles, with parts hanging off.

He eased himself through one of the many hull breaches and into the Relentless herself. He worked his mech around the many metal rods and jagged pieces obstructing his path. His speed picked up as he progressed farther in, and soon he was running—fast enough that he nearly crashed through a squad of marines.

“Holy shit,” he yelled, ducking sideways and just managing to evade them. The marines hadn’t even seen him. They weren’t looking at him, and he realized now what had their attention.

Crawling out of a huge breach farther down the passage were a dozen Wayfarers. The marines were trying to keep them pinned, but it was a futile effort with those numbers.

A trio of rockets flew over Jake’s mech and hit the Wayfarers, sending several of them flying. He turned to find Steam jogging up behind him, with her shoulder-mounted rocket cradle smoking.

“That was the last of mine,” she said.

Jake had spent the last of his rockets an hour ago, and he marveled at Ash’s ability to ration them. Standing beside her, Zeph was empty, too. She was also missing an arm. That was better than Moonboy, who had no arms and was left to limp along on one working leg.

Jake wondered if he looked as bad as that. Considering he also had no working arms and one working leg, not to mention the acid bath he’d received across the chest of his own mech, he had a feeling he probably looked worse.

That either mech still functioned on any level was a miracle. His own HUD had been flashing angry red warnings at him for the last fifteen minutes.

Jake switched over to the marines’ channel and heard the voice of Major Gamble screaming out orders.

“Major, where do you want us?” he asked.

“Anywhere you can get in the way of those damn things,” Gamble said. “The only advantage we have is knowing exactly where they’re trying to go.”

“How many are inside the ship?” Jake fell into a diamond formation with the other three mechs. Without prompting, Steam took point. Her mech was in the best shape, so it made the most sense.

“Too many to say now,” Gamble said grimly. “Last report, we had at least four separate incursions with a dozen Wayfarers each on average.”

That was upwards of fifty of them. Fifty of these creatures were actually inside the ship! The thought was staggering.

‘“We’ll form a defensive line around the reactor,” Jake said. “You can set up and push them toward us, getting as many as you can in the process.”

“We can help hold the line.”

“No. We can handle hand-to-hand with these things. You can’t. You’ll get overrun. Your firepower is better served to funnel them to us and take out as many as you can from your position. Let us take them on directly.”

Gamble was silent for a moment, then said, “Very well.”

Jake’s HUD lit up with an overlay of the huge chamber they were in as he got down on his one good knee. “Who has what left?” he called over the team-wide channel.

“I have everything but rockets,” Steam said. “Zeph has autocannons. Moonboy has his rifle.”

“And half an arm to shoot it with,” Moonboy put in.

Jake saw that Moonboy had managed to wedge the weapon into his arm, near where it had been lopped off by one of Woe’s appendages. No doubt he’d activate the rifle remotely.

“As long as you can fire it, you’re doing better than me.” Jake had nothing but his hands, which didn’t work. He could swing his arms, at least, and he could get his power torches working. Which meant he’d have to get in very close to use his torch.

A torch that really wasn’t even meant for this kind of use.

“Here they come,” Steam said, as a dozen Wayfarers practically crawled over each other as they oozed out of a fracture in the passageway.

“Fire!” Gamble shouted, and the marines in positions along the far end of the empty storage area fired into the backs of the Wayfarers.

They killed two and slowed several others, but the rest just kept coming. Faster and faster.

Steam opened up with her autocannons, hitting them as they tried to open their mouths to spit acid. They fell in quick succession, but three more took their place, and as careful as Steam was with her firing, she couldn’t make perfect shots every time.

And she couldn’t stop some acid from coming their way.

“Heads up,” Jake shouted.

Zeph just barely dodged a stream of the corrosive stuff. Some of it splashed her shoulder, which hissed, immediately leaking hydraulic fluid.

Jake felt helpless as he watched Zeph and Moonboy firing on the aliens with much less success than Steam.

And more Wayfarers coming, of course. This last stand couldn’t last. He knew that.

They were going to lose the reactor and the ship.
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“How long, Shota?”

Husher felt, for perhaps the first time, that the Yin battle cruiser was actually bucking under him. And he knew it wasn’t the plasma cannon firing this time. It was the impact of the fighting outside the ship—and possibly inside it, too.

