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Chapter 1
 
 
 
October 31, 2213
Caput Mundi House – Istanbul, Earth
 
“I won them the war, and this is how they repay me?”
President Glendon Jarret clenched his jaw and slammed his fist against his desk. “Where are the polls at their worst?”
His media advisor, Patrick Ryland, viewed his data tablet. “Your numbers continue to struggle on Centauri. But that’s not unexpected.”
“Naturally,” Glendon lamented. “I shouldn’t have agreed to give those people back the vote after the war.”
“Your popularity has also fallen across the outer worlds,” Ryland continued. “Our polling in those population centers reveal Marauder attacks, and any backlash if they should want to declare their independence concerns them the most.”
“What about Earth?”
“Support is slipping further. There are areas where you’re still favored, but it has been dwindling every year you’ve been in office.”
They’ve betrayed me. It was universally agreed that if he wasn’t elected during the Earth-Centauri War, it would’ve waged much longer than it had. More people would be dead. The conflict may have even been lost. To be thrown out of office after one term would be an embarrassment.
“I’ve heard enough. Send in Ntini.”
Ryland nodded and exited. Glendon stood and walked over to the window, taking in the vast skyscrapers of Istanbul. The gorgeous old-world architecture complemented the modern metropolis.
Napoleon Bonaparte once remarked that if Earth ever had one true capital city, it should be Constantinople. Where east meets west. When the commonwealth was formed, the founders had taken his advice.
Glendon often thought about the emperors of the ancient town and wondered if any of them could’ve imagined that one day the fate of not only Earth, but many other worlds, would be decided on the same patch of dirt, where they once stood.
The door to the office opened, and Luan Ntini stepped in. Glendon turned to his chief of staff, who ambled to the front of the desk with his hands behind his back.
“You’ve looked at the polls?”
Luan nodded. “This morning.”
“I’m in trouble, Luan.”
“As with all opinion polls from the Martian Tribune, we must be wary of how often it swings.”
“You know as well as I, even if it’s a slight outlier, all the other polls confirm they’re in the same ballpark.” Glendon sat behind his desk. “Our internal surveys show similar problems throughout the commonwealth.”
Luan sat across from him. The sage old man had been the president’s confidant since he’d taken office and was the rock of his administration.
“If things stay as they are,” Glendon continued, “I will lose the election in a year’s time.”
“I won’t lie—”
“Good, because I don’t pay you to.”
“If we follow the same trajectory we’re on now, not only are you going to lose but you’ll face a wipeout like no other president has since the founding of the United Earth Commonwealth.”
Glendon narrowed his eyes at the portraits of the various presidents who had come before him, wondering how loyal the people were to them. “I was their savior.”
“To be blunt, Mister President, the public don’t care. You were who they needed in wartime. Now they want a leader during the peace.” Luan steepled his fingers. “The British hailed Winston Churchill in a similar light during World War II. But that didn’t stop his soldiers returning home and voting him out of office. And he didn’t have to contend with…”
Glendon glared at his as chief of staff, while Luan trailed off mid-sentence. “You were saying?”
Luan cleared his throat. “He didn’t have to contend with concerted opposition objecting to his use of tritonium weapons ending the war.”
“See, that’s what I pay you for.” Glendon stood and paced behind his desk. He pondered about the main issue he’d had since the end of the rebellion. By forcing its conclusion with tritonium weapons, not only were pacifists protesting against him, he had an opposition leader in the parliament constantly calling him a war criminal. How easily the sheep are swayed.

“Well, we know what the problem is, what do we do about it?”
Luan’s eyes betrayed a man who’d had restless nights thinking of just that. “Win Earth and win the presidency. If we can gain back the swings here, it won’t matter how the rest of the commonwealth votes.”
“Any ideas?”
Luan opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Glendon’s secretary’s voice rang out over the intercom.
“Mister President, the Minister of Defense is here to see you.”
“Send him in.”
The door to the office once again swung ajar, and Minister Takashi strode in. “Mister President,” he greeted his superior.
Glendon put a hand out to take a seat next to Luan. “What brings you here today? I thought you were in Miami.”
“It’s actually Miami that brings me here, Mister President.”
“Oh?”
“Do you remember the briefing I gave you on the Orion V incident?”
“Of course.” How could I forget?

The mystery of what had happened at the far-flung mining operation had been foremost on his mind ever since he’d received word of its destruction. The fleet carrier, Repulse, which he’d sent out, had found few answers. If anything, they’d discovered more mysteries with the Vanguard’s debris in orbit.
Analysts assumed someone found out about the discovery of the ancient extraterrestrial artifact beneath the planet’s surface, and possibly of the extraterrestrial the Vanguard was transporting there.
Glendon wanted answers before anything hit the presses. If his presidency wasn’t already in trouble, it would be with the death of over a thousand people near the Reach.
“Do you remember me mentioning the Argo?” Takashi asked.
“The cargo ship that had logged a flight plan to Frontier’s Reach from Vesta III?”
None of the analysts believed the Argo responsible for what happened at Orion V. It was more likely they were responding to a distress call, as their buyer from Tau-Zeta claimed.
“Well, Mister President, the Argo has appeared, and they’re heading for Outpost Watchtower as we speak.”
Glendon raised an eyebrow. “Has there been any communications broadcast by the Argo?”
“Only that they’ve got damage and an injured Doctor Susan Tai on board.”
“Susan Tai? The doctor from TIAS?”
Takashi nodded.
“Which confirms the Argo was at Orion V. They could know a great deal. Is the Repulse nearby?”
“It is.”
“Good. Make arrangements with Admiral Mueller to intercept the Argo. They mustn’t reach Outpost Watchtower. Also ensure any further communications are jammed.”
“Yes, Mister President.”
Glendon sat in his chair and peered over at Luan. He pondered and looked back at Takashi. “Do we happen to have any Zero-Five operatives in the area?”
Takashi fidgeted in his seat. “We do.”
While Glendon didn’t want to use them, their skills in this situation may be required. “Liaise with the Minister of Intelligence. Put them on standby.”
“Yes, Mister President.”
“Okay, that’ll be all.”
Takashi stood and left the office, closing the door behind him.
Luan stared at Glendon. “Will Zero-Five be necessary?”
Glendon shrugged. “It’s best to plan for all contingencies, just in case…” He decided to change the subject. “Now, where were we? That’s right. You were going to tell me how to win next year’s election.”
 



Chapter 2
 
 
 
November 1, 2213
Cargo Ship Argo
 
“Unable to achieve commlink.”
Jason Cassidy shook his head at the computer’s confirmation. After contacting Outpost Watchtower and apprising them of the Argo’s situation, all communications in the area were jammed. He wasn’t surprised. He knew how the military worked.
Jason peered through the viewport at the stars ahead. The Argo’s return trip through trans-space was successful. Just as last time, the crew were all knocked out from the effects of the trans-space corridor and awoke upon the ship’s departure from the vortex. What’d been unusual was they hadn’t exited at Orion V where Professor Petit had expected. He’d theorized it was because the corridor had decayed since their first journey through it.
Luckily, however, it put them half a light-year closer to Outpost Watchtower where they were heading for the aid they desperately needed. That’s if we get there.

Jason turned back to the console and ran his hands over the keypad. The comms may have been jammed, but he knew a few tricks from his days in the service.
“Data packet sent.”
He smiled and stood, walking from the bridge, leaving the autopilot to do its thing. In the A Deck corridor, he bumped into the hulking figure of Conrad Althaus.
The man was a wreck. He’d taken Tyler’s passing worse than anyone else, which was saying something considering how sick Jason felt. There’s been too much death.
The pair stared at each other. There was nothing to say. Althaus brushed by him and walked through the hatchway onto the bridge.
Past the elevator shaft, Jason entered the engine room. Spare parts were scattered everywhere. Since they’d exited the trans-space corridor, it’d been all hands on deck to repair the small cargo ship. He poked his head around, wondering where everyone was.
A noise came from one of the maintenance junctions. It was Aly. She slid out, looking grimier than usual.
“How’s it coming?” Jason asked.
“Getting there slowly.” Aly threw down a set of fried linkages on the maintenance console.
“Where’s Professor Petit? I thought he was helping you.”
“He was, but Doctor Tai was waking up for the day, and I said he should go and see her.”
“That’s fair.” His mind wandered.
“Are you okay?”
He wasn’t. How can I be with everything that’s happened? During his time in the service, every leader he’d served under had kept their emotions in check. They didn’t waver, appearing as if they were always in control.
Since listening to Tyler’s last will and testament, putting him in command of the Argo, there’d been an incredible weight on his shoulders. He hadn’t remembered what responsibility felt like. Regardless, he had to get his people home.
What he’d do after that, however, was something else entirely. As long as he was far away from the Argo, he didn’t really care.
“I’m fine.”
She looked at him knowingly. “Uh-huh?”
He could tell she saw straight through him. “Keep me updated with your progress.”
Aly nodded, and Jason strolled from the engine room and turned into the infirmary. He peered through the observation screen at Doctor Susan Tai lying in her bed with Petit and Kione sitting beside her.
Kevin Rycroft appeared alongside Jason. He was tired like everyone else. Kevin always had a youthful glint in his eye, but with the hell they’d been through, it was all but gone.
“How’s our patient?” Jason asked him.
“She’s not getting any better.” Kevin rubbed his hands over his eyes. “If we don’t get her to a proper medical facility soon, she’ll die.”
Enough people have died out here.
“What about Kione? Has he exhibited any of those mental powers since leaving the weapon ship?”
“It doesn’t appear so. Whatever connection he had with the sphere is gone, along with any of his abilities.” Kevin leaned on the door, almost slipping down it. “How long until we reach Outpost Watchtower?”
“Two days. Will she hold on?”
“I believe so. Do you think we’ll make the outpost?”
It was a question Jason had wondered himself since the comms had been jammed. “I hope so.”
Kevin put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “If you need me, I’ll be in the galley getting a coffee.”
He disappeared into the corridor, and Jason nudged the door open to the infirmary. Tai was sleeping. Over the speakers, a piece of classical music was playing.
Jason stared at Kione. It was hard to take his eyes off him. Even after all they’d been through, the extraterrestrial still astonished him. He was a far cry from The Bug People of Alpha Prime. He chuckled remembering the horrible show.
Petit stood and strode over to him. “Mister Cassidy, I hope you don’t mind me leaving the engine room for—”
Jason shook his head. “Please, we appreciate all the help you’ve given us. I know you and Doctor Tai are friends.” He pointed up to the speakers. “What’s this?”
“Ode to Joy. Beethoven.”
“Not many people are into the classics these days.”
“Captain Marquez played it for her. I guess she finds it comforting.”
“Bridge to Jason.” It was Althaus.
“Go ahead,” Jason said, pulling his commband toward his mouth.
“The scanners have picked up a bogey heading our way. It’s a commonwealth carrier.”
Jason’s stomach churned. They’ve sent in the big guns.

 
*
 
The giant CDF ship heaved out of FTL and approached the Argo. Her immense size filled the bridge’s viewport. During the war, whenever Jason saw a carrier it was a joyous sight. Now it just made him nervous.
“I’m detecting a pair of fighters heading our way,” Althaus said from the operations station.
Overkill much?
The two craft emerged from the stern of the huge vessel and veered toward the Argo on an intercept course.
“They’re opening a commlink.”
Jason took a seat in the captain’s chair. “Let’s hear it.”
“Cargo Ship Argo, this is Admiral Kostecki of the fleet carrier Repulse. Stop your engines and go to maneuvering thrusters. Our fighters will escort you to our hangar deck. On arrival, prepare for boarding.”
Jason never much liked being told what to do. “This is—”
“The commlink’s been cut off.”
“Sons of bitches hung up on me!”
Aly and Kevin appeared from the hatchway. Both their faces were riddled with concern.
Jason ordered Kevin to the helm. “Do as they’ve instructed. Let them show us the way in.”
Kevin took the controls while Aly stood by Jason’s side. Within moments, the darkness of space disappeared, and the Argo found itself in the new surroundings of the Repulse’s hangar deck.
With a thud, Kevin brought the old girl down. After the hangar deck pressurized, a team of Marines bounded toward the Argo.
“Open the rear access ramp,” Jason said.
Althaus stared at him for a moment, then relented. He knew as well as Jason they’d come aboard regardless. It’d be better they didn’t involve explosives.
The ramp came down, and the Marines stepped on board. A few minutes later, they were on the bridge. Jason swiveled in his seat to face them while Aly clenched the arm of his chair.
From behind the Marines, a woman with commander rank pins on her collar strode toward him. “Tyler Cassidy?”
Jason twitched at his brother’s name. He remained in his seat and crossed his arms. A hush permeated around the bridge.
“Jason Cassidy, actually,” he said.
“Jason? Our files—”
“Are out of date. Tyler died responding to a CDF distress call.”
The commander eyed him. “I’m sorry to hear that. You understand we’re all here because of what happened at Orion V.”
“Obviously.” Jason stared back at her. “The stompers are a bit much, aren’t they?”
She turned to the Marines and nodded. They all departed through the hatchway. “I’m Commander Hariri. I’ll be overseeing your debriefings.”
She put out a hand.
Jason glared at it then shook it. “I guess we have little choice in the matter.”
Hariri frowned. “You do not.”
He chuckled. At least she’s honest. “Doctor Tai is in our infirmary. She’s—”
“Already being taken to the sickbay aboard the Repulse. She’ll then be transferred to Outpost Watchtower when we arrive.”
“The Argo—”
“Will be repaired, so that after your debriefings you’ll be able to go on your way without inconvenience.”
He hadn’t expected that. “And my people?”
“Will be treated as guests on the Repulse while you’re here.” She peered around the bridge. “Does that satisfy all your inquiries?”
While Jason could never be completely content with everything in their current predicament, it would have to do for now. “Let’s get this over with.”
Aly clutched his hand, and Jason looked into her eyes. “Just answer all their questions truthfully, and we’ll get out of here.”
I hope…
 



