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Brother-Commandant Viktor Matthias gripped the armrests of his command chair as the Golgothan Auxiliary Carrier, Weaver shook to another hit around him.

“How bad that time?”

The black-clad officer at the Systems station to his right called out, “Shields holding at forty percent! They got close again that time!” He looked over his shoulder at Mattias, sweat slickening a pitifully young face. “Those heavier discharges must have shorter ranges! Like a Sanctuarian plasma torpedo!”

But their attackers weren’t from the hated Republic of Sanctuary, that was for certain.

Matthias half turned to his XO, trusted Greiser, holding on at the Auxiliary station behind him. “How many shuttles do we have left?”

Greiser was an old hand, marooned at Brother-Commander forever due to his fondness for blaspheme, but as solid a First Officer as could be found. “We’ve lost a third of them, Viktor!” Stress caused him to forget formalities between them. “One-on-one, they’re no match for these things! Three-on-one, yes! But they keep coming!” His station blatted. “More coming!” 

Matthias turned back to the fore of his cramped, octagonal bridge, to the holographic main screen. A tactical display showed the curve of the Golgothan colony world Thulia, above which red and blue icons streaked and cyan fire blazed silently. Weaver hovered at the center of the bedlam, the nucleus of the colony defense. Fresh beads of crimson swept in from the edge of the hologram, diving for Thulia and the attack.

Hold them, Viktor Mathiiiiiiias...

Grimacing at the panicked rasp in his mind, Matthias momentarily forgot his surroundings, saw only a massive, shadowy, spidery form in his skull. The Mistress of Thulia; the demi-goddess sent by Golgotha to rule over this far-flung world.

I will, Mistress, he thought back to Her. None will touch you.

They are the Old Kings’ toys. Her telepathic voice was like a blade scraping across a whetstone—scraping across his brain. They are mindless metal. They cannot be influenced. They cannot be negotiated with. They can only be annihilated.

They will be, Matthias promised her.

Toys or not, the attackers streaked in with lethal purpose.

“Missile spread!” Matthias shouted. He waited for confirmation from the Tactical officer. “Target the fresh wave! Fire!”

Weaver shivered as she blossomed into six white tails, like deadly pseudopods that momentarily wiggled in confusion, then lurched as one towards the oncoming wave of foes. Each antimatter-tipped warhead could make short work of a single small craft. The attackers recognized this instantly and their globe formation splintered, shards breaking off and the missiles following as their targeting software selected likeliest kills.

The surviving Golgothan attack shuttles took the moment to pounce. In pairs or threes, they cut in from every angle. Biter-class ships, each had originally boasted a pair of missiles, themselves, but those were long-since fired off. Now they relied on their single plasma blasters, which they brought to bear on their enemies with savage precision.

Fireballs swelled against the dark of space. Matthias counted them and knew they wouldn’t be enough. Even ganging-up, it was taking the Biters too long to pick the attackers apart. Even pursued by Weaver’s heavier missiles, several foes slipped through.

They were coming for them.

“Particle cannon fire!” Matthias ordered. “Point defenses ready!”

Weaver sported a pair of light particle cannons on turret blisters mounted dorsally and ventrally from her bulbous hull. These went to work instantly, slashing the void with torrents of azure hell. A beam caught an attacker squarely, smearing it from existence with hardly a blaze of short-lived slag. But that proved to be luck as the remaining foes scattered and the unwieldly heavy guns, designed for ship-to-ship confrontation, hosed vainly after them.

Matthias grinded his teeth at the swimming holograms, clenched till the molars ached as a new shudder went through his ship. Cyan packets sprayed out from Weaver, now, joining the particle cannon blades as the shorter-ranged plasma blasters joined the fight. A storm of these found one of the enemies and burst it like an insect struck by a swatter. Another spun apart at several hits from behind as one of the Biters caught up to it and chewed it to white-hot slivers.

But they were still coming.

Sweat soaked the lining of Matthias’ collar, weighted down his black uniform tunic. Weaver just wasn’t up to this. The Host-class Auxiliary Carriers had been a half-baked concept to begin with; an experiment with supplementing fleet firepower with longer-ranged, independent attack shuttles. When the idea proved unsatisfactory, they’d been converted to colony ships, half their shuttle bays stripped out for passenger and cargo space and the remaining fighting potential assumed as colony protection.

Incomplete for either job, really.

And that was becoming mortally obvious now as the attackers swept through the hailstorm of fire and released jolts of yellow-white energy. Weaver jolted to one-two-three hits successively. The crash of the third went on and on.

Matthias clung to his seat as the deck quivered beneath him. “Damage report!”

“Starboard shields blown out!” Greiser hollered back over the din. “Overload damage to the Number Two gun. Secondary explosion! It’s finished!”

“Got a read on one of them, this time!” the kid at Systems cried.

Matthias’ gaze went to a globular hologram forming in the upper-lefthand quadrant of the main screen. It showed a blurry image of one of their assailants, speeding by, then freezing. The bridge computer refined the image to reveal a bulbous fuselage opening at its bow with a glowing orifice and a pair of engine modules nearly the size of the main hull perched cumbersomely on its back.