All the Brood were now focused on the ship. That wasn’t new. But with almost no supporting ships and precious little air group remaining, they were battering her badly.

“Give me your best guess,” Husher said. “And don’t tell me we aren’t close.”

“We’re very close,” Shota said. “I’m not entirely clear on how close, considering the mass.”

“But we’re close enough to target it?”

Shota glanced at Winterton. “Absolutely. But we’re trying to analyze the composition of the moon. Best guess is another minute or so, to be sure.”

Husher was glad to know that if they fired right this second they’d hit the moon, but he also didn’t want to waste their single cycled shot without doing all the damage they could. It was highly likely they’d never get the chance to take a second shot.

“Keep pushing it,” he said to Moens. “We have to get as close as we can. Before—"

The ship rocked hard.

“Sir, the marines report heavy engagement around the reactor,” Long said. “They also report that at least some portion of Brood units appear to be heading toward the bow of the ship.”

That’s new. The Brood seemed driven to destroy the reactors, but apparently they also understood that the CIC was the nerve center of the ship.

“Major Gamble is asking whether they should pursue.”

Husher could feel Shota’s eye on him. Without warning, a memory flashed through his mind, of Woe ripping him right out of the command chair. His officers had to be thinking along the same lines: the Brood were coming for them again.

“No,” Husher said at last. “Those marines are to prioritize the reactor’s defense above all else. Under no circumstances are they to deploy forces anywhere else.”

Long nodded, spun in his chair, and relayed the orders.

Husher sat back and nodded toward Shota, who seemed calmer with the decision than Husher had expected. But his XO appeared to be over his earlier fear. In some ways, perhaps they all were. The story of the Providence was a galvanizing event, and not just for Husher, he realized. They’d all known this was likely a one-way mission, but now they were sure of it. If that meant the Brood attacked them here in the CIC, then so be it.

“If that hatch is breached, you fire at the moon,” Husher said to Shota.

“Understood, sir,” he snapped back. “We’re close, now. I think if we had to, we could fire and have a good chance of doing serious damage.”

“I don’t want serious damage,” Husher growled. “I want total destruction.” He rose and strode across the CIC to the small arms locker. He quickly distributed handguns to his officers.

With that, he turned to Winterton. “What’s your assessment of the distance?”

“We need thirty more seconds to be absolutely sure.”

Every second represented an enormous risk. “Any moment you hear anything from the marines, you shout it out, Long.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Twenty seconds, sir,” Winterton said.

Something hard slammed into the CIC’s hatch. Husher heard a muffled yell, followed by a scream from one of the marines defending the hatch. Then came the unmistakable sound of weapons fire. Then more silence.

Something smashed into the hatch again, denting the metal. Somehow, it held.

“Winterton?” Husher asked as he turned toward the hatch, sidearm raised. Shota, Moens, and Winterton couldn’t be spared from their duties, but Husher could. Of everyone on the CIC, nobody needed him pushing a button to fire the damn plasma cannon.

“Ten seconds, sir,” he said.

“I’d suggest we’re likely in range now,” Shota said.

“Certainly possible,” Winterton conceded.

“I don’t want possible,” Husher said.

Something charged the hatch once again, and one of the hinges came loose. The hatch still didn’t give way. But whatever had hit it kept pushing, and the remaining hatch bent slowly inward.

Tendrils poked through, and Husher glimpsed a Wayfarer’s slavering, tooth-filled maw. He sighted down the handgun’s barrel. If he could see teeth, that meant the creature’s mouth was open and acid was sure to follow. 

He exhaled and calmly began emptying the handgun’s magazine down the alien’s throat.

Teeth shattered inward, and the third shot made the head recoil. The creature sagged backward, then fell out of view. 

A second took its place.

Seventeen rounds left. That was assuming the handgun had been fully loaded, which it should have been.

Husher fired again. This time, it took four rounds to defeat the alien attempting to breach the CIC and tear each of his officers limb from limb.

When it fell, another Wayfarer immediately took its place.

“We’re in range!” Winterton exclaimed.

