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Humanity has reached the stars. 

With colonies established throughout the Sol System, explorers hungry for new ventures traveled beyond its borders to colonize nearby Alpha Centauri. 

At the same time, a brave pair of ships set their sights a bit farther afield—on the binary stars Procyon and Sirius. Those who settled there called themselves the Geminate Alliance. 

Such distances made interaction prohibitive. Even with the Scharnhorst drive’s ability to triple the speed of light, travel between the colonies was measured in months, if not years. 

In the mid-twenty-fifth century, that all changed. The Geminate Alliance stunned the known worlds with the invention of the Calabi-Yau Gate. The gates folded space, enabling instantaneous travel between star systems. True interstellar commerce became a reality.

The Alliance as a whole prospered, but like in any nation, there were pockets of discontent. Free speech allowed dissenters a voice, but some weren’t content with that platform. 

In a less-populated sector of Sirian space, one such group decided to do something about it.... 
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“Victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win.”

~ Sun Tzu

“The way to win in a battle ... is to know the rhythms

of the specific opponents, and use rhythms that your opponents do not expect.”

~ Miyamoto Musashi, The Book of Five Rings
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CMS Goblin

Cobalt Mining Sector Twelve

Big Blue (Sirius A)
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“Fred, no! That’s not a chew toy!” 

Katie Hyer planted her boots against the hatch she’d just sealed and pushed away from the surface. The action sent her shooting across the cramped space toward the mining tug’s cockpit.

The strains of a catchy, old-Earth tune filtered from the ship’s audio system as she snagged the pilot’s seat with one hand to arrest her forward motion. A reluctant smile tugged at her lips when she heard Carrie Underwood’s voice belt out something about the more men she’s around, the more she loves her hound. 

Jeremy’s timing, as usual, was impeccable. The traffic controller who worked Cobalt Mining’s first shift liked to spin the tunes during times when there weren’t any ships coming or going from the Sierra Twelve platform. Tuesdays were what he called ‘country music day’—whatever that meant. Katie had yet to figure out which country the music represented.

“Betcha Underwood’s dog never tried eating his own safety net,” she muttered as she reached for her pet. 

The dog was floating butt-first just above the co-pilot’s seat, net clamped firmly between his jaws. The remainder waved in the null-g environment as he yanked the material back and forth.

She reached for a corner when it floated her way, but Fred intuited her intent. The basset puppy kicked against the copilot’s chair and went flying toward the back of the ship. Katie sighed and followed. 

The netting wasn’t hers; it belonged to Cobalt Mining. She’d intended to return it to the dock earlier in the week, but Fred’s baby seat hadn’t yet arrived, so she needed it to keep him secure when she was maneuvering the ship.

Fred thought this was a fun, new game; she could see it in his eyes. His floppy ears haloed around him as he sailed across the small cabin. They flattened against the aft bulkhead when he bumped against it with a muffled oof.

Or was that a woof? she wondered.

She caught up to him and tugged at the drool-slicked material clamped between his jaws. Fred doubled down, emitting a cute baby growl. 

“No!” she scolded. “You can’t eat your seat belt. Now, gimme!”

He let out another growl as a great gob of slobber went floating through the cabin. 

Katie sighed once more, and called out to the ship’s Synthetic Intelligence. “Goblin, release containment nano, please. Cabin bulkhead, aft.” 

From the corner of her eye, Katie caught a flicker of light as a haze of glittering specks leached from the bulkhead to envelop the floating droplets. A slight breeze grazed her cheek, and she knew the ship was directing the airflow to recall the nano back into the fabric of the bulkhead.

She eyed her recalcitrant pet. “Well, at least you left your diaper alone this time.” 

Intellectually, she knew that Goblin’s containment nano could just as easily herd any errant puppy pee into the ActiveFiber coating that layered the ship’s bulkheads, but the thought kind of grossed her out. 