They didn’t look fast; they didn’t look like much. But Viktor Matthias’ blood ran like ice water.

“Spawn,” he groaned in recognition. Even though he’d known it from the Mistress’ telepathic suggestion, confirmation sank into his gut like a dagger-thrust. We are doomed.

“They’re going after the Nester!” Greiser cried from behind him.

Fingers of despair worked their way between Matthias’ ribs as he watched the wave of Spawn sweep past Weaver to attack one of her consort ships. The Nester was an armed freighter; one of two that had accompanied Weaver out the Thulia, bringing colonists and their supplies.

She was built for hauling, not war, a fact demonstrated as her single plasma blaster turret flailed vainly at the oncoming Spawn. The insect-like attackers evaded with contemptuous ease and swept in close. Matthias winced, having already seen what came next. The orifice in the bow of one of them pulsed, belching a streak of searing ejecta that splashed across Nester’s rudimentary shields. These dazzled at the impact, then flared as the other Spawn unleashed their stings—then went blinding as the storm overwhelmed the deflectors and feasted upon durasteel hull.

Matthias flinched away from the main screen, even though the hologram automatically dimmed the glare of the exploding vessel to protect his vision. Shockwave rattled the deck plates beneath him. Cries of horror filled his bridge. Brother-Captain Zeigler on Nester had been a friend and his crew as dedicated to spreading the Word of God and the Mistresses as anyone aboard Weaver.

“Brother-Commandant!” Greiser exclaimed. “Look!”

The XO’s voice held a shred of hope amidst the horror and Matthias did, spinning back to the fore. And he saw what drew Greiser’s attention instantly. The still-expanding, still-cooling cloud of gases and debris had devoured a thousand kilometers of space in its thermonuclear fury—including every Spawn that had been closing in for the kill.

In their murderous zeal, they’d cost themselves their numerical advantage.

Get them! The Mistress on the surface of Thulia demanded with hot, sick, frantic pulses of telepathy. Get them all, Matthiaaassss!

“All shuttles,” Matthias ordered, turning toward the Operations station and the officer charged with coordinating them, “fall back to the high orbits! Consolidate around Weaver!”

“Aye sir!”

Weaver rattled as a fresh attack savaged her shields. A pair of Spawn streaked by to port, survivors of the attack on Nester and one of them obviously damaged. Weaver’s plasma blasters caught this one in a crossfire of cyan cross-hatching, shattering it in a fan of fiery debris that continued to glow as they sprinkled Thulia’s atmosphere.

But the survivor sped out into open space, finding its kindred beyond the extreme range of the Golgothan defenders’ guns. They bunched together, churning like a cloud of stirred gnats. They hadn’t given up. In fact, they seemed determined for another rush.

And that was their nature, of course. Matthias remembered the lectures provided his Youth Cohort with surprising clarity, detailing all the hazards in space left after the Old Kings’ star-spanning empire had collapsed. The Kings had delighted in all manner of experimentation, creating entire races, simply for the sadistic pleasure of having new subjects to torment. Among those, the Spawn, cybernetic beasts of endless fecundity and endless hunger. Maybe the Kings had meant them as legions, but if they had, they’d lost control of them quickly.

“Ready another missile spread,” Matthias ordered. “Systems, long-range scanning. Do we see any more of them coming?”

The youth at the Systems station eyed his instruments for a long moment before turning to face Matthias with a grim expression. “Nothing in the vicinity. But, sir, I’m picking up numerous tachyon emissions beyond the rim of the system. It’s indeterminate, but I’d guess it’s more of them, drawn this way.”

Matthias nodded without comment. Nothing he could do about it now. The swarm already here was on the move.

The surviving Spawn rushed as one for Thulia. They attempted no subtlety, this time, coming on in a mad rush. Weaver’s remaining particle cannon sent its beam lancing through the heart of their formation, instantly blow-torching two from the void, then waving through the rest to sear another. Plasma blasts joined it as the Spawn closed. Orange-yellow globes of dying ships swelled against the dark and multiplied.

“Missiles, fire!” Matthias ordered, felt the ship quivering with their launch before he even finished speaking. “Shuttles forward, now! Break them up!”

Weaver’s missile salvo streaked out to meet the swarm. Where the punishment of energy weapons hadn’t broken their formation, the tendrils of inbound missile trails finally did, triggering a convulsion among the Spawn. They splintered, pieces veering off, scattering as the missiles pursued. The nimble ships evaded easily while kindred brought their blasters to bear, picking off the warheads.

But the break-up left groups vulnerable as the Biters swept in. More Spawn died, having just escaping the missiles to find attack shuttles on top of them. Melee spilled towards Weaver, became anarchy, every ship for themselves.

“Watch our fire!” Matthias called out. “Friendlies in there!”

But the Tactical officer knew that. All the crew knew their jobs, working them in the tense hum of the bridge with holographic light shining off perspiring faces. Matthias would have been proud of them, were he not fiercely-focused. And terrified.

That terror reached a thought-blanking intensity as one of the Spawn broke through the fighting and slashed towards Weaver. The carrier’s blaster fire converged on it instantly, turning it into embers spalling into nothingness. But it had been the first crack in the dam and now the rest of the flood was breaking through; a dozen more Spawn sweeping through the dissipating fireball of the first.