“Agreed,” Shota said. Without waiting for an order from Husher, he shouted, “Firing!”

Husher felt the floor under him move, accompanied by the now-familiar wrenching sound as the ship’s superstructure groaned with the massive weapon’s discharge.

He was thrown off his feet, and his handgun left his hands. The hatch finally collapsed inward under the mounting pressure of the Brood creatures behind it, and several of the hideous hell-spawn fell over each other as they spilled into the CIC.

From behind Husher, more slugs tore into them, and he saw that Shota had jumped from behind the Tactical station and was screaming as he sent a steady stream of fire at the creatures.

The nearest one crumpled. The one behind it tried to fire acid, but by then Husher had recovered his own weapon. He planted four rounds into its gaping mouth in quick succession. It fell sideways as two more followed it in.

“Direct hit,” Winterton said. “The moon is starting to—”

Whatever Winterton had to say about the moon was lost to Husher as he kept firing on the Wayfarers at the hatch.

Then, without warning, the creatures stopped their advance.

For a moment, Husher got the impression they were exchanging dazed looks, as though they’d just woken up and weren’t sure where they were.

Then they started moving again, but in a completely uncoordinated way. A moment ago they’d been united in their effort to get into the CIC, but now they seemed to all be working toward independent goals: some trying to get in, while others tried to push back out into the corridor. 

Husher and Shota didn’t need an invitation. They advanced on the Wayfarers together, firing into the confused group of Brood.

Within minutes, it was over. The last Wayfarer fell at last. The silence inside the CIC was deafening.

Husher stumbled over to Winterton’s console. “Show me the moon.”

“It’s gone, sir.”

“Replay the last few seconds from a forward visual sensor. I want to see it with my own two eyes.”

Winterton readily complied. The moon appeared once more, a perfect white sphere. Then the massive energy lance sprang forward, connecting with it dead-center. For a few seconds, nothing seemed to happen as the Relentless dumped incomprehensible quantities into the celestial body.

Then, with a brilliant halo of light—for which the display compensated by automatically dimming—the moon ruptured, sending millions of fragments hurtling into space. The moon became a tiny sun for the briefest of moments. Then space fell dark once more, and the moon was gone.

“Shit,” Shota said beside Husher, panting. “Did you see how erratically the Brood started to act, after we destroyed it?”

Husher nodded. “That’s all the confirmation I think we need. We destroyed the AI.”

He returned to the command chair and lowered himself into it, feeling exhausted. They’d done it. They’d destroyed the AI. He’d known they could do it. But now it was clear that they had done it, and he didn’t know how to feel.

“Can we get out of here?” he said, hoping against hope.

Winterton shook his head. “We’re surrounded by Brood.”

“They’re losing their cohesion, though,” Shota said. “Look.”

Husher followed his gaze to the main viewscreen. After watching for a second, he could see that Shota was right. The clouds of red were starting to stretch,with gaps forming in their formations.

“Marines are reporting that the Wayfarers near the reactor have been contained,” Long said. “They expect to completely neutralize the threat soon.”

Husher nodded slowly. The Brood had lost their governing consciousness. Without that, they lacked the cohesion that made them so deadly. As individuals, they were deadly enough, but they weren’t the fearsome menace they’d been with the AI in charge.

Still, at least some of them had been trying to get into the CIC even after the moon’s destruction. And he felt sure the marines and mechs still had a fight on their hands.

Besides that, the Brood numbers in this system knew no end.

“They’re still coming for us,” Husher said quietly as he studied the tactical display. “They might not be as intelligently coordinated as before, but….”

“But there are just too damn many of them,” Shota conceded. “You’re right.”

“I don’t see a viable path through the enemy to the system’s periphery,” Moens said.

Husher’s lips firmed. “Plot something anyway. Plot the likeliest course to see us to safety. We’ll fight until we can’t anymore.”

“Aye, sir.”

“What do we have for weapons?” Husher murmured to Shota.

Shota shook his head. “Three percent of the hull plasma cannons, plus the main cannon. Which I’ve recharged and can fire at the closest Stomach.”

“Do so, at your discretion. Keep firing along the course Moens has plotted. See if you can—”

“Sir,” Winterton interjected. “Multiple contacts inbound.”