Katie gave the cargo netting another sharp tug, her feet planted against the aft bulkhead. Fred let go and Katie went rocketing back the way she’d come, her head rapping sharply against the bulkhead separating the cockpit from the tiny cabin. 

With a small groan, she dragged her hand through her shock of maroon curls, fingers poking at the tender spot the medical nano in her body was already in the process of healing.

Schooling her face into stern lines, she shook the liberated material at him in mock-threat. 

“Bad boy, Fred! Bad! This is not a toy!”

Fred looked back at her with large, sad, brown eyes. She relented, gathering him up in her arms and placing a kiss on his forehead.

Her attention snapped back to the ship when the music cut out and Goblin’s SI announced, {Warning! Unknown vessel approaching! Intercept heading!}

Katie’s training kicked in. “Show me that ship,” she ordered, shoving Fred into the co-pilot’s chair and securing him with quick, practiced motions.

The view on Goblin’s main holoscreen shifted to show the incoming vessel. With a muttered curse, Katie slammed herself into her own seat. 

Fingers flew over the pilot’s board as she brought the drives online and sent the tug into a steep dive. Far from the nimble response she would have liked, the ship turned exactly as expected: like a bloated whale. 

She saw instantly that Goblin lacked the control authority to evade. It couldn’t, not with the load of metal ores tied to its back end. With a twinge of regret, she triggered the quick-release and the tow hook assembly floated free. 

She tried again. This time, freed from its encumbrance, the tug leapt forward like a thoroughbred released from the starting gate, Goblin’s massive fusion drives dodging the approaching vessel with ease.

Katie switched the forward viewscreen to the aft sensor feed, mentally bracing for a collision between the newcomer and the asteroid chunks she’d just ejected—but it never came. The ship, still flying dark, jinked out of the way, thrusters firing in a complex dance. 

Katie was reluctantly impressed. Whoever was handling that vessel knew what they were doing. 

She let out an annoyed grunt when the ship’s thrusters bestowed a spin to the netted ores—a spin she’d now have to match in order to reacquire her load. 

With one last twitch, the ship raced away, on a course that led right to Sierra Twelve. 

“Jerks. Ever heard of karma?” Katie addressed the departing spacecraft. “Hope yours ends up biting you in the ass.” 
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DAP Helios, GNS Scimitar

Decommissioned mining platform 

0.9 Astronomical Units from Sierra Twelve

––––––––
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Twenty-eight hours earlier....

The mysterious ship that had nearly sideswiped Goblin was flying dark for a reason. Its frantic pace was the result of a run-in with an Alliance Navy vessel. 

GNS Scimitar was a fast-action Helios, the stealthed version of one of the most ubiquitous utility ships in the Geminate Navy. Though the Helios was a familiar enough sight in the Alliance military, one look at Scimitar’s unique profile and adaptive coatings was enough to make any criminal turn tail and run. 

Scimitar’s flight crew should have been on their way home after having retrieved a Tier One team from an operation deep within the Sirius system—but just as Rafe, the ship’s pilot, set course for the star’s heliopause, an invitation arrived.

Micah Case, Scimitar’s co-pilot, was the first to see the incoming message. He lifted a brow as he read its contents, silently passing it on to Rafe. Rafe, in turn, sent it on to Team Five, the Special Recon unit that now occupied Scimitar’s aft cabin. 

The invitation was simply worded:


From: James Bridgetree, Commander, 76th Coast Guard Regiment. 

To: Lane Reid, Captain, SRU Team Five. 

The 76th invites you to an impromptu war game... 



The message then spat out a string of coordinates.

No words needed to be said; Micah and Rafe were both certain it would be turned down. To the surprise of both men, Reid accepted. The two men exchanged a bemused look, and then both set themselves to the task of turning the ship around.

{Flip and burn in five seconds,} Rafe announced over the shipnet. 

{What the hell, Cap?} The voice of Dana, the crew’s gunner broke in on the flight crew’s private channel. {The gate’s in the other direction.}

A quick glance over at Rafe told Micah the pilot was engaged in conversation with someone—Reid, most likely. 