Matthias could almost admire the machines. Unlike Golgotha’s many other enemies—the dog-like Grak, the methane-breathing Ree, the effete Sanctuarians—the Spawn were utterly single-minded. They didn’t have a cause or a God; they had a program: kill, feed, and reproduce. Nothing more. It was pure. It was fascinatingly repulsive.

It was about to overwhelm Weaver.

A Spawn trailing sparks of damage broke through the storm of point-defense fire, was coming on like a comet. Matthias gripped the armrests of his chair, knew that no command, no reaction would do now. There was only the momentary wait for impact.

Weaver shuddered; but she did not buck from a hit.

“Where?” Matthias demanded.

But he could already see. The Spawn had ripped past Weaver to port, diving straight down. Diving for Thulia.

God and the Second Coming! Matthias’ eyes widened in fright as the inward curse became a realization. Mistress, he thought to his alien demigoddess. They’re coming!

A spear of blue-white fire stabbed up from the surface of the planet, impaling the diving Spawn. Little remained of it to burn up in the stratosphere. But its kin surged down after, dodging the ground-based particle beam, firing in response. Streaks of coherent energy that had pummeled Weaver’s shields now splattered across the anti-orbital deflectors of the main colony, itself. And the Spawn plunged after them.

“Tactical!” Matthias snapped. “Bring all weapons to bear, covering the surface!

“Already shifting fire, sir!”

And Matthias could see it was already too late. Weaver’s plasma bolts chased the Spawn down in trails of fire, claiming one with every shot. But there were so many. He’d thought they were coming for the ships; but the planet was the target now.

“Comms!” he bellowed. “Patch me through to the surface!”

“You’re on, Brother-Commandant!”

“Thulia One Defense!” Matthias called. “Re-route all power to your shields! Don’t waste time on the guns!”

Despite the orders, particle beams, now joined by conventional bursts of flak, continued to savage the skies of Thulia. Spawn died, continuing their plummet towards the surface as blazing wreckage. The closest of these struck the colony’s shields, flashing apart in explosions whose shockwaves would carry a sizable fraction of the damage of a direct hit, so fast were the debris hitting. A second, nearly-intact machine crashed into the energetic dome of the shields and a fireball bloomed, obscuring the colony for a glaring handful of seconds.

Matthiaaaaas, the Mistress screeched in his head, stop them! STOP. THEM!!!

“Thulia One,” Matthias pleaded. “Reinforce your overheads! Thulia One, respo—”

A flash bit the center of his vision before the hologram could dim it. He turned away, blinking the afterimage. Groans escaped the crew as he turned back to look. His guts crumpled within him, became a porridge of cooling horror.

A thumb of pure fire jutted skyward from the center of the colony, kept rising. Fire-doughnuts of churned debris rippled out from the blast. A ring of instantly compressed vapor pushed a hole out through the upper atmosphere as the cap of the titanic mushroom cloud clawed for it.

“Thulia...” Matthias whispered hoarsely, before cutting himself off. Mistress?

No answer. He felt nothing, saw nothing in his mind’s eye, heard no voice of the Divine in his skull. More, emptiness occupied the space where She’d been, howling for him seconds ago. Emptiness like a bottomless pit...emptiness like death.

A goddess’ death.

Unthinkable.

The Spawn had killed the Mistress.

***
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CAPTAIN DATH RAKER stepped out of the turbolift and onto the bridge of the Republic battlecruiser Tenacity smiling, as he had every day since he’d gotten her back. The steady hum of business from the crew was as familiar as his own pulse. The glow of the main screen, showing the streaks of phosphorescence as light bent around the ship, warmed him like a fireplace in a den.

This was home. And he’d fought hard as hell to keep it.

“Good morning, Captain!”

Dath’s smile slipped slightly at the overly-cheery voice, despite his best effort. That wasn’t fair, of course; it wasn’t the speaker’s fault that amongst the old and familiar, she was jarringly new.

“And to you, Commander Sharma. Status?”

Commander Indu Sharma was a trim, tiny woman whose smile shined out from a creamy brown face as she stood from the command chair and faced him. “An hour into the second watch, sir, and nothing amiss. Hypernaught Void Drives running at Speed Six, as ordered. Scanners are clear. It’s a lovely morning for a cruise, sir!”

A small sound from the left of the pentagonal chamber pricked Dath’s ear, might have been the tiniest snicker. Glancing that way, he noted the glance from Lieutenant Alvarez at the Tactical station, and the smirk. Similar looks passed among the others on the bridge. It appeared the new Executive Officer’s cheer grated on the crew’s nerves, as well.

And the Commander noticed, Dath saw, catching a flutter of hurt across her smooth, narrow face. “Thank you, Sharma,” he hurried to say and stepped for the command chair. “I agree. Perfect morning.”

She stepped aside and let him take the seat, withdrawing to the Auxiliary station at the aft wall of the compartment. Dath settled into his chair with an overindulgent groan, savoring the feel. He scanned the bridge again, its occupants; Clemens at Communications to his immediate left; reliable Alvarez at Tactical, slightly forward of her; Regal at Operations, forward right; and Yi, sitting a watch at Systems, directly starboard.