Chapter 3
 
 
 
UECS Repulse
 
Javier couldn’t take his eyes away from the paraphernalia in Admiral Kostecki’s office. Medals, guns, and hunting trophies adorned every bulkhead. It was the home of a man of war.
“Professor Petit, please sit down.”
Javier took a chair on the opposite side of the desk, while the admiral studied his data tablet, leaving the room in an awkward silence.
Javier cleared his throat.
“Sorry, Professor. I’ve been reading over the report you submitted to Commander Hariri.” Kostecki put the tablet down. “I must say, you’ve had quite the adventure.”
Javier bristled. “I would hardly call what we went through an adventure.”
“No. The losses on Orion V and the crew of the Vanguard…” He stopped, tapping his fingers on the desk. “Captain Marquez is a great loss. And these Seekers…a scary proposition to say the least. What’s most disturbing is we don’t truly know who they are. In your report you state they were using the native inhabitants of Psi-Aion as slaves.”
“And Christian Nash as well.”
Kostecki nodded. “You couldn’t determine how they were controlling these individuals?”
“No.”
“Do you believe we’ve got further cause for concern?”
“Admiral?”
“You destroyed their super weapon and one of their ships. In your report, the Seekers sent a message to a distant star system before their destruction. Might they come searching for redemption?”
“That’s something only the Seekers can answer.” It’d been something Javier had thought about as well. “But from everything we saw, they viewed us as a lower life-form. They—”
“A lower life-form that threw a spanner in their works,” Kostecki interrupted. “This trans-space technology they wield. Should they want to take revenge…”
“As I said, Admiral, that’s not a question I can answer.”
“Hmm.” Kostecki glanced back down at the tablet. “Speaking of the transient space method. You replicated it. Could you do it again?”
Javier knew the question was coming. “I was working with an already created aperture. By using the Iota particles I’d salvaged from our first journey, I was able to reopen it for the return trip.”
“And creating one from scratch would be more difficult?”
“A technological impossibility, at least for now.” Javier didn’t expect him to understand.
Kostecki stared at him. “Moving on to Kione. Your theory regarding his connection to the sphere is a little murky.”
“Theories tend to be that way.”
“But you believe his people created the sphere?”
“Since it was his genetic code that opened it, I would assume it likely.”
“But this artifact is six million years old.”
“That doesn’t mean his species don’t still exist.” Javier peered around the room at the trophies Kostecki had collected on safari and wondered how many of them would be around in six million years.
“Do you believe he’s a Seeker?”
Javier smiled. “Since we don’t know what a Seeker looks like, that’s difficult to determine. However, by the way Christian Nash regarded him, I would assume it unlikely.”
“Regardless, it’s unsettling to think of the power his people are capable of, not to mention the mental abilities he wielded when he was in contact with the sphere.”
“Those abilities have since disappeared with the sphere’s destruction.”
“For now…” Kostecki didn’t sound convinced.
“Yes, well, once we reach Watchtower and they can treat Doctor Tai, she’ll be able to determine for sure—”
“No doubt. All right, this seems to be all for now. I’m sure as the debriefings of the Argo crew get underway, I’ll have more questions that’ll need answering.” Kostecki placed the data tablet in front of Javier. “Please read this carefully.”
Javier inspected the nondisclosure agreement. By signing, it bound him to absolute secrecy in regards to everything that had happened from the attack on Orion V to the moment he’d walked into Kostecki’s office. He’d signed many throughout his career.
He placed his thumbprint on the data tablet and slid it back over to the admiral. “What about the crew of the Argo?”
“They’ll be debriefed as you’ve been. I’ll collate all information so we can have an accurate picture of what happened.” Kostecki rose from his chair. “Now, the Repulse will arrive at Outpost Watchtower in the next few hours. You’re welcome to go aboard the station. After I conclude the debriefs, we’ll be returning to Earth so we can take you back to TIAS.”
“And Doctor Tai?”
“If she’s well enough to travel, she’ll come with us.”
Javier nodded his appreciation and walked from the office. His thoughts returned to Jason Cassidy and his crew. He hoped their debriefs went as smoothly as his own.
 
*
 
November 2, 2213
Outpost Watchtower
 
Commander David Ortega walked to the large viewport in the operations center. In the distance, the Repulse grew steadily bigger as it approached.
“Commander, the Repulse’s opening a commlink,” Ensign Brock, the station’s communications officer, informed him from the other side of the operations center.
David approached him. “Let’s hear it.”
“Repulse to Outpost Watchtower, requesting clearance to enter security perimeter.”
David perused the exit and entry lanes surrounding the station. He knew they were clear, but for safety purposes he had to be absolutely sure.
“Clearance is granted, Repulse,” he said. “Our medical team will stand by for Doctor Tai’s arrival.”
“Affirmative Watchtower. Repulse out.”
“Instruct Doctor Lenard to proceed to the hangar deck.”
Brock nodded and did as instructed. David made his way into the central elevator shaft of the space station. He wondered about Jason Cassidy. He’d got himself caught up in something that was being kept very quiet. Even Watchtower’s CO hadn’t been told about it.
It had to be in relation to the attack on Orion V. But what?
The elevator doors opened, and Doctor Lenard stepped in along with her medical team and a mobile stretcher bed.
“Have the doctors from the Repulse sent all the information you require?” he asked her.
The doors to the elevator closed, and they were back on their way. “Yes, they have.”
He expected her to elaborate, but she said no more. David found it odd, but considering the top-secret nature of everything, he wasn’t surprised.
The elevator came to a halt at the top deck of the space station, and the transport pod from the Repulse made its final approach. The large hangar doors closed behind it. As it safely landed at the center of the bay, the deck pressurized, and Lenard and her team got the green light to exit the viewing gallery.
Doctor Tai came out of the rear airlock of the transport pod with the Repulse’s medical team. Lenard exchanged pleasantries with her opposite number before going their separate ways.
As Lenard led her team through the viewing gallery, David got a look at the prone body of Tai on the medical stretcher. A pang of guilt had festered away in the pit of his stomach ever since he’d received the first transmission from the Argo. He knew if it wasn’t for him giving Jason the data regarding the Iota particles, he wouldn’t have got embroiled in this mess.
 



Chapter 4
 
 
 
UECS Repulse
 
Jason paced around the small set of quarters, admiring the surrounds. They were pleasant and much more spacious than anything he’d had when he’d been aboard the Raptor. He would’ve loved to serve on a fleet carrier during the war.
But even with the soft lighting and modern décor, it was just an elaborate cage. The door was locked from the outside, and a pair of Marines stood guard in the corridor. He thought of the others and hoped they were being treated well.
He picked up a piece of chocolate on the counter of his kitchenette and unwrapped it. At least the food’s good.

A knock came from the door, and it opened. One of the Marines stepped in. “Commander Hariri will see you now.”
He broke a chunk of chocolate off and followed the guard out. The other stomper escorted him to his destination. He ushered him through a door and into another room.
It was bright but spartan, except for a table sitting in the center with a chair on each side.
Jason chuckled to himself. It may not be dark, and there was no light dangling from the ceiling, but it was still an interrogation chamber.
The door behind him opened, and Commander Hariri walked in with a case in her hand. She strode past him and sat on the chair on the opposite side of the table.
“Take a seat, please, Mister Cassidy,” she said.
He eyed her warily and sat. She put the case on the table and pulled a pair of data tablets from it. She slid one over to him.
“Please place your thumbprint on there and state your full name for the record.”
He did as instructed. “Jason Benjamin Cassidy.”
“Thank you.” She took the tablet and looked it over, no doubt confirming the details. She then placed it back in her case.
“Now, before we begin, I’d like to make you aware that I’ll be recording this debriefing. All questions asked must be answered truthfully.” She pointed to a red light emanating from the bulkhead behind. “If you don’t, I’ll know about it.”
Jason glanced at the PLD-4000. It could read his speech, body language, facial features, perspiration, and skin alterations. A foolproof piece of military and intelligence hardware.
“Are you ready to begin?” she asked.
Jason nodded.
“Excellent.”
“Your flight manifest has you listed as a passenger. When the Repulse found you, it was assumed you were the Argo’s commanding officer.”
“My brother, Tyler Cassidy, was owner and captain of the Argo. I’m taking over temporarily.”
“According to our discussion aboard your ship earlier, you claim he was lost along with Captain Marquez when they attempted to escape the Seeker weapon ship’s destruction.”
A lump formed in Jason’s throat. “Correct.”
“I’m sorry, Mister Cassidy.” Hariri appeared genuinely saddened. “Can I ask why you were a passenger aboard the Argo?”
“I’d booked passage to Frontier’s Reach.”
“For what purpose?”
“I was searching for a clue to the death of Christian Nash.”
“Yes, I read the Raptor’s mission report, regarding the Nebula TPA-338 incident. A lot of good people died that day, including Lieutenant Nash.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why Frontier’s Reach, of all places?”
He’d dreaded this moment. With the PLD-4000 staring him down, he would have no choice but to throw a friend under the bus. “I’d received information regarding the discovery of Iota particles in the Reach.”
“The Iota particles. Who made you aware of them?”
“Commander David Ortega.”
“The same David Ortega who’s the executive officer of Outpost Watchtower?”
“Yes.” Jason hoped he hadn’t put his friend in too much hot water.
Hariri checked over her data tablet. “Okay, now we’ve got that out of the way, let’s start at the beginning. I’ll need you to explain in your own words everything that happened from the moment the Argo received the distress call from the UECS Vanguard.”
Jason bit into his piece of chocolate. This is going to be a long day.
 
*
 
Outpost Watchtower
 
David knocked on the door, wondering what waited for him on the other side.
“Come,” the voice instructed him.
David pushed it open. At the far end of the luxurious quarters, Captain Lang stood by the viewport enjoying planet Delta-Hera IX’s majestic panorama. He puffed away at a cigar while nursing a drink in a square-sided glass.
“Isn’t cigar and scotch night Friday?” David approached him.
Lang passed him with an already filled glass and a fresh cigar.
David bit the end of his cigar off, and Lang lit it with his old lighter. The captain remained suspiciously quiet.
“What gives, sir?”
Lang puffed out a plume of smoke. “I talked to Admiral Kostecki earlier. They’ve finished up debriefing Jason Cassidy. He revealed—”
“That I’d given out the information regarding the Iota particles before getting clearance.” David took a sip of his drink. “I’m sorry. I should have asked you—”
“Admiral Kostecki has left it in my hands to discipline you accordingly.”
David straightened his back.
“I fought in the war.” Lang put his cigar down on the ashtray. “I know what it’s like to lose colleagues. And friends.” He stared straight into David’s eyes. “Next time, ask me.”
David smiled. “Thank you, sir.”
Lang frowned and picked up his cigar. “You’re lucky you have such a soft captain.”
He was far from soft. To David he was a fair and loyal man. “It won’t happen again.”
Lang gave him a knowing expression and puffed at his cigar. A knock sounded at the door. “Come.”
It opened, and Doctor Lenard stepped over the threshold, still in her surgical gear. She had bloodshot eyes and a disheveled head of hair.
“Seems like you need one of these more than we do.” Lang poured her a glass and handed it to her.
She promptly gulped it down.
“Will Tai live?” David asked.
She passed the glass back to Lang for a refill. “She will. I stopped the spread of damage from the wound on her leg.”
David and Lang looked at each other with relief.
“But,” she continued, “she’ll never walk again.”
“Paraplegia?” Lang gave her another drink. “How’s that possible? Isn’t it a curable condition?”
“It is. But her body rejected all regenerative therapy I’ve thrown at it. She’ll be able to live a productive life, but it will be from a wheelchair.”
David shook his head. Lenard couldn’t even tell them what had happened to Doctor Tai and why she was in her condition. The secrecy frustrated him no end.
“How’s she taken the news?” Lang asked.
“She hasn’t woken yet.”
They shared a lengthy silence. The captain offered her another scotch, but Lenard waved it away.
She massaged her temples. “I’m going to have a shower and go to bed. I don’t want to think about today anymore.”
“Thank you for keeping us in the loop.”
“Captain. Commander.” She walked out and closed the door behind her.
Lang gazed at the smoke billowing from the end of his cigar. “I couldn’t think of anything worse than being confined like that.”
“Better than being dead…” David mused. Though the captain didn’t appear so sure.
Lang swished the scotch around in his glass and stared at him. He must’ve recognized the concern on his XO’s face. “What’s on your mind, Commander?”
David frowned. “Jason Cassidy.” He finished his drink. “Doesn’t all of this irritate you? Not knowing what the hell is going on over on the Repulse?”
Lang leaned back on the viewport. “I’d say it’s better not to think about these things.”
It wasn’t really the advice David was after. “That’s easier said than done. The man’s a friend.”
“I know.” Lang filled up both their glasses. “Maybe a few more of these will help.”
He hoped the captain was right.
 