Husher sighed. “More Stomachs?” Perhaps the AI had called in more reinforcements just before it had expired.

“No sir,” Winterton said. He looked up, and his usually passive face was the very picture of shock. “They’re ours, sir.”

Husher frowned. “Ours?”

“Transponders check out as United Human Fleet, sir.”

Long looked up. “They’re hailing us.”

“On screen,” Husher managed.

The image wavered, and a tall man with a dark beard, sporting a UHF uniform, stood with his hands behind his back. Behind him was the CIC of a supercarrier, bristling with activity. A human supercarrier.

“Ah,” he said. “Captain Husher.”

“Admiral Keeping?”

Keeping nodded. “We’re here to reinforce your battle group. I have to admit, I didn’t expect to see you broadcasting from such a strange ship, although it looks like an impressive one. We’ve had a hell of a time finding you.”

It took all Husher’s focus not to let his jaw simply hang open.

Keeping seemed to notice. “Captain?”

“We could use your immediate assistance, Admiral,” Husher managed.

Keeping nodded. “Our air groups are out now, and we’re sending in twenty destroyers as well, backed up by four supercarriers. It seems these bastards aren’t even shooting at us. But we’re not going to let that stop us from shooting at them.”

“I advise approaching them with extreme care. Consider them very hostile.”

“We will. Where is Admiral Iver?”

Husher’s eyes fell. “What you see of the battle group is what’s left of it, I’m afraid.”

“I see. Well, we’ll do what we came here to do. Hold fast, Captain. We’ll be with you soon.”
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“You’re sure you’ve cleared the system?” Husher asked.

“We are,” Keeping said. “For that matter, based on how small this universe is, I’m assuming we got everything else that was worth killing, as well.”

Husher and the admiral were sitting in the latter’s office, aboard Keeping’ flagship. The entire Relentless crew had been evacuated and distributed throughout the newly arrived UHF vessels. The Yin ship had sustained far too much damage to make the interdimensional journey home to the Milky Way.

Provided we ever get to make that journey.

“I’ll leave it to you to be sure of yourself,” Husher said. “But do be sure. We can’t leave even a single one of those things alive.”

“We’re scouring the system, Captain. We’re being as thorough as we can.” The admiral cleared his throat. “All personnel will be sworn to secrecy, as to the nature of our actions, here. Not only would knowledge of the Brood and its AI creator cause widespread public panic, but well…this is technically genocide, isn’t it?”

Husher closed his eyes and exhaled.

“I mean, these things were manufactured,” Keeping said. “Or at least, that’s what our scientists tell us. I’m sure we’re wiping out anything…with a soul.”

“Genocide is genocide,” Husher said, though his heart wasn’t in it. He couldn’t bring himself to feel any actual sympathy for the Brood.

“Yes. But our orders are clear. But I’m not here to contemplate their morality.”

Husher had no complaints. He’d had this discussion with Shota, and they’d reached the same conclusion that Command had.

Future generations might judge them. But then again, future generations likely wouldn’t have existed if the UHF hadn’t been willing to commit to the Brood’s total destruction.

“What about the generators?” Husher asked.

“We’re hunting those down as well. We’re confident, or at least the teams who handle this kind of thing are confident, that we can find all of them.”

Husher sat back and closed his eyes. He steepled his hands in front of his face. There was so much to think about. So much to process. “You’ll have to, if you ever want to return to our home dimension.”

“Don’t worry, Husher. We’re going home. And the sooner the better..”

Epilogue

 

Husher glanced at Fesky. In the low evening light on Zakros, she seemed almost comfortable. Her feathers were shimmering. She had a little twinkle in her eye. It still wasn’t the same Fesky he’d served with years ago. That Fesky was gone. Hell, that Husher was gone.

But she looked good. She looked content. And that made Husher as happy as anything could.

“Wine and a sunset,” Sera said. She walked back out of the house and to the back deck with a red bottle in her hand. “What more could you want?”

“Better wine, I’d wager,” Fesky said.

“Cheap shot,” Husher said. “I’ll have you know that’s the best wine a man can find on the way here at the last minute.”

Sera began to pour. “Believe me, Fesky. This is better than he usually brings.”