“Ensign Yi,” Dath called to the last of these. “Where exactly are we?”

The young woman typed a quick command into her console and a globular hologram sprang up on the main screen, partially obscuring the ever-shifting stars. Within the hologram a star map showed the breadth of space claimed by the Republic of Sanctuary, fully one fifth of a galactic arm.

Of course, it had once claimed more, and was struggling to hold on to what it still had now.

Feeling his grin fade at the thoughts, Dath banished them and found the blue icon of Tenacity on the map. “Lower Strata, Galactic Southwest sector,” he murmured. “Not much out here, at all.”

“That was the idea, wasn’t it, sir?” Sharma spoke up from behind him. “A quiet corner for a shakedown flight?”

“Indeed, Commander,” Dath replied. “But, gah, it’s not much excitement.”

It had been nearly four months of tests and adjustments and more tests. Checking the new engine and synchronizing it to the two existing ones, checking the repairs to Tenacity after the fight over Conclave, endless diagnostics run on power systems, endless drills to weld old crew to new members. It was necessary, hard, dull work.

And all the while, not so many parsecs away, the war ground on.

Feeling a surge of restlessness, Dath called down to the single station in the pit before the dais of his command chair. “Zovga?”

The being at the Helm station pivoted in his seat. Almost too large for his post, the craggy, boulder-shouldered Korthan smiled up at Dath. Of course, his kind almost always appeared to be smiling, huge fangs gleaming from a reptilian maw. “Aye, sir?”

“I’m permitted some latitude as to where we take the Old Wolf,” Dath said. “Set course for the Upper Strata, Galactic West. Maximum Voids.”

The Korthan’s full spread of fangs was definitely a smile. “Aye, sir.”

Dath leaned back in his seat as Tenacity audibly shifted around them. Inertial compensators kept the ship’s unimaginable speeds from turning its occupants to a pulpy stew as it accelerated, but a sense of the physics was still clear in the momentary heaviness of his bones.

“Sir,” Sharma spoke softly at his ear, having stepped up to his side, “that course will put us much closer to the active sectors.”

“Will it?” Dath replied with mock-surprise. But Sharma’s expression held seriousness, not play, and he relented. “It’s within our assigned range, Commander. It’s fine.”

“Yes sir,” she answered with a vague note of disapproval.

Dath sighed inwardly, surprised himself by missing Scott Varley, his old XO, who’d never been even close to a rules-follower.  But some things, many things had changed. Even Tenacity wasn’t the same ship, anymore. None of her engines were the originals and probably a third of the old Fenris-class hull had had to be rebuilt after Conclave.

They were all getting used to the new.

“We’ll stay out of trouble, Commander,” Dath told Sharma gently. “We’re just giving the Old Wolf a workout.”

“It’s just that—”

A blat from the Communications station cut off whatever protest Sharma had been about to voice. Dath looked over at Clemens. The tan, blonde officer was listening to her headset with brows crinkled. “Long-range transmission, sir,” she announced, and listened a little longer. “Fleet encrypted!” She turned her seat to face him. “Admiral Gunderson, for you, sir.”

Dath stiffened with dueling currents of excitement and annoyance. Gunderson commanded what remained of the Artares Sector defenses, was nominally Dath’s boss—and not a good one. But word from Gunderson might mean an assignment. It might mean getting back into the fight.

“I’ll take that in my ready room,” Dath said, rising from his chair. “Commander Sharma, the bridge is yours!”

He didn’t wait for her response, striding right and aft for the hatch in that corner. It slid aside to permit him entrance to the small office beyond and its view slit of Tenacity’s starboard Void Drive, filling it with the soft blue glow of Cherenkov radiation. He sidled into the cramped corner behind the desk and sat, touched a tabletop control.

“I’m ready, Clemens.”

A globular materialized over his desk. Within it a trim, patrician-featured man of blue-gray eyes and close-cropped hair, now more gray than blonde, glowered out. Dick Gunderson never seemed to smile, only frown less.

“Captain Raker.”

“Admiral!” Dath forced out with enthusiasm he absolutely did not feel. “Good to see you again!”

Gunderson’s expression curved a little in acknowledgement of Dath’s effort; neither could stand each other and this was work for both. “How is Tenacity?”

“Chomping at the bit, sir,” Dath replied. “We all are.” He set his elbows on the desktop and leaned forward expectantly. “I presume you have orders for us?”

“I do, though probably—definitely—not what you’d expect.”

“Sir?”

“I’m transmitting you a briefing packet now,” Gunderson went on, “but I’ll summarize.” A second globular blossomed beside the first, showed a regional map, projected from the Admiral to Dath. The view in it swept out to the far fringe of the galactic arm and a single light-mote pulsed. “This is Thulia, out past Galactic West, in the Periphery.”

Dath read from the text box that appeared beside the icon and grunted. “Golgothan colony. That’s unclaimed space, out there.”

“The Golgos had been planting a number of colonies beyond the frontiers, just before the war,” Gunderson said. “We didn’t object because we didn’t see it for the aggression it was, at the time. Thulia is at the extreme edge of the Star Empire’s logistical ability to supply and support. They are truly on their own.”