Chapter 5
 
 
 
November 3, 2213
UECS Repulse
 
Aly peered across the table at Commander Hariri, waiting. The Repulse’s XO was engrossed with her data tablet. All Aly had done since leaving the Argo was wait. She just wanted to get back to her ship and put everything that’d happened behind her.
“Alyssa Rycroft,” Hariri finally said. “Or do you prefer Aly?”
“Aly’s fine.”
“Good. Now, Aly, during this debriefing we’ll be talking about everything that happened from the moment the Argo came to the aid of the UECS Vanguard through to the time you arrived here. Do you understand?”
Well, I’m not stupid. “Yes.”
“Excellent. On your ship’s roster, you’re listed as the engineer. Is that correct?”
“On our ship everyone has a few different jobs they—”
“But you primarily look after the ship’s engines?”
“Yes.”
Hariri documented it on her tablet. “I understand you worked with Professor Petit.”
“After the first journey through the trans-space corridor, he assisted me with repairs. It was handy having an architect behind the Mark IV engine to help out.”
“So, it was then you and the professor who discovered the Iota particles aboard the Argo?”
Aly chuckled. “Well, it was Professor Petit who found them, but I was there.”
Hariri perused her tablet again. “So, would I be safe to assume while the professor was the brains behind getting the Argo home, you had some part in assisting him?”
“I guess, yeah.”
“I would say that makes you an expert in the field, since you’re the only two humans in existence to work with the new technology.”
Aly narrowed her eyes. What is she getting at? “Well, I’d not thought of it that way before. But I suppose I learned a lot from Professor Petit in the time I spent with him.”
Hariri nodded and noted it on her tablet. “Okay, interesting.”
Why the fascination about the Iota particles and my relationship with the professor?
“With the experience you’ve had with trans-space corridors, could you replicate one?”
Aly chuckled. “Not a chance.”
The light behind her flashed. The warm glow of the PLD-4000 bathed the room in red. Hariri’s eyebrows raised.
“Miss Rycroft, I need the truth.”
A lump formed in Aly’s throat at the commander’s abruptness. While she hadn’t thought she was lying, the PLD-4000 could detect someone being untruthful with themselves. She thought about the question again and her work with Petit.
“I guess if I stumbled upon similar conditions to the ones at Psi-Aion, I’d be able to use the same method employed by Professor Petit to reopen a trans-space corridor. However, for that to happen, someone else would need to construct an original corridor.”
The red light blinked out, and Hariri appeared satisfied. “You got a firsthand look at the Seekers’ weaponry when they attacked the Argo. As an engineer, what’s your opinion?”
Aly had tried to put the memories of that day aside. “Isn’t this something Professor Petit would be better off answering? I’m not sure I have the expertise in the area of—”
“Professor Petit covered the subject extensively in his debriefing, but it’s always good to have another perspective from an accomplished engineer.”
That’s a nice way to butter me up. “Their weapons are energy based. They can channel massive amounts of power and hit targets with pinpoint accuracy whether it be in open space or from orbit.” It was something Aly knew the commonwealth had tried to develop for decades but had been mostly unsuccessful.
“What about their defensive capabilities?”
“Not even a tritonium bombardment made a dent.” Aly paused before continuing. “Ultimately, it was the weapon channeling the energy of the sphere that destroyed them.”
“The sphere. How would you describe its power?”
Aly’s mood darkened. She’d seen what it’d done to an almost indestructible ship, making it collapse in on itself and disappear into nothing but vapors.
“Like reliving every nightmare you’ve ever had all at once.”
 
*
 
Outpost Watchtower
 
Javier hated hospitals. As a man of science, it was a ridiculous fear. He’d concluded it was because whenever he was in one, it reminded him of his own mortality. And while he was only in his early sixties, and still considered a young man, he was closer to the end than not.
He approached a nurse walking out of a doorway. “Is she seeing any visitors?”
The nurse looked stressed. “You being here might be just what she needs.” She motioned him toward the room.
Inside, on the solitary bed, was Susan Tai. She stared at the ceiling, not recognizing Javier’s presence.
“Susan,” he whispered.
She didn’t respond at first. But as he walked closer, her head turned. She no doubt heard his footsteps.
“Javier?”
He took a seat at her bedside and put his hand on hers.
“I assume they’ve told you how the surgery went?” she said.
Javier nodded. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t think telling her ‘at least you’re alive’ would make her feel any better. Being the proactive individual she was, her new life wouldn’t be easy.
Her eyes darted to the other side of the room where an elaborate wheelchair sat. “They say it’ll give me full mobility.”
It seemed as much a relic of the past as the sphere discovered on Orion V. The fact that even biomechanical technology couldn’t get her back on her feet spoke volumes of the weapons the Seekers wielded. He hoped one day someone would discover a way to make her walk again.
“While it’s no consolation, Susan, your mind is—”
“What’s the point of my mind when I can’t walk around to use it?”
“One of the greatest intellects of the twenty-first century was confined to a wheelchair for most of his adult life. He—”
“Yes, I know about Stephen Hawking,” she sniped.
“And before regenerative therapy, other people in your condition led fulfilling and productive lives. If—”
“I don’t think I’ll be one of them, Javier.” Susan sighed. “I don’t have the strength.”
“You’ll have the full support of everyone at the Institute.” Petit smiled. “You won’t ever be alone.”
A tear rolled down her cheek. “Ever since I was shot, I’ve been having dreams. Vivid dreams. Nightmares really.”
“I think it’s natural when something like this happens.”
“I’ve been reliving things I never wanted to experience again.” She wiped away her tears. “This morning when I woke it was in a pool of my own sweat. I’d dreamed about what happened on Caeneus II.”
“I don’t believe you’ve ever told me about Caeneus II.”
“I wouldn’t have. It’s not something I like talking about.”
Javier sat quietly. He figured the best thing he could do for Susan now was to listen.
“It was in the first year of the war,” she began. “I’d been on the Vanguard no more than three months. We got a call from an observation outpost on Caeneus II that they were being attacked by Centauri forces. I went down with a complement of Marines and got caught up in a firefight. We eventually took the outpost back but found no one alive.”
Javier recalled hearing about it. He’d had no idea Susan was there.
“We discovered the outpost’s memory banks were stolen along with the fleet movements for five surrounding star systems. The call was made to follow the fleeing Centauri through the boggy swamps of the planet.
“Along the way, I fell down the edge of a cliff. I broke my leg and got stuck in the mud below. It was like quicksand. I couldn’t move. I thought I was going to die.” She stopped and looked straight into Javier’s eyes.
“I felt hopeless. I was in there for six hours. It wasn’t until an engineering crew from the Vanguard came down to rig something to pull me out that I was free.”
There was smile on her face before the sadness returned. “Nicolas was the one who pulled me out.” She stared down at her crippled legs. “Once upon a time I would’ve said my work might get me through this, but I’m not sure that’ll be the case anymore.”
Javier knew Susan’s career meant everything to her. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, what’s the point? Ever since Nicolas died…”
Petit frowned. She’d told him how her relationship with Captain Marquez had been rekindled on Psi-Aion. “Nicolas would’ve—”
“Come on, Javier, I was in the service, I get the whole speech about dying in the line of duty.” There was a bitterness in her voice. “If it wasn’t for me, they never would’ve sent his ship to Orion V.”
“And if I hadn’t needed Kione,” Petit said, “then you wouldn’t have come. If a mining team didn’t discover the sphere, then I wouldn’t have left Earth. If Orion V wasn’t feasible for mining, then the sphere would never have been discovered.”
Susan glared at him.
“Life is full of variables that aren’t in our control. You can’t get hooked up on—”
“Javier, I’m not in the mood for one of your lectures.”
He relented. “I’m sorry.” He’d been raised in a household of tough love and sometimes didn’t know any better. “I do it because I care for you, Susan.”
She burst out with more tears. “If that’s the case, then you’ll help me.”
“Of course I will.”
“Somewhere on Watchtower, or even the Repulse, you’ll find a drug called cyclotrol.”
Javier had heard of it. “You can’t be serious, Susan?” He stood from his chair. “How could you ask that of me? You’re not dying.”
She tried to say something, but Petit cut her off. “What if one of your patients asked the this of you? What would you’re answer be?”
She had no reply. “Will you help me or not?”
“No,” he said adamantly. “I’ll have no part in killing you.”
“Then it’s time for you to go, Javier.” She turned her head away from.
“Susan—”
“Leave!”
Petit walked out the door and slammed it shut behind him.
 



Chapter 6
 
 
 
UECS Repulse
 
Conrad crossed his arms and stared at Commander Hariri while she tapped away at her data tablet. They’d split the Argo crew up and put them in separate quarters on their arrival. His patience was wearing thin.
She finally placed the tablet down. “Mister Althaus, how long have you served aboard the Cargo Ship
Argo?”
“Thirty-seven years.”
“And how old were you when you began your tenure?”
He had to do the math in his head. “I was twenty-two.”
Hariri picked up her tablet. “From what it says here, the Argo was purchased by Benjamin Cassidy, thirty-seven years ago, in secondhand condition.”
“That’s right.”
“Benjamin Cassidy? The father of Jason and Tyler Cassidy?”
Conrad uncrossed his arms. “You obviously know the answers to these questions. Why—”
“Mister Althaus, please, I assure you there’s a reason to every question I ask.”
Conrad glared at the red light, realizing she was no doubt testing him so the validity of the mind-reading contraption would be accurate. He relented, wanting the experience to be over with. “Yes, he was their father.”
“And your relationship with Benjamin Cassidy?”
“He was my brother. Half brother actually.”
“And that’s how you came into his employ?”
“We were partners.”
The red light washed around the room. He glanced at it and frowned. While he’d always considered his brother a partner in the business, Benjamin Cassidy was the owner of the Argo and its cargo license. He’d paid Conrad a share of whatever they’d made. “I guess that thing knows everything. We weren’t partners. He was the boss and I was his employee.”
The red light vanished, and Hariri nodded. “Now, Mister Althaus, I’d like to ask you a few questions about your cargo business.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Okay.”
“I’ve been going through your logs. Under the code of the Commonwealth Shipping Network, it’s a requirement to document all assignments with your licenser for tax purposes. Is that correct?”
Conrad didn’t like where this was heading. “That’s right.”
“Now tell me, with all the jobs the Argo has had in say the last five years, would you have logged them all with the CSN?”
Of course not. “I don’t see how this is relevant.”
“Please, Mister Althaus, I need you to answer the question.”
He kept his mouth closed, not wanting to play her games.
Hariri appeared to notice his stubbornness. “In fact, it’s common practice not to log certain activities with the CSN, isn’t it? Most cargo ships do plenty of cash jobs.” She frowned. “Understand I’m not here to get you in trouble. I have no interest in your financials.”
Then what are you interested in?
“Whatever you say won’t be relayed to the CSN, and once again, I remind you, you agreed to cooperate with us before this debriefing began.”
What choice do I have? “No, we haven’t logged all our jobs with the CSN.”
“Thank you.” Hariri returned her attention to her data tablet. “Now, in March of 2210, the Argo docked at Station Venicia for extensive hull repairs. Is that correct?”
Conrad did his best to recollect. “That sounds about right.”
“It was in result of a pursuit in an asteroid field by this ship, was it not?” She slid the data tablet over to him and revealed the image of a Richmond Class freighter.
How does she know that?
“In fact, you and your crew had dealings with the owners of this ship, The Gallant Trader, didn’t you? Unlogged with the CSN because the owners in question were part of the infamous McKinley family. An arm of the Taurus crime syndicate.”
Conrad stared at the vessel on the tablet, recollecting those days far too vividly and remembering the trouble the crew of the Argo had got into.
“Mister Althaus?”
He looked up and slid the tablet back over to her. “Yes, we did.”
“The dealings with them must have turned for the worst if this incident with them in the asteroid field is anything to go by. It seems you managed to fight another day, and luckily, a few months later the entire McKinley family were imprisoned with a long list of felonies. I don’t suppose you know anything about that?”
Conrad knew all too well.
“Don’t worry, you don’t have to answer.” Hariri smiled. “Okay, now let’s talk about Orion V.”
 