{Looks like Reid’s team is going to play war games with the coast guard,} Micah supplied. 

{Coasties?} Cass DeWitt echoed from her flight engineer’s position behind Rafe. 

{Sounds like,} Micah agreed. 

{Huh. War games?} asked Dana.

{That’s what the message that came in said,} he told her. {It was in the clear, so I’m taking it at face value.}

{Huh,} she repeated.

Micah couldn’t tell if Dana’s huh meant she was surprised that Team Five would accept, or that she expected the coasties to be handed their asses in short order. 

Probably both.

Additional telemetry came in from the 76th, directing them to their rendezvous. While Rafe set Scimitar on that heading, Micah deployed the sphere of surveillance and reconnaissance drones that were his responsibility as co-pilot. Not that the maps indicated anything other than micrometeorite dust between here and there, but a Shadow Recon pilot left nothing to chance.

A few hours later, the crew found themselves closing on an abandoned mining platform in the middle of the black. As Rafe brought the Helios in on a smooth arc, Micah considered just how asymmetrical a mock skirmish would be between the 76th and the special forces operators seated in the back of the ship. Over the flight crew’s private comm channel, he voiced his thoughts to Rafe.

{Turns out the 76th’s garrison commander is an old friend of Reid’s and heard through the grapevine they were in the area,} Rafe replied. {Apparently, she owes him one and he just called in the favor. Guess he feels his coasties need to be shaken up a bit.} 

Dana’s sarcastic {Ya think?} brought a grin to Micah’s face. Then a warning chime sounded, and he gave the approaching platform his full attention. 

According to the automated signal of a stationary buoy floating a hundred thousand klicks spinward, the mining platform belonged to the Cobalt Mining Consortium. The buoy’s broadcast informed any comers that the platform was now closed. 

A follow-up transmission from the 76th filled in the rest: the mining platform had reached the end of its useful life, and so Cobalt had it decommissioned six months ago. It was scheduled for demolition in the coming year, but in the interim, the coast guard had gained Cobalt’s permission to conduct exercises aboard the abandoned structure.

Scimitar approached from stellar north, and as they neared, Rafe dropped an icon onto an access hatch.

{That’s where the team will insert.} 

Micah nodded. {Copy that.}

{Keep monitoring nearspace, in case the coasties decide to get clever and sneak a second wave of sailors aboard, to flank Reid’s team,} Rafe added.

{That’d liven things up,} said Dana.

Cass snorted. {Yeah, it’d take ‘em a good ten minutes longer to ferret them out.}

{Cass,} Rafe called warningly, and the flight engineer responded by giving his pilot’s seat a shove with her booted foot 

{Fine. I’ll behave.}

None of Scimitar’s crew had any doubts about the outcome of today’s exercise, though Cass and Dana had begun placing bets on how long it would take the Unit men and women to sort the coasties and call for an extraction. 

Micah tuned them out, opting to listen in on the team’s combat channel as they geared up instead. 

His lips twitched when he heard, {Paintballs? Are you fucking kidding me, hoss?} 

The voice belonged to Thad Severance, Team Five’s second-in-command. A hulking Marine with dark skin and an easy smile, the man had the mind of a brilliant tactician and could give intimidation lessons to an apex predator.

Micah’s smile widened as Thad continued to rant, his tone dripping with disgust. Clearly, he thought a paintball gun was a wuss thing for a Marine to carry.

{Dude. These are coasties,} came an exasperated reply. {You can’t play with your usual toys, capiche? Plus, I spiked it with a little something extra.} That was Jack Campbell, the team’s intel officer and hacker extraordinaire. 

He was also a licensed pilot, the only one on Team Five. That skill come in handy more than once in recent years. When the team couldn’t make it to the prearranged extraction point, Jack had commandeered whatever local skiff he could get his hands on, while the flight crew aboard Scimitar reconfigured, navigating to the fallback site instead.