“I can see that.” The corners of Dath’s lips turned down as a creeping suspicion filled his mind. “But why do we care? The war’s a thousand light years from there.”

“We’re receiving a distress signal from them.”

Dath blinked. “We’re receiving it?” he asked incredulously. “Not intercepting it?”

“It’s broadcasting out in the open,” Gunderson replied, “general distress to any recipients. They’re breaking their normal protocols, calling for any and all help.”

Dath snorted. “Their Mistresses won’t be pleased about that.”

The Star Empire of Golgotha had been formed when a radical religious cult crash-landed on the planet and found themselves cooperating with the telepathic over-sized arachnids dwelling there; the Arathra. Of course, cooperating might be a euphemism. It had never been clear to the Republic who ruled who; the Golgothan humans worshipped the Arathra—the Mistresses—like goddesses, but the Arathra lacked the technological means on their own to spread beyond their world. Was it slavery? Symbiosis?

“I couldn’t begin to guess at the motivations of the Arathra and wouldn’t want to.” Gunderson shuddered in the hologram. “What I do know is that Thulia is under attack.”

“It’s lawless out there.” Dath shrugged contemptuously. “And again, sir, why do we care?”

“We probably wouldn’t” Gunderson paused, seemed to be considered whether or not to go on “except for the nature of their attackers.”

“Pirates?” Dath’s nerves prickled at the odd note in the Admiral’s voice. “Some new species?”

“Not new.” Gunderson’s jaw worked. “They’ve identified them as the Spawn.”

Cold dread bloomed at the center of Dath’s chest, congealed into a weight even the thump of his heart couldn’t move. Chilly sweat beaded across his scalp and his hand darted there to wipe it away, but paused. Fingertips encountered the ridge of scar tissue running from his bare crown to his right eye and through that to the cheekbone. He remembered his own screams at the fire and shrapnel that had left that. He remembered going insane with pain and fear.

He remembered who—what—was responsible.

“How?” he demanded through bared teeth, and lowered his hand to clench it in a fist. “We destroyed them all at Savoy.”

“Fleet Intelligence always worried there would be more,” Gunderson said hesitantly. “Like a lot of the Old Kings’ leftovers, there was always the chance of other caches, scattered across their former domains. And now it appears this Thulia colony has found one.”

“They’ll eat that planet.” Dath heard the shake in his voice.

“And everyone on it, yes.”

But Dath was seeing another place, another time, and waves of mechanical horrors spiling from the void, enveloping Republic starships, swarming his own; Fenris, poor, doomed Fenris. The terror of those days, long ago, remained upon his mind and soul, as much a scar as the one on his face. And the dread balling behind his sternum tightened.

“They’re Golgos,” he muttered. “Gah, let ‘em burn!”

“Dath, I understand that this could be a little personal—”

“You’re sending us!” he exclaimed in sudden realization. The dread-ball pinched to an icepick point of pain. “You’re sending me.”

“Tenacity is the closest, most available ship.”

“One ship!”

“We’re summoning more,” Gunderson said hurriedly. “But it’ll take time to get them there. And we can’t be seen weakening the front lines.” He leaned back in his seat, must have been in the ready room of his own flagship, the Union-class dreadnought, Archon. “We’ve got breathing room for the first time in almost year,” he went on. “The Golgothans have exhausted themselves with their repeated attacks. The balance might be shifting back to us, at last.”

The war against Golgotha was entering its third year and the previous two had been bitter, indeed. The Star Empire’s initial blitz had taken the rest of the galactic arm by surprise, gobbling up swaths of systems from their neighbors. The Ree clung to only their core home systems, and those by a thread. The Grak had bled themselves nearly white with reckless counterattacks. The Morvena, divided by internal pressures, were staying neutral.

And the Republic remained locked in costly, grinding stalemate.

No one wanted to give up on lost worlds. No one wanted to be the first to blink. But no one knew how to reset the table after Golgotha had upended it.

“And you’re ordering me to go and save a Golgothan colony,” Dath growled, couldn’t help the rage boiling up into his voice. “Is that right?”

“You’re going out there to contain an incursion by the Spawn,” Gunderson answered with a cool snap to his words. He stiffened in his seat and glowered icily through the hologram. “Your experience with them makes you the perfect leader for this fight. Wipe them out, Dath. Don’t let them land and start reproducing. We can’t have that infection spreading anywhere in the galaxy again.”

“Even if it weakens Golgotha?”

“You know it won’t stay confined to them if we leave it be.”

“What I know,” Dath grated, “is that I’m going to have to explain to my crew that we’re running out to the Periphery to defend our worst enemies, while those same enemies are trying to beat down our door, elsewhere.” He folded his arms, knew he must look petulant, but didn’t care. “How am I supposed to sell that, Dick?”

“Sell that as their orders,” Gunderson told him without inflection. He leaned forward in the hologram. “Your orders, Captain.”

Dath flinched, remembering himself, that he was a captain in the Republic of Sanctuary Fleet. And he’d already been in a hell of a lot of trouble, as it was. Retaining command of Tenacity had been nothing short of a miracle, aided by no small measure of luck.