*
 
Outpost Watchtower
 
The crew lounge was a bevy of activity. Admiral Kostecki had given many of the Repulse’s personnel permission for some R&R aboard the space station while they were in orbit.
Javier stared through the viewport at Delta-Hera IX and the massive fleet carrier while it circled the outpost. It was the last place he wanted to be. But he needed a drink and didn’t want to be alone in his quarters. Luckily, the raucous officers around him were stopping him from thinking too much.
Though even with the noise, he couldn’t get Susan out of his mind. What she’d asked of him was unconscionable. He’d never imagined she’d choose the easy way out. She’d had a magnificent career with CDF and the Institute. He didn’t want to see her throw it away.
He sipped on his scotch. Maybe I’d think differently in her shoes. 
A hand on his shoulder interrupted his train of thought. He glanced up at a man smiling over him. It took a moment for him to register the face.
“Jonathan Avery? I can’t believe it.”
“Your failing eyes don’t betray you, Javier.” His former colleague sat on the bar stool beside him. His hair had grayed, and there were wrinkles where there’d been none before.
“How long has it been?” Javier asked him.
“I left TIAS after the Mark IV Project finished up. So—”
“That long?” Seems like a lifetime ago.
“What are you doing on Watchtower?”
Javier chuckled. “A complicated story you wouldn’t believe, even if I could tell you.”
“Ah, one of those,” Jonathan said knowingly. “I remember them well.”
Javier changed the subject. “Where did you end up? Last I heard you were hoping to get into the private sector.”
“You recall how much I loved chasing money? I worked for a few good companies. I’m currently with DestinyCorp. They design and manufacture satellites, probes, and drones, among other things.”
Javier did indeed recall the man’s love for money. They’d spent many a wild night in Tokyo back in the day spending that money. “What are you working on at the moment?”
“The Destiny Resonance Telescope. That’s why I’m here.”
“Wasn’t that supposed to be finished—”
“And installed years ago. Yes.” Jonathan hailed down the barman and asked for a scotch of his own. “That was the main reason they built Outpost Watchtower, so we could point our gigantic telescope into Frontier’s Reach and poke around it.”
“But the war got in the way?”
Jonathan took his drink from the barman. “Right. The commonwealth government partially funded the telescope and pulled their share when hostilities broke out. We sat in limbo until about eighteen months ago. They finally gave us the remaining funding, and here we are.”
“So now your installing it?”
“We’ve been here two weeks. Everything’s hooked up, but we’re having issues getting it connected to the station’s power core.” He took a sip of his drink and put it down, raising an eyebrow. “You wouldn’t be interested in helping us look at it, would you?”
Javier stared out at the Repulse and wondered about Susan. “I’ve got a lot of things on my—”
“Come on, we could use the assistance. The guys would get a real kick out of working with the famous Javier Petit.”
Javier contemplated the invitation. It might take my mind off things. “Okay.”
Jonathan slapped him on the shoulder. “Just like the old days. We’re getting the band back together.”
 



Chapter 7
 
 
 
November 4, 2213
UECS Repulse
 
“You’re the helmsman and doctor aboard the Argo?”
Kevin chuckled at the astonishment in Commander Hariri’s voice. “Helmsman, yes. Doctor, not so much. I heal bumps and bruises because I’m the most qualified.”
“You’re far too modest, Mister Rycroft. I see you served in the Colonial Medical Corps when you were younger,” she read from her data tablet across the table from him.
“As a field medic only. I’m certainly no physician.”
“Perhaps not, but regardless, the work you did during the incident with the Seekers is to be commended. I understand you assisted Doctor Tai in an autopsy.”
“That’s right. Our aim was to understand what control the Seekers had over the natives of Psi-Aion.”
“We’re you able to determine that?”
“No, we weren’t.” Kevin shook his head. “Doctor Tai assumed they were using a technology completely foreign to us and undetectable to our scans.”
“What’s your opinion of their physiology?”
“It would be the opinion of an old medic only.”
Hariri smiled. “As I’ve not yet debriefed Doctor Tai, your humble expertise will have to do.”
“Well, all the data in the Argo’s computers will tell you what you need to know. But basically, they’re very much like us. Bipedal. Carbon based. They’re skin and bone. Flesh and blood.”
“In terms of development, where would you rate them compared to us?”
“At first, they appear to be hunter gatherers like early humans. However, as we discovered, the particular group we engaged with lived in a township. What’s most interesting is their choice of weapons. Similarly to our descendants, they used spears but had also developed the bow and arrow, which on Earth was invented several thousands of years later.”
“So, they’re highly intelligent?”
“While I’m no anthropologist, they’re definitely adaptable. For a length of time we weren’t able to determine, the Seekers were coming down to their world and abducting their people. I guess in that time they came up with new methods to combat them.”
Hariri nodded. “And why do you think they were so vital to the Seekers?”
It’d been something Kevin pondered about a lot since the Argo returned home. “The Seekers were based at Psi-Aion for some time. They were using the moon as a base of operations to build their weapon. We never saw a real Seeker, so we can only assume they needed outside help to achieve their goals.”
“Outside help?”
“Workers and soldiers. They even used Christian Nash as a liaison between them and us.”
“What are your thoughts of the Seekers’ true identity?”
Another question Kevin had wondered. He shrugged. “A mystery that may never be solved.”
The rest of the debrief was exhausting. Kevin couldn’t remember the last time he’d sat in one spot for so long. However, Commander Hariri was kind enough to bring him lunch halfway through.
After hours of accounting every single moment he’d experienced on the Argo’s jaunt from Orion V to Psi-Aion and back, Hariri placed her data tablet in front of him.
“This document states everything that happened between October twenty-second and the present date is to remain strictly confidential by order of the Ministry of Defense. I’m sure you understand if this information were to reach the public…”
Kevin believed in honesty and integrity. He didn’t like the fact a government had the power to cover up something the public deserved to know, but realized he had little choice in the matter.
He studied the fine print and placed his thumb on the data tablet, hopefully signing off on a chapter of his life he would never again have to relive.
“Thank you, Mister Rycroft.” Hariri took back the tablet. “Before we wrap this up, I’d like to ask you a few questions about Jason Cassidy.”
Kevin furrowed his brow. “Oh?”
“Nothing official, just an informal chat. He was once a member of the CDF who—”
“Had a decorated career during the war.”
Hariri put her hands up in surrender. “No doubt, he’ll always be remembered a hero, but with his dishonorable discharge he—”
“Wait. What?” Kevin’s ears pricked up. “Dishonorable discharge?”
Hariri rechecked her data tablet. “Lieutenant Commander Jason Cassidy was dishonorably discharged from the service in 2209. Weren’t you aware of this?”
His shoulders slumped, and he fell back in his chair. “No, I wasn’t.”
 
*
 
“You’re back!”
Jason turned his head at the sound of Aly’s voice. The door to the communal quarters opened, and Kevin walked in.
Aly gave her father a hug who looked relieved to be reunited with everyone else after so long.
Althaus glanced up from the table, eating a bowl of cereal. “After our debriefs, they put us all together in here.”
“Does that mean they’ll let us go soon? Did Commander Hariri say anything?” Aly asked.
Kevin shook his head. “She said she’d tell us once they collate all our statements. They might have more questions.”
“What else could they ask? The only question they didn’t was what brand of toilet paper we stocked on the Argo,” Althaus quipped.
“I guess they’d be able to find that out while they’re doing the repairs.”
“And that’s another thing. Why are we letting them have free rein on the Argo? Who knows what they’re doing over there.”
“The ship needs serious work,” Jason said. “Us locking the door won’t stop them erasing our computer banks of any evidence of our trip. We might as well take them up on their offer to fix the old girl.”
“You might trust them; I don’t.”
“What makes you think I trust them?”
Althaus scoffed.
“What kind of questions did they ask you?” Aly asked Kevin, doing her best to break up the tension.
“Everything and anything.”
“Standard procedure.” Jason filled a glass of water from the drink dispenser and took a seat on the sofa in the living area of the quarters.
Kevin approached him. “You got a moment?”
Jason looked at him suspiciously, noticing Kevin made sure he was out of earshot of the others. “Sure.”
“She asked about you.”
“Who? Hariri?”
Kevin nodded and sat beside him.
“What did she want?” Jason asked.
“Nothing in particular. She mainly wanted to know how you handled yourself out there.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That you should still be in the service.”
Jason chuckled, and the pair sat in silence for a few moments.
“Why didn’t you tell me you were dishonorably discharged?”
Jason froze. Kevin’s eyes bored straight into his. Since he’d arrived on the Argo, he’d told no one what had really happened after the war. “I guess you’ve caught me red-handed.”
“Did you think any of us would care? We were always proud of you.”
Jason looked away. “I suppose I thought you’d be ashamed of me.”
“Jason, come on. You know me better than that. Is it something you’d like to talk about?”
Not really. “Maybe. It’s a story for another day.”
“Well, okay. You always know where to find me for a chat.”
Kevin put a hand on Jason’s shoulder and left him be. Jason stared into the abyss, once again reliving those final days before he’d been told he was no longer wanted.
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November 5, 2213
UECS Repulse
 
Susan’s eyes sprang open. Her chest rose heavily, and sweat covered her from head to toe.
With the darkness encompassing her, she couldn’t remember where she was. That was until she pushed aside her sheets and her legs wouldn’t move. She stared up at the ceiling and put her hands up as if it was collapsing in on her.
“Lights!”
The room illuminated and revealed the ward she’d been put in when transferred from Outpost Watchtower. It was Doctor Lenard’s hope that doing it sooner, rather than later, would help her transition easier for the long trip back to Earth.
The door creaked open. “Are you okay, Doctor?” Nurse Freeman walked toward Susan and picked up a fresh towel beside the bed to dab the sweat from her face.
Susan snatched it from her. “What time is it?”
“Oh-eight-twenty.” Freeman frowned at the dampness of the towel. “Another nightmare?”
Susan knew Freeman wasn’t deliberately condescending. But the last thing she wanted was to talk to a fleet nurse, half her age, about her nightmares.
“We can schedule your bath earlier.”
Susan rolled her eyes. “I’m fine.”
Freeman checked the readings on the medical monitor above the bed, seemingly content with what she saw. “I talked with Doctor Chang and Commander Hariri an hour ago. Admiral Kostecki has agreed to your visitor.”
“What! Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I’m sorry, Doctor, you were sleeping. You need all the rest you can get.”
There’s that condescension again. “Look at me! I’ve got plenty of time to rest.”
Freeman kept her cool. “I can arrange the visit now, if you’d like?”
Susan nodded. It took another hour after the nurse left for him to arrive. When the door opened, she used her upper body strength to sit herself up.
“Kione!”
He walked toward her, and the guard behind closed the door from the outside. “I’m sorry I took so long,” he said. “They had to shut down part of the ship so I could come here securely.”
“Just imagine if the crew knew they had an alien on board.”
“No doubt, once I return to Earth, everything will be as before, and I’ll go back to the Institute with no one knowing of my existence.”
Susan frowned. Kione had lived his whole life in confinement. The Institute was nice, and the habitat was purpose-built for his needs, but it was still a cage. She wished he was free but often wondered what would happen if humanity learned of his existence. Would they be ready for him? And if not, what would they do to him?
“Are they treating you well?” she asked.
“For now. The admiral gave me my own quarters and cordoned off a section of the ship.”
“Have they talked about putting you in cryo-stasis for the trip back to Earth?”
“Not yet.”
“I imagine Doctor O’Malley will take over from me when you return. At least for the time being.”
“I don’t understand.” He raised his eyebrows. “Why wouldn’t you continue as head of staff?”
Not you, too. “Kione, I’ll be in no condition to do my job anymore.”
He looked over at the specialized wheelchair. “You’ve lost the use of your legs, but you’ll be otherwise mobile with this device. Surely—”
“Stop, Kione. I had enough lecturing from Javier.”
Susan stared into Kione’s large eyes. She’d known him for four years and considered him family. “Sit down, please.”
He did so, in the chair beside her bed.
“Do you remember me telling you about my time during the war on the Vanguard?”
He nodded. “Of course.”
“Do you recall the story about the Siege of Maxima?”
“You found the crew of Maxima Station massacred, though some had survived.”
“It was the most barbarous thing I’d ever seen.” Susan closed her eyes. The images of the day were burned into her mind. “When I went in with the first relief team, those who were alive were hanging from the beams, pierced with steel hooks through their bodies. It was like something from the dark ages. When we pulled them down, they were too far gone. I couldn’t save them.
“There was one thing I never told you.” Susan reached out for Kione’s hand, which he wrapped around hers. “During the war, CMOs in the field had permission to euthanize their patients if, in their medical estimation, they were beyond saving. However, there was a stipulation. The patient had to be of sound mind and had to request the treatment. It wasn’t to be offered as an alternative.”
She frowned at the haunting reminder of the past. “Well, these poor officers all asked. I gave them a drug called cyclotrol. It was fast-acting and painless.”
Kione eyed her suspiciously. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because, Kione, I have a favor to ask.” She cleared her throat. “I need you to find cyclotrol for me.”
Kione said nothing. Damn him and his blank expressions. “Say something,” she pleaded.
He gripped her hand. “Humans raised me. Mentored me. I learned to understand how they valued life. At least most of them. What you ask of me is something—”
“Understand me, Kione, I wouldn’t request this of just anybody.”
The pair sat in silence. Susan watched Kione contemplate what she’d said to him. She closed her eyes in frustration.
“Even if I did say yes, where would I get cyclotrol? From my understanding, the drug is now on the banned list.”
Susan reopened her eyes. “Trust me, every infirmary has it in stock. It’s just a matter of finding it.”
Kione sighed. “Doctor, this isn’t a decision taken lightly.”
She smiled. “Take all the time you need.”
But not too long. 
 