Apparently, Jack had just added to his skill set, branching out into weapons design by modifying a child’s toy into an offensive weapon. 

Through the ship’s aft feed, Micah saw Thad pick up the plastic-handled weapon to examine it more closely. His hands dwarfed the thing. 

{You spiked it,} the big Marine repeated. {You mean you integrated a Spike into the paintball itself?}

{Yep.} Jack sounded smug. {Tag one of ‘em and they’re going to be wearing more than a bright blue spot. With the Spike’s electronic breadcrumb trail, you’ll be able to track them anywhere they go.}

{That’s an unfair advantage, Lieutenant.} Lane Reid looked up from where she’d been cleaning her knife to level a hard look at Jack. 

{Aw, c’mon, Cap, we’re an unfair advantage,} he protested. {Besides, it gives us a chance to test out a new piece of gear in a semi real-world application, with none of the risk. How often do we get that?}

{You can’t be serious. You plan to add blue paintballs to our arsenal?} Elodie Cyr pulled to a stop in front of the intelligence officer, one hand wrapped around her sniper’s rifle. The other held a blue ball between thumb and finger as if it were a deadly contagion. She looked as incredulous as she sounded.

{This is just a prototype,} Jack assured her. {And no, the end product won’t be embedded in a ball of blue paint.}

Ell grunted and palmed the ball as she turned away, but otherwise refused to respond. 

Undaunted, Jack continued handing out his modified paintball guns. They joined the team’s standard loadout of carbyne blades, flash-bang grenades, pulse pistols, and flechettes. 

By the time they were done, Scimitar had come to rest alongside the maintenance hatch. Rafe deployed the umbilical; from that point, it took the team less than five minutes to enter the platform and seal the hatch behind them. 

As Rafe focused on the delicate dance of holding station a scant few meters from the platform’s skin, Micah returned his attention to the sphere of drones that encased the Helios in a protective sphere. 

With the exception of the two teams playing an elaborate game of capture-the-flag, and a decent-sized coast guard cutter on the platform’s opposing side, the area should have been abandoned. And it was... for about half an hour. 

The flight crew kept an open channel with Scimitar’s end muted, while Reid met with Bridgetree and they hammered out the rules of engagement and then dispersed. Twenty minutes later, the teams’ HUDs flashed green and the hunt was on. 

Micah’s attention was split between the team’s feed and the constellation of drones deployed in nearspace, around the section of mining platform where Scimitar hovered. Fifteen minutes into the exercise, a blip caught Micah’s eye.

He waited for it to repeat, and when it didn’t, he sent a quick mental command to the swarm of drones he controlled. The tiny vessels turned in a tight curve, angling back toward the EM signature that had disappeared just as quickly as it had shown up. Moments later, he had a visual.

{Contact!} he sang out, sending the feed to Cass to verify. {Two ships, just cresting the top of the platform.}

{Are they coasties?} asked Rafe. 

{Checking,} Cass replied. Then, a beat later, {Nope, the cutter says they’re not.}

Dana interrupted, her voice taut. {Hey, Cap? Their signature indicates they’re weapons hot.} 

That caused Micah to straighten. He’d been sure the ships were part of the 76th’s assault plan. 

The initial blip morphed into a more detailed visual of the approaching vessels as Micah’s drones filled in the missing information. He sent it to Scimitar’s forward holoscreens.

That drew a grunt of displeasure from the man seated to Micah’s right. Rafe’s hands danced over his controls, and in the next instant, the slightest tremor shuddered through the ship. 

An alert accompanied the action, appearing on Micah’s overlay. It informed him Rafe had just jettisoned the umbilical that tethered them to the platform’s hatch. A second telltale followed the first, this one indicating the airlock had just cycled shut. 

Scimitar was on the move.