“Aye, sir. We’ll be under way shortly.”

He wondered if that luck had just run out.

***
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YLURA AVAL SAT CROSS-legged in her quarters, facing the miniature Globe of Infinity altar that was her constant reminder of her non-human, Morvenan heritage. But she didn’t see it, not really. And she didn’t feel the floor beneath her, nor the air in her lungs.

She felt Beyond.

Crafted—bred—by the Old Kings, the Morvena were meant as telepathic playthings respondent to their masters’ every twisted command or desire. But they’d become masters of that mastery, turning their minds and souls into shields and swords. They’d thrown off the yoke of the dominators, the toys rebelling against the homicidal children, and become the masters of themselves. They’d done this through Shala, the Five Circles of mystical discipline that empowered and saved their race.

The First Circle, almost every Morvenan knew. They learned it almost as early as they learned to speak, and it quicky superseded that crude ability. The First was communication and connection. It was also manners and privacy and character. It was mind-to-mind and could be as intimate as any physical connection. It could also block and hurt.

The Second was the beginnings of power, and most Morvena either lacked the ability or the desire to embrace it. Those who did usually entered the tutelage of a Master, either privately or through the Shala Order, the quasi-religious sect of Morvena. The Second brought the rudiments of telekinesis, of psychic defense, and of broader, mind-altering abilities.

Until the last six months, Ylura had only ever bumbled about in the Second.

The Third was offense and attack and domination. Shala discipline deliberately withheld its secrets until the Adept was more experienced. Mastery of the Third meant the ability to alter matter, to change states, to fling lighting and fire and more—to pierce directly into another’s mind and control it.

The Fourth was terror, a place where all minds were open and the universe unvarnished in its sheer psychic vastness. Ylura’s late cousin, poor, troubled Tahna, left buried and at peace—hopefully—on Zadomir, had perhaps touched the Fourth. And it had destroyed her.

And the Fifth Circle...?

Who could say? None currently lived who truly knew its secrets. Lore held that the founders of Shala had pierced it and it was with its powers that they led the Morvena to freedom from the Old Kings. To do so, they must have been able to reach a place beyond time and space. Distance would have been meaningless to them.

Only connection.

In the last six months, Ylura had begun to feel connection on a scale she’d never before imagined. She wasn’t sure exactly how it’d happened; something about the strain of searching for Tenacity when she’d been hijacked during the Katal Conspiracy—and, if she was being honest, searching for Dath—had awakened something in her Morvenan half. And that something felt the space between the stars.

Light. Darkness. Life...

...death.

Memory infiltrated her meditation this day. And with it came horror. She saw a star field aflame with plasma-spouting ships. She saw another one, beleaguered, besieged, and burning. The former swarmed about the later, diving in as its deflector shields died in a gutter of sparks. The attacking ships became insectoid forms, metallic legs extended as they collided with the larger vessels and gripped.

And began to tear—tearing their way through durasteel, though bleeding atmosphere and fire and screams. Tearing flesh and blood.

Ylura’s eyes popped open. She was back in her quarters with the silent altar before her. She wasn’t sure if the screams had been her own.

The door to her quarters chimed and her bones nearly jumped out of her skin.

With a groan, she unfolded her legs and peeled herself from the floor. Athletic tank top and tights weren’t exactly regulation for a visitor, but she suddenly didn’t care. “Come in.”

The door slid back with a force field hiss and Dath stepped in. Of course, it was him. Seemed like it was always him, these days. He proceeded only far enough inside to let the door close and leaned against the wall, folding his arm and frowning with a hint of concern.

“Hey. You alright? You look tired.”

She chortled in mock-hurt. “I could say the same of you.”

The jab had been meant to be playful, but his grin in response came slowly. “I’m always tired, anymore.” He shrugged. “Getting old, I suppose.”

“Ha. Dath Raker never ages.”

Ylura stooped to pick up a towel left on a chair and wiped her face clear of the sheen of sweat that had inexplicable settled across it. When her eyes pressed closed, she still saw him, saw his aura. Normally the vibrant blue of a late-morning sky on Sanctuary, tendrils of darkness encroached upon it like an oncoming thunderstorm. She lowered the towel to look at him again.

“But something does weigh upon you.”

His grin acquired a twist of mischief. “What did I tell you about snooping around my mind?”

“I’m not,” she replied—too fast. She hadn’t, not really. Auras were the psychic faces of all conscious beings. “I promised you. It’s under control.” She stiffened and met his stare. “I won’t slip like I did again.”

The break had occurred during the Conspiracy. Desperate to locate Dath across the parsecs, she’d driven herself to a new place—the Fourth Circle...the Fifth? But she’d also driven herself into his soul—without his permission. Violation on level she wasn’t sure Dath, himself, even fully realized.

But he was chuckling, waving a hand disarmingly in the air before him. “I believe you. I didn’t mean anything by it.” He pushed off from the wall and stepped further into her chamber. “I have always wondered, though...what is it like for Morvenans?” The darkness retreated from his aura, the blue flaring as his voice went slightly bashful, a tentativeness Ylura wasn’t used to hearing there. “To connect that way, I mean?”