*
 
Parliament House – Istanbul, Earth
 
“Mister President, can we get a comment on the latest polls?”
Glendon Jarret stepped from the presidential transport pod, onto the lawn, into a cavalcade of news reporters.
“Is there any chance your party might think about replacing you before the next election?” another asked.
Glendon had fumed all morning since the European Times published their latest opinion polls. They’d been even worse than the ones in the Martian Tribune.
His bodyguards pushed through the media men and women until Glendon found himself in the foyer of Parliament House.
“Couldn’t they hold this off until tomorrow?” Glendon said to his chief of staff who awaited him inside.
“The Times publish their polls the same day every month,” Luan told him.
“Then maybe we should’ve scheduled my speech to the parliament yesterday.”
“It wasn’t sitting yesterday.”
“I’m the president. They’ll sit when I tell them to sit.”
“While you can recall the ministers whenever you like, it would’ve looked odd to do so for something as arbitrary as these bills.”
Luan was right. The media would’ve put two and two together and roasted him regardless. Glendon figured once he’d performed the inane duties he had at Parliament House, he’d sneak out of the back door. Though he shuddered to think how that would play in the evening news.
He walked down the corridor with Luan at his side, who promptly pulled out a data tablet. “Your speech is due to start at two p.m. Before that, there’s a lunch with the Speaker and the party leaders at one.”
“Fine. Fine.”
“First we have a meeting scheduled with Minister Takashi in the Kofi Annan Room.”
Glendon turned left at the end of the corridor. “Good. I’ve wondered how things are progressing out there.”
Luan pushed the door in for him, and there waiting in the room at the large table was the Minister of Defense.
“Mister President.” Takashi put his data tablet down and stood.
“Mister Takashi.” Glendon took a seat opposite him. “What have you got to report?”
“Quite a lot actually.” Takashi slid the data tablet across to him.
Glendon read over it while Takashi told him everything that had come out of the debriefs with Professor Petit and the crew of the Argo.
Glendon was shocked. Seekers. Aliens on a planet three hundred light-years away. Kione’s mental abilities. A new form of FTL travel. A weapon of incalculable power. It was a remarkable report.
“Well, this is something, isn’t it?” He turned to Luan. “Thoughts?”
“Historic would be the word that comes to mind,” his chief of staff concluded.
“True, however, with Kione, we’ve known about the existence of extraterrestrials for some time.”
“But this is very different.”
Glendon couldn’t argue. “To cover up the discovery and continuing study of Kione is one thing. To keep this genie in the bottle will be quite another. We also still have what happened at Orion V to deal with.”
“What are your instructions, Mister President?” Takashi asked.
Glendon put the data tablet down on the table. “Well, we can all agree this has to stay under wraps. If the public ever got wind of it…” He trailed off, knowing he didn’t need to continue. “I want Professor Petit back here as soon as possible. He’ll have a lot of work on his plate when he returns.”
“The Repulse’s journey to Earth will take six months,” Takashi said.
“I also want Kione on that ship. With everything that’s happened, his study is now of paramount importance.”
“And Doctor Tai?”
“Hmm?” The crippled doctor. “Oh. Yes, her, too.”
Takashi tapped his hand on the desk. “And what about the crew of the Argo?”
“Have they signed nondisclosure agreements?” Luan asked.
“Of course.”
“All of which are useless. These are civilians. Too many people already know about this.” Glendon stared at Luan who glared back at him in equal measure.
Glendon turned to Takashi. “I assume you’ve mobilized the Zero-Five operatives?”
The Minister of Defense nodded.
“Good. Tell them they have new orders. The crew of the Argo are to be eliminated.”
 



Chapter 9
 
 
 
Outpost Watchtower
 
Javier had never seen a telescope of Destiny’s complexity or technological design. It wasn’t as physically large as others he’d observed, but if what Jonathan Avery had said was true, its range alone would surpass anything ever imagined.
“Javier!”
He turned from the viewport where the cylindrical-shaped module protruded from the hull of the space station, to find Jonathan approaching him.
“What do you think of my baby?” he asked Javier.
“It looks impressive. The question is, can it be made to work?”
“It’d want to. I’ve staked my reputation on it. Not to mention a lot of DestinyCorp’s money.”
“Well, let’s see if we can’t keep your name in check.”
“Come.” Jonathan directed him over to the inner workings of the telescope. “This is what we call the underbelly.”
The great expanse reminded Javier of the engine room of a small ship. Large pylons connected the resonance telescope with the outpost’s outer hull, while power conduits weaved between the telescope and the power systems of the station. Around the various maintenance junctions were Jonathan’s staff, who busily went about their work.
“You were saying you were having trouble channeling the power from the station to the telescope?”
Jonathan nodded. “Our first trial sent a surge through the telescope that nearly blew the thing to kingdom come.”
Heads popped up from the junctions and followed the pair walking through. My cover’s been blown.
“Well, we don’t want a repeat of that, do we?” Javier stopped and touched one of the insulated conduits. “At least you’re using the best equipment.”
“Have you ever known me to skimp?”
Javier chuckled, and they continued toward a maintenance junction where a team of three were working on the telescope’s computer components.
“Professor Petit,” Jonathan said. “I’d like to introduce you to Mister Caruso.”
The young team leader stopped what he was doing, and his eyes lit up. “Professor Petit! It’s such an honor.” He put out his hand and shook Javier’s.
So much so, Javier thought the excited technician would shake it off. The others followed with equal jubilance.
“Professor Petit’s here to help us with our problem.”
The trio looked at each other with wide smiles. While under normal circumstances most people would be insulted at someone coming in at the eleventh hour, these awestruck youngsters didn’t seem to care in the least.
In the past, Javier enjoyed having his ego stroked, but with all that had happened of late, there were now more important concerns in life.
“Well, I’ll leave you to it,” Jonathan said. “Lunch at twelve-thirty in the crew lounge?”
Javier nodded, and Jonathan left him and the team to search for a fix to their issue. “So, tell me, where are the power overloads occurring?”
Caruso led him over to the main conduits and eyed him like he was a big-time sports star. Javier tried not to be rude, but the thought of spending the next few days with starstruck technicians straight out of college didn’t appeal to him.
He thought about Alyssa Rycroft. She needed no degree. She had to be good at what she did, otherwise her ship didn’t fly. What I wouldn’t give to have her here right now.
 
*
 
UECS Repulse
 
Jason had never met Admiral Kostecki, but his first impression peering into the cold blue eyes of the man, told him he wasn’t someone to be messed with.
Hariri escorted Jason into his office, which wouldn’t have looked out of place on an old naval vessel on Earth’s oceans.
“Mister Cassidy for you, Admiral.”
Kostecki nodded at Hariri. “Yes, thank you. That’ll be all.”
The commander turned and exited, closing the door behind her. Kostecki put his hands together on his desk and considered Jason.
“You know I was talking to Captain Kaufman a few days ago? We’ve been friends for as long as I can remember.”
Jason furrowed his brow. Nice icebreaker… “I hardly believe I’ve been called here to discuss my past transgressions, Admiral. At least I hope not.”
Kostecki continued to study him like he was an insect to be squashed, but Jason stood his ground, not letting the Admiral intimidate him. “No, I guess I didn’t. Sit down, Mister Cassidy.”
Jason sat on the chair opposite the desk.
“Command and the Ministry of Defense finished checking over your statements this morning.” Kostecki read from his data tablet. “They’re satisfied with everything you’ve told us.”
“It would’ve been difficult to lie with a PLD-4000 pointed at our heads.”
“You would realize more than most their use is standard practice in situations such as these.”
Was that a dig? “Well, I suppose you’re right.”
“Now, you’ve all signed binding nondisclosure agreements. I assume I don’t need to remind you of the importance of upholding them.”
“No.”
“Or the penalties for breaking the agreement. While you may have got away with your last misdemeanor in the service, if you step out of line this time…” Kostecki paused before continuing. “Suffice to say, treason isn’t looked upon favorably with the current administration.”
He doesn’t like me much, does he? “Got it.”
The admiral glanced back at his data tablet. “Now that’s understood, your ship has been repaired, and you and the rest of your crew are free to leave.”
“That’s very generous of you, Admiral.” It sounded more sarcastic than he would’ve liked, considering he was doing his best not to antagonize Kostecki.
All Jason wanted to do was get off the damn ship. “Thank you for your hospitality.”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Jason stepped into the engine room to find Aly and Kevin standing over the maintenance console.
“All right, how did our friends go repairing the old girl?” he asked them.
“It’s amazing. They’ve replaced all the parts that needed fixing with newer designs. Look at this.” Aly pointed at the console. “These energy converters were giving me trouble for years. I had to rebuild them because of how rare and expensive they are. They’re now the top-of-the-line models. They should last at least five years if serviced regularly.”
“Well, I’m glad someone’s happy.” He walked closer to them. “Make certain you go over all the changes they made. If there’s something here that shouldn’t be, let me know.”
“What am I searching for exactly?” she asked.
“I’m not sure. But you know this ship back to front. If there’s something out of place, you’ll find it.”
“Okay.”
Kevin followed Jason out. “How soon can we be out of here?” he asked the Argo’s helmsman.
“Give me an hour to do the preflight checks, and we’ll be on our way,” Kevin told him. “Has Outpost Watchtower given us clearance for docking?”
“We’re not going to Watchtower.”
“I assumed you’d want to see your old friend from the Raptor.” They walked on to the bridge where Althaus was checking over the workstations.
“I talked to him over a commlink when they let us out. But since we’re unable to discuss what happened with Nash and anything else, I didn’t see much point cutting into our travel time.”
“What course do you want me to plot?”
“Vesta III. I’m going home.”
Kevin’s face went pale.
“I’m sure you’ll be able to find some business along the way,” Jason said to Althaus, who appeared to do everything to hide his glee.
 



Chapter 10
 
 
 
UECS Repulse
 
Scans, scans, and more scans.
Since coming aboard from the Argo and being taken into custody, Kione had been poked, prodded, and probed by every medical instrument imaginable. The Repulse’s Chief Medical Officer had instructions to give TIAS updated studies, with all that had happened since being with the Seekers.
Unfortunately, Doctor Chang had no expertise with his biology. She’d never worked on a member of his species before, let alone any other form of extraterrestrial life.
She seemed fascinated by him, but her bedside manner was cold and uncaring. Kione felt like something from a petri dish instead of an intelligent living being. She’s no Doctor Tai.
Being strapped down in an enclosed tubular bio-chamber in darkness was something he hadn’t missed since leaving the Institute. His thoughts drifted to Tai. If he’d requested what she had, she’d have flat-out refused. So why am I considering it?
Is it because I’m not human?
He didn’t know whether it made a difference. He wondered if there was something in his DNA that made him think ending one’s existence early was acceptable. Or has the sphere done something to me?
Kione already struggled to comprehend the powers he’d developed when with the ancient device. And why those abilities were now gone. Maybe it’s just another question I’ll never have an answer to.
The bio-chamber lit up around him, bathing him in light. The conveyance slid outward, and in moments he was back out in the infirmary with Doctor Chang standing over him, yanking off his restraints.
“You can get up,” she told him.
Kione pulled himself upright and swung his legs off the chamber bed. He looked at the monitor above to check over the scans, while Chang filed them into a data tablet, preparing them for someone a little more qualified to review.
She pointed to the bed in the center of the infirmary. “Sit down, please.”
Kione walked over to it, and a voice rang out over the speakers. “Doctor Whistler to Doctor Chang.”
She activated the intercom on the bulkhead panel. “Doctor Chang here.”
“Those lab results have come in.”
“Already?”
“The clock’s ticking. We’ll have ten minutes to review them before the sample disperses.”
“Okay, I’ll be right there.” Chang placed down her data tablet and a small medical probe on the bed next to Kione. She marched out into the corridor, telling the guard outside the door to lock it behind her.
Not even a goodbye? Kione stared around the sterile infirmary. He stopped when a closed cabinet caught his eye. On it was a label in bold text: PHARMACEUTICALS.
He stood from the bed and sauntered over to it. He glanced at the door to make sure the coast was clear and opened the cabinet. Inside were row upon row of medicines. All in small containers and tubes.
The names seemed to blur into one. He refocused and worked his way from the top shelf downward. Luckily, it was in alphabetical order. When he reached the drugs beginning with C, he found what he was after. There were only a few vials, but the label was clear as day: Cyclotrol.
While he hadn’t decided yet whether he’d grant Tai’s request, if he did, it’d be unlikely another opportunity would arise to procure it.
The door to the infirmary clicked, unlocking from the outside. Kione grabbed the vial and stashed it inside his pants pocket. With a flick, he closed the cabinet, and Doctor Chang walked in.
Kione put both his hands in his pockets and stared at the ceiling as casually as he could. Chang eyed him suspiciously and then gestured toward the bed.
“Let’s continue.”
 