“See,” Husher said. “I can learn.”

“Congratulations,” Sera said sarcastically. “That only took, what, twenty years?”

“Who’s counting?” Husher chuckled and took a sip of the wine.

He grimaced. Okay, so it really wasn’t that good.

Still…it tasted like normalcy. And he needed that more than he needed good wine, or anything else for that matter.

They all did.

“We aren’t done yet, are we?” Fesky said. She was wistful.

“Is this going to be top secret stuff?” Sera asked. “Because I’ll just take my wine and go.”

“Stay,” Husher said. “I’m tired of secrets.”

Sera cocked her head. “You are learning.”

“Only took twenty years,” he said.

“But who’s counting?” Sera said. She looked at Fesky. “So what is this, and before you tell me, I just want to say that I personally think you should really consider being done with it, whatever it is.”

“Hmm,” Fesky said, sounding lost in thought.

Damn, but she looked happy. That, more than anything else, filled Husher with peace.

“There are AIs out there in the multiverse,” Fesky said. “And they all have humanity’s number.”

Sera sat back. “So it’s the still damn AIs, huh?”

“It always was.” Husher sighed. “Some things never change.”

“Don’t I know it.”

“Do you agree with my assessment?” Fesky asked Husher. 

Husher gave her a grim smile. “You can be done with it all, you know, Fesky.”

“But not you?”

Husher frowned. “I’ll be done when they pry my gnarled, arthritic hands from my command console. Or when I’m dead.”

“Inspirational,” Sera offered. “And eloquent as always.”

He shrugged. “As long as those damn AIs are out there, I can’t be done with it.”

Fesky leaned forward. “As long as you’re out there, I’ll be out there, too.”

Husher smiled. He glanced at Sera, who just rolled her eyes. “You military types. You’re all the same.”

It was a joke—Sera had fought her fair share of battles on humanity’s behalf.

But Fesky, unsurprisingly, seemed to take it literally. “On the contrary,” she said. “Captain Husher is unlike any other human I know.”

Husher smiled at her, his heart warm. “To the future. Whatever it might bring us.”

Sera raised her glass. “To the future.”

Fesky took her glass and raised it, too. “Whatever it might bring.”

The sound of a door closing reached them from somewhere below. Husher frowned. “That sounded like the front door.”

Sera nodded, wearing a grin that looked somewhat secretive, to Husher’s eyes. “Iris did mention she and Jake were going for a walk.”

“Hmm.” Something made Husher sit a little straighter in his chair, and he peered over the deck’s railing as the pair made their way down the front path and into the street, Jake with his hands in his pockets, and Husher’s daughter with hers folded behind her back.

When they reached the end of the road, just as they were about to disappear from view of the deck, Jake removed his hands from his pockets, and Iris immediately seized one of them in her own.

Jake tensed, then seemed to relax. They walked around the corner hand-in-hand.

“Well,” Sera said, and Husher could hear the smile in her voice without having to look. “I’m not sure we were supposed to see that.”

“No,” Husher said, shaking his head. He allowed himself a smile of his own, though he schooled his face to seriousness before turning back toward Sera and Fesky. “I don’t think we were.”
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Mech Wars Quadrilogy

 

Powered - Ebook and Audio

 

Dynamo - Ebook and Audio

 

Meltdown - Ebook and Audio

 

Infliction - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Ixan Legacy Trilogy

 

Capital Starship - Ebook and Audio

 

Pride of the Fleet - Ebook and Audio

 

Dogs of War - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Fleet Ops Series

 

Trapped - Ebook and Audio

 

Counterstrike - Ebook and Audio

 

Spacers Universe

 

 

First Command - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 1 & 2)

 

Free Space - Ebook

 

Wartorn Cluster - Ebook and Audio (Audio contains Books 3 & 4)

 

The Fall - Ebook

 

Empire Space - Ebook

 

Thatcher’s Gambit - Ebook

 

 

After the Galaxy Universe

 

 

The Unsung - Ebook and Audio

 

Unsung Armada - Ebook and Audio

 

The Crucible - Ebook and Audio

 

 

Mother Ship Universe

 

 

Mother Ship - Ebook and Audio
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