“Mutually?” Ylura asked, turning fully to him, letting him closer.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “Mind-to-mind.”

A hoarseness entered his voice, even as his aura reached an almost painful brightness. Ylura knew she could just bask in it. She knew it was dangerous, too. He was her captain. And they’d made a terrible mess of one another before. But for months, they’d been nibbling at the edges of this...whatever it was. 

Masking all that with an incredulous smile, she asked. “Is this a request?”

Perhaps picking up on their mutual peril, he paused, then chuckled to himself. “I don’t know...maybe.”

“Well,” she replied primly, “as you are quite aware, Captain, I am only half-Morvenan. So, I can’t speak for how the pure-blooded experience it.” She retreated to a wall peg and retrieved a jacket, suddenly needed to have something over her bare shoulders. “And, of course, all Morvenans are telepathic, so they have their own shields and willpowers as masks” she arched her eyebrows ironically at Dath “in every way how humans simply remain silent, rather than speak their minds.”

Dath grunted good-naturedly. “I...think you’re talking about someone specific.”

She shrugged. “Maybe a couple some ones.”

“But you have felt it,” he pressed, “with your mother, your uncle, your family when you were gone all that time on Morvena Prime?”

“Of course.”

“And?”

She looked right at him—not at his aura, but at his scarred, ugly-handsome face that she’d been seeing in her mind as much as in the passageways of the ship. “It’s like knowing you are never alone.”

He drew in a long breath. “That could be nice.”

“It is.”

“And how do you think it would work between non-Morvenans?” He took a step closer, guardedly, but without fear. “Say, a human and a half-Morvenan?”

And this was more than he’d dared, to this point. She would’ve been lying to herself that she didn’t want him to. Even though she was Lieutenant Ylura Aval, Systems officer of Tenacity, and Captain Raker’s subordinate. But something else, something beyond the power imbalance between them, tweaked her senses. This felt real, sure, but rushed, as well.

“I think the human is holding something back.”

He froze where he was. His aura dimmed as the tendrils of dark began creeping across it once more. Ylura hated it—hated that she’d done it. But that darkness had been there when he came in; it had brought him here in the first place, not just her.

“I am,” he said grudgingly. “Shakedown cruise is over. We’ve received orders.”

“Oh?”

“We’re heading out to the ass-end of nowhere, as usual.” He worked his jaw, seemed to be hesitant to tell all. “There’s been an attack.”

Cold, machine death tore through her mind once more and she realized that it wasn’t just memories; she had been feeling—

“The Spawn.”

Dath flinched. “You sensed them?” His eyes narrowed. “In me?”

“No.” She waved off his suspicion and put a hand to her brow. “It’s...vague. You can’t sense the Spawn any more than you can sense the aura of a blaster. They’re machines—weapons. You can sense the fear of people when a blaster goes off nearby.” She met his stare again. “In the same way, the terror of the Spawn ripples out from them, across minds and souls.”

“They’re all the way out at Thulia,” Dath said. He shook his head in wonderment. “You can feel that far?”

“I told you before, Dath. I’ve changed.” She swallowed back the knot of dread tightening at the base of her throat. “I am changing.”

She hated the way he stiffened, withdrew, was even a little afraid. “Well, I thought you should hear it from me, first,” he said quietly, then cleared his throat. It was with his captain’s-voice that he continued. “We’re going out there to stop them.”

Ylura stared at him in silence a long moment. “Another Fenris-class battlecruiser against the Spawn.”

He nodded grimly. “I’m trying not to see it as an omen.”

Hard not to. Tenacity wasn’t just another Fenris-class; she was the last of the ill-fated sisterhood. One, the Tigress, had vanished without a trace, without so much as a final squawk of communications across the tachyon-waves. And the other, the namesake of the class, aboard which both of them had served—

“We won the last time,” Ylura said, rather than think too hard on it. “Fenris defeated them.”

Dath’s good eye, the one not ruined in that ship’s last stand, quivered. “And was destroyed, herself.”

“But we survived.” She stepped across her quarters and felt no guilt in setting her hand comfortingly upon his chest. “You and I. And we’re here, again.” She patted him. “That must mean something, yes?”

He rumbled with a dubious laugh. “Means the Universe has a damned sick sense of humor. Gah!”

“Hey, it will be different this time.” She patted him again. “We’re different.” She smiled up into his eyes, natural hazel and holographic blue. She saw the scars. But she saw her oldest friend, too—maybe something more.

At last.

“And there’s no ship in the galaxy like Tenacity.”
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Chapter 2
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Lieutenant Khiry Jaxan crept down a darkened corridor running between storage compartments in the belly of Tenacity. A skitter from the ceiling brought her to a halt, clenching her blaster rifle close. She panned its site upwards, eyeing the grated plates above her, watching for shifts of shadow.

“They’ve gotten into the maintenance chutes,” she growled, both into her helmet microphone, as well as to the Security team following her.

“Place is infested,” Petty Officer Ghath hissed from behind her.

Jaxan looked over her shoulder at the Korthan. His battle armor almost looked too small on his massive reptilian frame, but the blaster in his clawed fists could have been placed there at birth. Her senior Security NCO, ferociously-grinning Ghath was as deadly as the lizards his kind must have descended from.