*
 
Holden City, Mars
 
Marissa Caldwell finished her bowl of cereal and placed it in the dish recycler. Through the kitchen window, the stars of the dark, early morning sky shone through Holden City’s domed enclosure.
She loved her work but hated the hour she had to be out of bed. However, someone had to write the news, and there was nothing else she’d ever wanted to do in her life.
“What are you still doing here?”
She turned to find Marcus staring at her, wearing only a pair of shorts. She never got sick of looking at his chiseled physique in the morning. Or any other time of the day.
“My alarm went off late. I’ll be there with plenty of time.” Her boss wouldn’t care. With the amount of extra hours she worked, she hadn’t earned the nickname Super Woman for nothing.
Marissa grabbed Marcus by the buttocks and pulled him in close. They kissed, and she glanced toward the bedroom. No, I can’t be that late. She sighed and picked up her bag.
“When do you think you’ll be home?” he asked.
“Five at the latest.”
“So, six then?”
Marissa never got home early. She hated lying to him. “I’ll do my best.”
They kissed once more, then she slung her bag over her shoulder and walked out of the apartment.
She hurried at a brisk pace to the Beenleigh Street Station, not wanting to miss the four fifty-three service into the city center. The train stopped on the platform just as she jogged up the steps. She flung her bag through the doors, stopping them from closing. She pulled them open and threw herself inside.
With the near-empty carriage practically all to herself, she had her choice of almost any seat she wanted. Of the two people with her, one was asleep stretched out over a row of three seats, while another sat across from her patting what was once a frozen chicken meal with a leash tied around it.
Marcus hated her traveling to work on the train. Marissa’s excuse was that she wanted to gauge the people of the large Martian city. Unfortunately, in the initial hours of the morning, the only thing she could glean was Holden City still had serious homeless and mental illness problems. So much for a new world…
She stepped off the train at the City Center Station and walked down to her work building. It was one of the highest on Mars, except for a few glitzy apartment towers, which housed the wealthy.
“Marissa, it’s not like you to be this late,” Janine, the early morning receptionist said when she entered the office. “Did that man hunk of yours want to keep you all to himself?”
Marissa loved Janine. She always made her laugh. “Yes, but that’s not the reason I’m late. Have there been any calls for me?”
“Not yet.”
“Okay.” Marissa knew there’d be plenty of messages waiting for her when she logged on to her computer.
She walked past the reception area and into the giant bullpen that housed the news reporters of the Martian Tribune. The most read paper on Mars, and one of the most influential in the entire commonwealth.
Through the banks of empty cubicles, she approached her work domain and threw her bag down on her desk. Her computer autoloaded with her presence. She’d been right. There were seventy-three messages waiting for her.
Marissa scrolled down the list. Most were appointments with interviewees she’d organized days earlier. Some were messages from sources. And others were tips from random individuals.
Her eyes stopped at the bottom of the list. She did a double take. It wasn’t a name she’d seen in a very long time. What could you want after all these years?
She read through the message and opened the hefty data file that came along with it. What the hell?
She pressed the intercom. “Janine, how long until Sandra’s in?”
“She’s not due for another hour.”
“Let me know the moment she walks in the building.”
“Okay.”
She’s not going to believe this. 
 



Chapter 11
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
“Cargo Ship Argo you’re clear to depart.”
The communications officer of the Repulse gave Jason the permission they’d needed. He wasn’t going to let them change their mind.
“Get us the hell out of here,” he said.
Kevin nodded. “Course plotted for Vesta III.” The Repulse, Outpost Watchtower, and Delta-Hera IX rapidly disappeared into the distance.
Jason tapped the intercom on the console beside his chair. “Buckle up, everyone. Prepare for FTL.”
He allowed a few moments for Althaus and Aly to get settled in below deck and directed Kevin to hit the gas. With a push of the large lever on the helm, the Argo erupted beyond the speed of light.
Finally…
Jason unclasped his harness and left the bridge in Kevin’s capable hands. He walked to the stern, toward the engine room. Aly glanced up at him from the maintenance junction.
“How did you go with your search?” he asked.
“I’ll let you know if I find anything,” she said without looking up.
“Thanks.” He moved to the exit before spinning back around.
Something’s not right.
Jason put his hand on the hatchway. “What’s up with you?”
“Nothing.”
“Seriously?”
“I’m fine.”
He stepped toward her. “Aly?”
She slammed a spanner down beside her and jumped out of the junction. Fire filled her eyes.
Ah, crap.
She shut the lid firmly on her toolbox. Its sound echoed around the engine room. “Remember when we were heading to Frontiers Reach, and I asked you to stay?”
Jason vaguely remembered the conversation.
“You may not have said it, but you made me believe you’d think about it,” she continued. “I knew you were lying, of course, but with everything that happened at Psi-Aion… With Tyler dying and him handing the ship over to you, I thought maybe there’d be a chance you might reconsider.”
Jason tried to open his mouth to say something, but Aly cut him off. “Don’t you feel some responsibility?”
He attempted to speak again.
“Well?” she pressed.
“Are you going to let me talk or not?”
Aly relented and crossed her arms. “Go ahead.”
“Wouldn’t you rather this ship was run by someone who wants to be here?”
“What’s stopping you from wanting to be here?”
Jason leaned back on the maintenance console. “Aly, my family’s gone. My mom, my dad, and now my brother. You guys were going along fine until I came back. Look at the havoc I’ve wreaked.”
“But we’re still your family. Perhaps not by blood—”
“And what’ll happen to you if I stay?”
Aly rolled her eyes. “What do you think, you’re some voodoo curse on us or something?”
“Well, it’s as good an explanation as anything I’ve heard so far.”
“Such a moron.” Her voice softened, and she stepped closer to him. “I think you’re just afraid.”
It was Jason’s turn to roll his eyes. “Afraid of what?”
Aly didn’t have an immediate answer. Instead, she wrapped her hands around his neck and kissed him. Jason wasn’t sure how to react. He let his lips decide for him and kissed her back
Whoa…
They parted and stared at each other. He didn’t know what to say.
Out of the corner of Jason’s eyes, a figure emerged. Both looked at Althaus standing before them with a stunned expression on his face.
“I remembered there was something I had to do down in the cargo bay.” Aly blushed and, as quick as a flash, hurried off from the awkward situation, brushing past Althaus out the hatchway.
Thanks.
Jason regathered his composure. “What is it, Althaus?”
His older comrade eyed Aly running toward the elevator then turned back around. “Rycroft said I’d find you here. We need to talk about the ownership of this ship when you leave.”
Jason had a decision to make. Would he give it to Althaus who probably deserved it as he was the closest thing to family he had left? Or hand it over to Kevin because Althaus was such a bastard? It wasn’t a choice he was in the mood to make right at that moment.
“Let’s take a rain check and come back to that.” He walked from the engine room, wondering what in the world had just happened.
 
*
 
Holden City, Mars
 
Marissa sat in her cubicle, staring at her computer monitor. She was trying to write an article she’d planned to put in tomorrow’s paper. It was a puff piece. One she couldn’t get enthused about.
It’d been over half a day since she’d handed over the information about her tip-off and wondered how long Sandra needed to make her mind up.
Having waited long enough, she hurried through the bullpen to her editor’s office, and knocked on her door.
“Come in.”
Marissa pushed it open. Behind her desk, sifting through material on her computer, was the editor in chief of the Martian Tribune, Sandra Veroni.
Marissa’s boss didn’t even blink. She continued to stare at her monitor for several more minutes before looking up and adjusting her eyes.
“Close the door,” she said.
Marissa did so and took a seat opposite her. “Well?”
“Well…” Sandra mused. “It’s an interesting piece of writing.”
“It’s an interesting piece of writing?” Marissa was gobsmacked. “That’s all you’ve got to say?”
“What do you want me to say?”
“How about: Hey, can you get cracking on that story so it’s ready for the front page of the Tribune’s evening edition?”
“How can I run with this?” Sandra stood and walked over to the window. “You can’t substantiate it, and if it’s fake, we’ll be in serious breach of the media standards charter. If it’s true, we’ll royally piss off the current standing administration.”
“Since when do we care about that?” Marissa got up from her seat and approached her. “We’re here to report the truth. We’ve got a story about a cover-up thirty years in the making. Not to mention information on a massacre this government has yet to reveal to the public. We have to make them accountable.”
“And end up like the Continental Herald?”
Marissa threw her arms up in the air and walked away. Like everyone else, she’d heard of the sackings after the Earth-based newspaper ran a story on the final assault of Centauri by Earth forces at the end of the war. One that hadn’t painted President Jarret in the greatest of lights.
Many rival newspapers assumed the Herald was leaned on by his administration to clean up their house because of it, or face increased scrutiny on their coverage.
“All the more reason to run the story,” Marissa continued. “If this administration is rotten, let’s get to the bottom of it.”
Sandra shook her head. “I can’t risk the Tribune’s reputation. I’m sorry, Marissa.”
She stared at Sandra, not knowing whether to be angry or just bemused at what she was hearing. So, this is what journalism has come to?
Marissa stormed out of the office. She went to her cubicle, shut down her computer, and picked up her bag. She’d couldn’t work another minute.
The first sight she saw when she entered her apartment after returning home was Marcus preparing a roast in the kitchen.
He looked at his watch in mock horror. “And what time do you call this? I didn’t expect you back for hours.”
“Bad day.” She dropped her bag on the counter and sat on the stool opposite him.
Marcus promptly opened the wine refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of chardonnay. He poured her a glass and handed it to her.
She smiled. At least she tried to. “What would I do without you?”
He leaned over the counter and kissed her on the forehead. “Go and rest. I’ll let you know when dinner’s ready.”
Marissa kissed him back and took her wine through to the living area. She sat on the sofa and drank a slightly larger gulp than she should’ve.
The day’s frustration burned inside her. Not just that Sandra had robbed her of the story of the century but how her industry had sunk so low.
I could take things into my own hands. Though it may get me fired.
Then again it might be the greatest thing to ever happen to me…
She swished the wine glass around in her hand and pondered.
Oh, what the hell.
She activated the wall monitor and stared down the lens of the camera. “Hello, my name is Marissa Caldwell…”
 



Chapter 12
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Jason took the hot meal out of the food dispenser and breathed in the peppercorn sauce wafting through the air. It may not have been the real thing, but it was the best he’d get out on the frontier.
He sat at the table, picked up a knife and fork, and remembered back to his days in the service. Even during the war he’d eaten better than he had his whole life aboard the Argo. But there was just something about the rehydrated meals he’d grown up with that made him nostalgic.
A shadow appeared over him. Althaus stood at the door of the galley.
“What?” Jason said to him, not too impressed with being interrupted.
Kevin emerged from behind Althaus and frowned. “Sorry, Jason. Althaus was insistent we get to the matter of the Argo’s ownership.”
“Does it have to be right now? We’ve got six months until I hop off at Vesta III.”
Unfortunately.
“If we don’t do it, it’ll never get done.” Althaus walked toward him and leaned over, putting his hands on the chair opposite. “I know you, kid. You’ll drag this out.”
Any chance you can stop calling me kid? That might help your cause. “It’s something that’ll take time to think about.”
“What’s there to think about? If you hadn’t come along, I was the next in line. It’s only fair—”
“But Tyler didn’t leave it to you, did he?” Jason threw his fork down. “Why do you deserve it?”
Althaus stood upright and fumed. “Because I’m your father’s half brother.”
“So, because Grandpa banged a different grandma, you think that gives you a claim to the Argo?”
That only seemed to make Althaus angrier. Jason looked to Kevin who was doing his best to stay out of the argument.
“What about you? What’s your pitch?” he asked him.
“I have no pitch, Jason.” Kevin ambled over to the drink dispenser and filled a glass of water. “Tyler left the ship to you. It’s your decision.”
Jason was well aware Kevin didn’t want the Argo, but in his heart he probably didn’t want to work for Althaus either.
“Maybe I should do what Solomon did.” Jason sliced his steak with his knife. “I’ll cut the ship in two and give you a piece each.”
“You’re an idiot,” Althaus grumbled.
“Leave it with me, okay. I promise I’ll have a decision by the end of the week.”
Althaus went to say something but was interrupted by Aly’s call over the intercom.
“Bridge to Jason.”
Jason activated his commband. “Go ahead.”
“A bogey has appeared at the edge of scanning range. It’s altered course and heading our way.”
Jason stared at his two comrades. They finished up their squabble and headed to the bridge. Aly was sitting at the operations station, and the three men approached her.
The bogey was indeed pursuing, and it was catching them fast.
“How long before they reach us?” Jason asked her.
“Three hours at this rate.”
Kevin eyed the monitor. “Any transponder ID?”
Aly shook her head. “It’s running dark.”
“Marauders?” Althaus pondered.
Jason wasn’t so sure. “We’re not that far away from Outpost Watchtower. It’d take some serious gonads to hit even a civilian ship so close to a fleet carrier. Marauders aren’t stupid.”
He leaned over and activated a star chart of the region on an opposing monitor. He pointed toward a star. “The Verada System. If it is Marauders, we’ll need cover. We’ll be a sitting duck out in open space.”
Kevin nodded. “It’ll take a slight detour, but we can be there before they reach us.”
“Alter course.”
Kevin trotted off to the helm and made the necessary correction while Althaus made his way to the systems station.
Jason looked down at Aly. They hadn’t really spoken since their episode in the engine room. She’d avoided him like the plague. While he wanted to say something, the time was hardly right. They now had more pressing matters.
 