{Noble One, this is Spartan.} Rafe’s voice cut in over Team Five’s combat net. {We have two unidentified ships, armed and assumed hostile. I say again, armed ships, assumed hostile. Breaking away to engage.} 

Rafe’s brief comm was met with silence, but that didn’t worry Micah overmuch. If the hostiles’ presence extended to the platform, it was possible they’d made contact and were already engaging. 

Micah almost felt sorry for their surprise guests. If there was criminal intent, no team was better equipped to take them out than SRU Team Five.

The Helios drifted silently away, Rafe’s deft hand at the controls seamlessly reconfiguring the ship’s tunable outer layer from a reflectance that matched the platform to one that emulated the blackness of space. 

Scimitar was now effectively a ghost, with full stray-light suppression on all EM bands. The chances of the two unmarked hostiles finding the Shadow Recon ship were next to none, but that didn’t mean its flight crew were going to sit on their hands while a threat lurked nearby.

* * *
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Thad had taken a knee and was looking at a pile of rubble through the reticle of his P-SCAR rifle, debating whether he was looking at a trap set by the coasties, when the call from Scimitar came through.

{Noble Two, this is Spartan. Do you copy?} 

Thad did a slow visual sweep of the area. He sent a brief, two-click acknowledgment as he slid back toward the concealment provided by the passageway. 

{Unable to reach Noble One,} the voice continued. {We have a situation.} 

Rafe’s update was delivered in the preternaturally calm voice all Shadow Recon pilots seemed to have, no matter how tense things got. As he listened, Thad turned the news over in his tactician’s mind. 

{You sure they’re not coasties?}

{They don’t fit the profi—} Thad heard Micah swear as he abruptly cut off, only to come back in the next instant with an update. {Negative, Tango One is now closing on the coastie ship.} 

Thad scrubbed the stubble on the side of his face. Well, ain’t that just a fine kettle of fish. 

He turned and motioned the two team members on his six to come forward. When they were within range, he reached out to establish an untraceable, peer-to-peer connection. 

{We have a new player, not connected to the 76th. Assume active hostiles.}

The woman facing him remained impassive, but the demolitions man crouching beside her lifted a brow, and his gaze slid sideways. {And here you thought this exercise would be boring, Sarge.} 

He elbowed the sniper lightly—or would have, had Ell’s hand not whipped out and twisted the man’s arm behind his back.

{Ow, dammit!}

{You were saying, sir?}

Thad buried a smile as he glanced back toward the intersection.

{We need to make contact with the coasties. Let them know we have company, and the exercise is off.}

Ell released Mike’s arm and then shot Thad a considering look. {I can climb overhead, drop behind them and deliver the message.}

Thad nodded. {Go.} 

She slung her P-SCAR rifle over her shoulder, crossed on light feet to the bulkhead, and then began her silent ascent. Spars ridged the bulkhead’s surface in regular intervals, making it easy for the sniper to find purchase. The sticky organogel threads lining the palms of her drakeskin suit would enable her to remain there indefinitely. 

Halfway up the wall, Ell engaged her suit’s active stealth and faded from sight. Thad’s suit kept track of her, its predictive systems using the team’s connection to track her telemetry, her position showing as a ghostly outline over his HUD.

That part of his plan in place, Thad glanced over at Mike. {Rafe couldn’t raise the captain. Find her and give her a sitrep.}

He brought up a schematic of the platform, and dropped a pin on its control center {We know she was headed here. If she’s not responding, chances are that she, Jack, and Asha have already had a run-in with whoever’s out there badgering Scimitar. Round up any coasties you find along the way.} 

Mike nodded. {Yessir.}

Thad squinted at the pile of rubble. {Stay frosty and don’t get yourself caught. In the meantime, I think I’ll do a little tracking myself.}

{Good hunting, LT.} The demolitions man rose and crept silently down the passageway, the platform’s emergency lighting lending an eerie cast to his form before he faded from view.

* * *
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Rafe had brought Scimitar around on the same heading as the ship bearing down on the coast guard cutter, kicking thrusters to maximum in order to gain on the unmarked vessel.
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