*
 
Holden City, Mars
 
Sandra didn’t even consider putting on something nice for the evening. Her day had been long. Too long. It was straight into her pajamas.
She stepped out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around her head and entered the kitchen to rummage in the pantry.
“Ty, did you eat the last of the chocolate?” she shouted toward the living area.
He didn’t reply.
“Ty!”
She stormed out of the kitchen to find her husband on the sofa with his eyes glued to the wall monitor. “Did you hear me?” she asked.
“Have you seen this?” He pointed at the news report playing. A ‘breaking news’ banner scrolled at the bottom of the screen.
“This video by Marissa Caldwell of the Martian Tribune just posted to the ComChat network has already gone viral,” the anchor said.
Sandra sat on the arm of the sofa. A video played of Marissa sitting in her own apartment.
“Hello, my name is Marissa Caldwell. Journalist at the Martian Tribune in Holden City. I come to you today with a report my employers fear releasing. Our profession has always strived to work for the people and give you the news, warts and all. But now, with the current administration, we’ve become frightened. Frightened for our careers and our livelihoods. This must change. They will cast a shadow on us no longer.
“This morning I received information that an aggressor of extraterrestrial origin attacked the decium ore mining facility on Orion V. All lives were lost, including the crew of the UECS Vanguard, which was delivering another extraterrestrial to the planet to be used in the study of an ancient artifact unearthed beneath the surface over a year and a half ago.
“When was President Jarret going to inform the families of those lost? When was he going to reveal the existence of an extraterrestrial covered up for over thirty years? Or tell us of the six million-year-old relic beneath Orion V?
Sandra’s commband lit up with messages coming in from the powers that be at the Tribune.
I’ll kill her.
“It’s time we heard from President Jarret. The ball’s in your court, Mister President. What do you say to the people of the commonwealth?”
 



Chapter 13
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
The Argo pulled out of FTL and entered the Verada System. Aly checked the scanners on the operations console and noted the system consisted of four large-mass objects. Two minor planets near the sun and two big gas giants toward the outer edge of the system.
Jason walked up from behind her and glanced at the readings. “Verada IV seems nice.”
The fourth planet was a gas giant only slightly smaller than Jupiter. Its atmosphere contained elements of hydrogen, helium, methane, and ammonia.
“We probably wouldn’t want to go on vacation there,” she quipped.
“It’ll just be a stopover.” Jason turned to Kevin. “Take us to Verada IV.”
He nodded and altered the Argo’s heading toward the large blue orb. All the while, Aly kept an eye on the outer edge of the system, waiting for their pursuer to appear.
“Approaching orbit,” Kevin said.
“Initiate orbital insertion.” Jason stroked his shabby beard. “Hightail it to the opposite side of the planet. Let’s see if they enjoy playing hide and seek.”
Aly wasn’t so sure his plan would succeed. The math didn’t work. She imagined Jason knew that, too, and hoped he had another idea.
Kevin began his countdown. “We’ll be out of their scanning range in seven…six…five…four—”
An alert rang out from Aly’s console. “Damn it.”
“Let’s hear it.” Jason sat down in the captain’s chair.
“We were too late,” she said. “They dropped out of FTL just before we took cover. They would’ve calculated our heading.”
“Did you get a good scan? What are we dealing with?”
She brought it up on one of her monitors. It was a Richmond Class freighter. Her heart skipped a beat. “Oh no.”
“Oh no?”
“It’s The Gallant Trader.” Althaus checked the scans from his station.
“Who’s the gallant trader?” Jason asked.
“The Gallant Trader is a ship not a person.”
“Right. And who—?”
Kevin spun around. “It’s the flagship of the McKinley family.”
“The McKinleys? The crime mob?”
Aly nodded. “We worked for them in the past. It’s a long story. Last we heard of them, they were all in prison.”
“They may have someone on the outside working for them,” Althaus added.
Jason glared at him. “What do you mean?”
“I don’t know. It’s just… Hariri asked me about our dealings with the McKinleys during my debrief. It seems a coincidence that suddenly they should reappear.”
That’s odd.
Jason appeared to believe so, too. “Well, regardless, they’re here. We need to get creative.” He turned to Aly. “How do you think we’ll go inside that?” He gestured toward Verada IV.
“Inside the atmosphere?” She looked again at the composition of the giant world’s nasty environment. “It wouldn’t be my first idea—”
“If you’ve got a better one?”
She studied her monitor and ran the computations. “Don’t go any farther than two kilometers down.”
“Good enough.” Jason nodded. “You heard her, Kevin, take us down.”
He glanced at Jason warily and dipped the Argo toward the planet. The hull rattled and screeched. Aly felt the pain of the old girl as she wailed out in agony. Her father leveled the ship off and nuzzled it between a pair of volatile gas layers.
The wait began. Apart from the occasional rumble, the Argo didn’t budge. That was until a torpedo exploded off her port bow.
Boom!
Everyone launched from their seats. Sparks flew from the ceiling, and the lights flickered. Aly looked upward from the deck, wondering how she’d got there. She quickly regained her senses and pulled herself up.
“How the hell did they pinpoint us so quickly?” Althaus bellowed from the other side of the bridge, while another torpedo detonated off the starboard bow.
Jason grappled at his chair, heaving himself back in to it. “Kevin, alter course. Any direction! Aly, are you sure you looked everywhere when we left the Repulse?”
What does that have to do with…
Realization dawned on her. The only way they could’ve found the Argo so fast was if they were being tracked. “A homing beacon?”
Another torpedo shook the ship off its axis.
“We can’t keep doing this!” Kevin yelled out, stabilizing the helm.
If I was going to place a homing beacon somewhere so the crew wouldn’t find it, where would I put it?
Eureka!

“I’ll be in the engine room!”
 
*
 
Caput Mundi House – Istanbul, Earth
 
“It’s time we heard from President Jarret. The ball’s in your court, Mister President. What do you say to the people of the commonwealth?”
“Turn it off!” Glendon pounded his fist onto his desk, while Luan Ntini deactivated the large wall monitor at the end of the office.
“How the hell did this get out?” he stared across at Luan then shot an accusatory glare at his Minister of Defense.
Takashi appeared dumbfounded. “We kept a close eye on all communications from the Repulse and Outpost Watchtower. There has been no leak of information.”
“Well, it got out somehow. You’ve been asleep at the wheel, Takashi.” Glendon scowled at his chief of staff. “This won’t play out well at all. If I wasn’t already toast at next year’s election, I will be now. How are we going to fix this?”
Luan was pensive. “Since Caldwell did this on her own accord, we can’t go after the Tribune like we did with the Herald.”
“And we can’t make her disappear, it’ll look too suspicious.”
“We could try to defame her,” Takashi suggested. “The information she has might be disseminated and made to appear fake. And if—”
“I’d advise against that,” Luan interrupted him. “If we’re found out, losing an election will be the least of our worries.”
Damn Luan and his logic. Glendon was caught between a rock and a hard place, but during his career he’d always turned the tables and used it to his advantage. Perhaps now is no different.
“Get Ryland in here. We need to be on the front foot and put a presser out immediately.”
“How do you intend to play this?”
“One step at a time.” He glanced at Takashi. “Have our team of Zero-Five operatives completed their mission?”
“Last they informed me they were about to engage the Argo in the Verada System.”
“Get onto your people. They have new orders.”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
“We need to go lower!”
Another torpedo detonated near the hull, rocking Jason around in his seat. “Do it!” he said to Kevin. “Take us a click farther down.”
The helmsman relented and dropped the Argo lower still. “I don’t dare go any deeper than this.”
If we don’t, we’ll be blown to smithereens anyway.
Jason tapped the intercom to the engine room. “Have you found that homing device yet?”
“Stand by!” Aly replied
“We can’t—”
An additional discharge pushed the ship to port. “One more and we’re done,” Althaus said from the systems station.
“Aly!”
The shaking subsided. Silence permeated around the bridge. Jason darted his eyes about waiting for the next blast. But it never came.
He sighed in relief. “Well done, Aly. Good work.”
“I didn’t do anything.”
“What?”
“I’ve found the homing device. They attached it inside the FTL core. Ingenious really. No wonder I didn’t find it. But it’ll take a while to remove.”
“Then why have they stopped firing?”
“They may think we’ve been destroyed.”
“Possibly.”
“Hull pressure’s at maximum.” Urgency returned to her voice. “We have to get out of this soup now!”
“Very well.” Jason nodded to Kevin. “Take us up.”
The Argo rose through the gaseous clouds of Verada IV, and the blue haze around them turned into the dark backdrop of stars. Where are they?
“I’m picking up a bogey.” Althaus read off the scanners. “To port.”
I knew it was too good to be true.
The Argo circled with Kevin’s deft touch, and there eyeballing them was the Richmond Class freighter.
Oh hell. 
Jason shook his head. “The bastards just waited us out.”
“Why are they delaying?” Kevin wondered.
Are they pausing for dramatic effect?
The Gallant Trader moved to starboard and maneuvered away. Jason stared blankly through the viewport. Did my plan actually work?
He activated the intercom. “Aly, how are you going with that beacon?”
“Still trying to take it out.”
“Scrap that. Just get the FTL up and running. I assume we need to make port for repairs?”
“Ideally, yeah.”
“Good. We’ll head back to Watchtower. I’m sure Admiral Kostecki will be more than happy to help out.”
“You can’t be serious!” Althaus wailed. “If what your saying is true, they planted that beacon so the McKinleys could find us.”
“They weren’t the McKinleys, and that wasn’t The Gallant Trader. It was a setup, to make it seem like revenge by a disgruntled former employer.”
“They wanted us gone.” Kevin swiveled around in his chair. “We know too much about everything that happened with Psi-Aion and the Seekers. They don’t want to risk us revealing it even with the nondisclosure agreements.”
“Yet you still want to go back there?” Althaus was confused.
“We weren’t destroyed, which means we’ve suddenly become more valuable alive.” Jason stood and walked over to the operations station, studying the damage reports. “And tell me where we’ll get all these repairs done this far from civilization?”
Althaus didn’t answer.
Jason proceeded over to the helm and put a hand on Kevin’s console. “When Aly gives you the go-ahead, set a course.”
 



Chapter 14
 
 
 
Outpost Watchtower
 
“Are you ready, Javier?”
Jonathan Avery stared across Outpost Watchtower’s operations center at him while he checked over the last of the diagnostics.
Their two previous failures gave Javier plenty of information to work with. “I’m ready.” He hoped the third time would be the charm. “Flick the switch, my friend.”
The entire Destiny Resonance Telescope team filled the operations center and watched Jonathan toggle at the main controls.
Javier peered down at the power levels. The transfer from the station directly into the telescope commenced. It surged to eighty percent and then to ninety. It smoothed out and crept all the way to one hundred. Javier flinched, as if waiting for something to go wrong.
Jonathan’s mouth gaped open. He looked over at Javier and smiled. They didn’t speak a word, but both knew what each other were thinking. It’s working!
But the telescope itself still had to be switched on.
Jonathan ran his sweaty hands over the console, and all the controls lit up. A star chart spanning hundreds of light-years appeared on the large wall monitor on the rear bulkhead of the operations center. “We’re operational!”
Everyone broke out into applause and raucous yelling. Javier stood back and let the Destiny team enjoy their moment. He understood what elation felt like after so many years of torture.
With the shaking of hands and enthusiastic hugs spreading like wildfire, Jonathan approached Javier’s side. “Thank you for your assistance, my friend! We couldn’t have done this without you.”
“You flatter me too much. I’m just happy to help.”
Jonathan slapped him on the back. One of his assistants gave the pair a glass each, and before anyone knew it, champagne had done the rounds of the whole center.
 
*
 
The crew lounge of Outpost Watchtower looked like an elephant had run through it. The team from the Destiny Resonance Telescope had hijacked it to celebrate their achievement, and Captain Lang spared no expense, giving them full access to the bar so they could let their hair down.
Javier imagined the outpost’s CO just wanted to get the boisterous civilians out of his command center so his station might return to some normality. Regardless, it was a nice gesture on his part.
At the end of the night, there were still a few groups of the younger men and women drinking wine and other harsher spirits, while others were nursing their heads at the various tables. Javier even saw a few pair up and find their quarters for the evening.
To be young again. He put down the half-empty glass of champagne, which he’d had well enough of, and stood from his barstool.
But before he could move to the exit, Mister Caruso stopped him in his tracks. He could barely stand.
“Professor, can I have a moment?” he slurred out.
Javier smiled politely. “Sure.”
“I thought I’d give you our thanks on behalf of us all. No one in their wildest dreams believed we’d have the pleasure of working with such a…” Caruso trailed off, trying to find the word. “Ah, genius.”
“That’s quite all right, Mister Caruso.” Javier attempted to move toward the door.
“I wonder if there’s a chance you might put a good word in for me when you get back to the Institute. I’d love to come and work with you.”
Javier was impressed with the young man’s demeanor when they’d worked together on the telescope. But TIAS only took the best and brightest, and he was hardly in any state for an interview at that moment.
“Avery to Professor Petit.”
“I’ll need to get that.” Javier nudged past Caruso and pressed in a button on the intercom beside the door. “This is Petit.”
“Javier, I thought you might like to listen to the first sounds we picked up on the telescope.”
It surprised him they’d found something so quickly. He assumed the telescope would require refining for several more hours. “I’ll be right up.”
Javier turned off the intercom and tried to slink away from Caruso. Instead, he followed Javier all the way to the operations center, babbling incoherently the whole time.
Jonathan was standing by the main console with one of his junior assistants when they entered. He looked up and smiled at Javier and frowned at his sloshed subordinate.
“Listen to this, Javier. We’ve picked up the siren song of a yellow star four hundred light-years away.”
Siren songs were a nickname for the ‘music’ stars made when they were accumulating new material at their surface. The sounds themselves were at such a high frequency only the best hardware detected them.
Jonathan nodded at his assistant, and throughout the operations center the ethereal whispers of the faraway sun played out over the speakers.
Javier closed his eyelids and imagined he was sitting in a theatre house somewhere back on Earth listening to a grand opera.
“It sounds like Beethoven.”
Javier opened his eyes. He turned to the young drunkard behind him who’d made the comment. Jonathan was about to say something, but Javier stopped him.
“What do you mean it sounds like Beethoven, Mister Caruso?”
Caruso looked at him as if he were deaf. “May I?” He gestured toward the console.
Jonathan told his assistant to relent his chair, and Caruso sat. His hands ran over the station like a man on a mission.
“Because of the distance the siren songs have traveled, they’re riddled with interference. But if we filter it out and compensate for the dispersion, we get this.”
He played it again. Jonathan raised a brow, not understanding, but Javier heard it. There’s a pattern.
“Mister Caruso, can you speed that up?” he asked him.
Caruso nodded and keyed in the commands. He leaned back in his chair and sung the notes along with the sounds. “B, B, C, D, D, C, B, A, G, G, A, B, B, A, A.”
Jonathan’s mouth dropped. “Jesus Christ, that’s Ode to Joy.”
Javier turned to the closest Watchtower officer. “Ensign, I need a pod to the Repulse now.”
“Why, Javier?” Jonathan asked him. “What does this mean?”
Javier couldn’t answer him but knew it meant only one thing.
 
*
 
UECS Repulse
 
Javier hurried up the corridor of the Repulse, struggling to contain his excitement. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d moved so fast.
Around a corner, he spotted two guards at each side of the door to Susan’s room. Before he said anything, one of them put a halting hand up. “I’m sorry, Professor, but Doctor Tai already has a visitor.”
“Yes, I realize who’s in there.” He handed the guard a data tablet. “I have Admiral Kostecki’s permission.”
The guard checked the orders and nodded. He and his colleague stepped aside, and Javier pushed the door in.
The lights were dim, and at the center of the room the tall figure of Kione stood over Susan’s bed. Javier moved closer, doing his best not to disturb them.
In the light’s gleam from an adjacent monitor, there appeared to be a small injection vial in Kione’s hand. His heart sank. No, he didn’t…
Javier grabbed it from him and glanced down at it.
“It’s not cyclotrol, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Kione whispered.
The bottle read: Lovacine.
“This is a sleeping drug.” Javier watched Susan’s eyes drift into slumber ever so slowly. “She asked you to kill her, too?”
Kione nodded. “I told her I’d consider it, but I couldn’t do it.”
“Why?”
Kione appeared unsure. “I guess I’ve spent too long amongst humans.”
Javier smiled and sat by Susan’s side. He put his hand on hers, and her eyes closed fully. He wasn’t sure whether she’d understand him, but he had to tell her.
“He’s alive, Susan. Nicolas is alive.”
 



Chapter 15
 
 
 
November 6, 2213
Outpost Watchtower
 
The rear access ramp of the Argo opened, and Jason walked down onto the hangar deck of Outpost Watchtower. Professor Petit waited for him at the bottom along with an old friend.
“David Ortega.” Jason shook his hand. “You’ve got old.”
“Haven’t we all?”
“Lucky for us.”
“Is it true?” Aly asked Petit as she Kevin and Althaus came down the ramp.
The professor nodded and gestured toward the door. Everyone followed him out into the corridor and then onto an elevator. At the command level they arrived at the outpost’s operations center.
They gathered around Petit at one of the consoles, and he ran his hands over it. The speakers came alive with music. It echoed eerily, bouncing from one bulkhead to the next. The tune was unmistakable.
Ode to Joy…
Marquez wasn’t dead, and with any luck, neither was Tyler. Jason didn’t know how or why. Right now, he didn’t care.
“Where does the message emanate from?” he asked.
Ortega pointed up at the star chart on the main monitor. Psi-Aion was at the center of the map. Beyond was the point of the signal. “The star’s designation is GP-34. It’s situated in the middle of the Horizon Cluster. A far-flung group of stars four hundred and nine light-years away from Outpost Watchtower.”
Jason’s heart sank. “That’s over a one hundred light-years farther than Psi-Aion. How have they been able to send a transmission so quickly? Shouldn’t it take years to receive a transmission from that far away?”
“It would seem they’ve somehow come across technology that sends audio much more rapidly than anything we can fathom,” Petit suggested. 
“More to the point, how did they survive the weapon ship’s shock wave?” Althaus asked skeptically.
“We still don’t understand a lot about the power contained within the sphere,” Petit said. “I assumed the shock wave enveloped and disintegrated them. Instead, it looks like it propelled the Maybelle across space.”
Aly stepped toward the wall monitor. “The question is, how can we rescue them if they’re that far away?”
The room fell silent. While Jason was glad to find out his brother was hopefully alive, he couldn’t help feel more hopeless than he had before.
“Hey, everyone, the president is about to speak!”
It was one of Outpost Watchtower’s junior officers. Ortega walked over to him and nodded. The star chart disappeared and was replaced with the image of President Jarret sitting behind his desk.
 
*
 
Caput Mundi House – Istanbul, Earth
 
Glendon Jarret was used to the limelight since his days in school. But even he feared staring down the lens of the camera knowing how important the next few minutes would be.
He steepled his fingers on the desk in front of him and looked toward the camera with the most forthright expression he could muster.
“People of the commonwealth. It’s with a heavy heart that I bring you news of an attack on our sovereignty. On the twenty-second of October, a decium ore mining facility on the edge of known territory was attacked by a malevolent new enemy. All lives on Orion V, including the valiant fighting men and women of the UECS Vanguard, were lost.
“It’s come to my administration’s attention in the last few days that this barbaric strike resulted from our adversary’s desire for a relic discovered beneath the surface of Orion V.
“As many of you have seen by now, Marissa Caldwell of the Martian Tribune has released details regarding this incident. To those families whose lives were rocked by this attack, we apologize. We had every intention of releasing the information ourselves, but not before we completed the proper investigations.
“To the mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters we now say, all the commonwealth mourns with you. As President of the United Earth Commonwealth, I will do everything within my power to bring justice to those who orchestrated this crime.
“Those who have watched Miss Caldwell’s report no doubt have questions about the extraterrestrial employed in our study of the ancient relic on Orion V. I could blame the many presidents and many administrations in office before me for continuing to cover up the proof that we’re no longer alone in the universe. But I’m a bigger man than that. We share that responsibility equally. It will be this president’s pledge to right that wrong.
“We’ve entered a new age. A new dawn. Humanity is no longer the center of the universe. And, unfortunately, from what we’ve seen already, those out there aren’t as friendly as we’d have liked. My promise to you is that as President of the United Earth Commonwealth, I will do exactly what I did during the war. I will protect our sovereignty, our culture, and way of life…”
 
*
 
Outpost Watchtower
 
“I can’t listen to that anymore.”
It’d been the third time Jason had watched Jarret’s speech, and it hadn’t got any less pathetic with each additional airing. It wasn’t so much of an announcement but instead an election pitch. He hoped the people of the commonwealth would see through it, but he knew how democracy worked.
The barman turned it off, and Ortega swiveled around on the stool beside him. “And to think you voted for him.”
Jason didn’t want reminding. “From memory, so did you.”
“Well, he promised a swift end to the war. To be fair, he kept his vow.”
“Yes, but with his finger on the button.” Jason gulped his lager. “And right as it seems the people have finally woken up to him after all these years, fear is once again being stoked to keep the sheep in line.” He shook his head. “I hate that I’ve played a part in that.”
Footsteps sounded from the door of the near-empty crew lounge. It was Commander Hariri.
“Mister Cassidy. Admiral Kostecki would like to see you.”
Jason chuckled and drained the rest of his beer. “I’ve been looking forward to this.”
He put a hand on Ortega’s shoulder. “Thanks for the drink.” He gestured toward the door. “Lead the way, Commander.”
 



Chapter 16
 
 
 
UECS Repulse
 
The admiral didn’t have the balls to be there when Jason arrived. Commander Hariri sat him down in his office and told him Kostecki would be with him shortly.
He waited, and he waited. Jason swore an entire hour passed until the Repulse’s CO finally turned up. Then without so much as an apology, he walked in, passing Jason by and taking a seat on his chair on the opposite side of the desk.
Jason realized it was the admiral’s way of putting himself in the power position. Unlike last time, though, Jason held the upper hand. And he’d play it.
“I suppose you got caught up watching the news?” he asked the admiral.
Kostecki glared at him.
“Astounding, wasn’t it? Imagine if that report hadn’t broken when it did.” Jason pulled out a fist-sized apparatus and placed it on the desk between them. “I guess my crew and I would be floating around the bottom of Verada IV by now if that were the case.”
The admiral’s eyes darted down at the homing device Aly had yanked from the Argo’s engine and looked back up at him with a face of stone. While Jason didn’t believe Kostecki had anything to do with their near deaths, he was responsible following an order to place the beacon on their ship in the first place.
“Are you done, Mister Cassidy?”
Jason wondered whether to continue gloating to make a point or not. Once upon a time he might’ve. But perhaps he’d grown a little wiser as he’d got older. “I guess I am.” He at least wanted to hear what Kostecki had to say.
“I’ve received word from the Admiral of Fleet Operations. With what has transpired in recent days, the CDF, along with the Ministry of Defense, are looking for some extra help.”
“Extra help?”
Kostecki appeared to swallow his pride. “Command have instructed me to ask you to rejoin the service.”
Everything around Jason seemed to stop. He remembered the day he’d got his marching orders as if they were yesterday. His life had been the CDF, and to have it stripped away had destroyed him.
“Your dishonorable discharge would be overturned, and you’d be reinstated with the rank of full commander.”
Suddenly he’d gone from being completely dispensable to being a sought-after commodity. So much so they’d given him a promotion. What the hell are they playing at?
Since the moment he’d left, he’d always wanted to return. But now when he thought about it, he wasn’t so sure anymore. These are the same people who signed my death warrant.
“They’ve also authorized me to green light repairs for your cargo ship should you require them.” Kostecki slid over a data tablet with a timetable of the repairs on it.
“With or without the homing beacon this time?”
“I’ll ensure my team leave the Argo in as near original condition as possible.”
Jason did his best to hide his irritation. “I’ll let my crew know to expect your help.”
“Good.” Kostecki took back the data tablet. “Now we come to the matter of your decision.”
Jason didn’t know what to say. It wasn’t something he could take lightly. He could return to Vesta III, stay aboard the Argo, or do the unthinkable. He had so many options for the first time in what seemed like forever. Everything had changed now that Tyler might be alive, too.
“I’ll need to think about it.”
Kostecki nodded. “Don’t take too long.”
 
*
 
Jason pushed the door open to the sight of Doctor Tai sitting in her mobility chair with Beethoven’s Number Nine playing over the speakers.
She looked like a shell of her former self while Professor Petit helped her around the room.
The professor peered up. “Mister Cassidy.”
Jason nodded and smiled at Tai. “It’s good to see you, Doctor.”
She put her hand on Petit’s arm. “I need a word with Mister Cassidy in private?”
Petit walked from her ward, closing the door behind him. Jason took a seat beside her unoccupied bed while she wheeled her chair toward him.
“The professor told me everything that happened,” she began. “You got lucky.”
“Sometimes you make your own luck.”
“Indeed. How did you do it?”
Jason grinned.
“Come on, no doubt even the brass at the CDF figure you somehow got word out before the Argo was intercepted by the Repulse, after we left the trans-space corridor.”
“A little trick I picked up during the war.” Jason knew Tai had served in the CDF before her time with TIAS so she grasped how the world worked.
“Before we sent out our original call to Outpost Watchtower, I left a worm in a nearby comm satellite.”
“A worm?”
Jason nodded. “It’s a term for a data packet in limbo. I wasn’t sure if we’d need it, but after we called Watchtower and the Repulse blocked all our outgoing commlinks, I knew we did. We’d be interrogated, and at that stage I wasn’t sure what that’d mean for us, but I realized it mightn’t be good. Luckily, I transmitted a low frequency beam, one much too low to be blocked by the jamming field or to be picked up by scanners, but sufficient enough to activate my worm.”
“And you sent it off to the Martian Tribune?”
“An old friend works there. It may have taken a while to get to her, but it did just in time.”
“Almost genius.”
“Enough to save our lives at least. If they’d destroyed us with that story out, people would’ve asked questions. It seems those with their finger on the trigger realized that.”
She nodded. “You’re like a cat, Mister Cassidy. How many lives do you have left?”
Jason laughed, and they sat in silence for several moments until it was his turn to put the blowtorch on her. “Professor Petit told me everything that happened with you.”
Tai frowned. “He’s such a gossip. I must have a word with him.”
He looked at her with concern. “Are you okay?”
She chuckled. “If you’re asking me if I’ve got any more suicidal tendencies? No, I don’t. Since hearing this…” She gestured to the music playing over the speakers. “My priorities have changed.” She eyed him. “I’m sure you feel the same.”
Jason most certainly did.
“I want you to promise me, Mister Cassidy, that you’ll do everything in your power to rescue them.”
Jason wasn’t sure how to begin planning something of such magnitude, but somehow, he’d figure it out. “Don’t worry, I’ll bring them home.”
 
The Frontier’s Reach series continues with Book 5 – The Eye of Jupiter
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