“They might be behind us,” she whispered to him. “Might have slipped overhead.” She blinked her left eye to cue up her mastoid-implanted augmentation and its communications package. “Bartosz,” she called across the Security channel, “deploy drones into the inter-deck access chutes. Think they’ve been infiltrated.”

“You got it, LT,” the Security tough replied in her squeaky, almost child-like voice.

Jaxan scowled a little at the informality, but let it go. After Ghath, Bartosz—a tiny, but surprisingly tough woman, specializing in battle-remotes and heavy weapons—was one of her best people. There’d been a lot more, once—old hands she’d trusted her life to. But it had been a long war.

And now the survivors were stuck with kids—babies.

Jaxan looked these over now. Six smooth-faced newbies trailed Ghath, interspersed with Second-Class Mulbury, who had experience, but was a recent transfer from the Hammer, and Midas, older than any of them and just dim enough to be marooned at Third-Class for life. A motley and mismatched party to be taking into a fight, for sure.

Another scuttling echoed tinnily through the hall and all of them tensed. Ghath met her gaze with his slit-pupiled stare and pointed a sharp-nailed finger to the ceiling, then traced it back the way they’d come. Jaxan nodded at his meaning—definitely behind us—and gestured to Midas to take two of the new recruits back to the previous intersection.

Watching them creep away, Jaxan thought of Dad, as she often did under stress. Darius Jaxan had been first a cop, and then a PI on the streets of South Solace, one of the meanest neighborhoods in the capital city of the Republic—as well as their home. That she’d somewhat followed his example, first into the Drop Corps, then the Academy, and finally Fleet Security, was little shock.

And in moments like these, she could almost feel him at her shoulder, like they were breaking up some festering gamestim den together.

Easy now, girl. Jumping now is only going to get you jumped.

Jaxan started forward again, blaster panning between the ceiling and the corridor ahead. The infiltration had to have started somewhere. They needed to get to the source. Blinking her eye again brought up a ship’s layout map in the lower left-hand corner of her vision, projected there by her augmentations. It showed the blue icons of her teams moving through the labyrinth of Tenacity’s U Deck.

“Intersection ahead,” she whispered into her communicator. “Then left.”

“You think they’re in Provisions Storage?” Ghath asked.

“Mm-hmm,” she replied as they neared the crossways. “Building a big, fat nest back there and sending their brood out from—”

The ceiling crashed open just above and behind the point Jaxan had just passed. She spun to see horror spilling out of the sprung hatch; a spidery, chitinous mass of fangs and eyes. The thing—the Arathran drone—landed squarely upon Mulbury, who screeched and discharged his blaster wildly into the floor, then the ceiling as he squirmed to get the cat-sized, biting thing off.

More blasters fired, maniacally, and not all of them in the hallway with them. In the corner display of Jaxan’s vision, the map was replaced by views from the rest of the team, fighting as Arathra erupted from every corner. Ambush! They’re all over us! Got suckered in too far!

Motion filled the corridor ahead. Spinning that way, Jaxan raised her blaster only to find the passage boiling with dozens of Arathra, coming on in a scuttling, chittering tide. She opened fired without thought, blasting the nearest into fiery, slimy shred. Her second shot caught another directly between its glittering rows of eyes. But she knew she had neither the time nor the space to get them all before—

A cyan jolt hit her from behind. The feeling left her limbs, which were even then drooping to the floor, blaster clattering from nerveless fingers. She struck the deck with a thump, landing on her side. The posture gave her a view of her team struggling against attackers, at the newbies blasting away insanely, hitting Arathra, but also hitting each other, dropping Ghath as he tried to pry one of the beasts off Mulbury.

Jaxan grimaced as the wave of attackers clamored over her. One of the hideously-detailed apparitions mounted her chest, its pedipalps twitching in alien glee, its fangs wet and gleaming. It was so damned real—she knew from experience.

And it was over.

“Shit!” she squawked. “Control, end simulation!”

The AI complied instantly, the “Arathra” overrunning them suddenly blurring and disappearing in flares of holographic static. At the same time, feeling returned to her limbs and she was able to sit up, groaning, cursing.

“Which one of you idiots shot me?”

“S-s-sorry, Lieutenant...” That was Pulisic, one of the newbies—of course, it was. “I...I just...”

“Shut up,” Ghath cut him off, rising awkwardly from where the simulation blast had dropped him, stunned like Jaxan. He met Jaxan’s gaze ruefully. “Got some work to do, still.”

“You think?”

On Jaxan’s holo-display, she could see the other teams untangling themselves from the simulated disaster they’d all bumbled into. Swearing and argument filled the tactical network. It echoed oddly in the hallway around her.

“Barty?” she called into her mic. “Where were those damned remotes?”

“I was still deploying when the beasties jumped us,” the woman replied, ringing painfully in her mastoid implant. “Maybe send them out sooner, next time?”

“Yeah,” Jaxan admitted irritably, “that was my call. Mistake.” She turned to glower at the mess of recruits and veterans who should have done better. “But the rest of this debacle is on us all!” Her voice rose to a hoarse, haranguing note. “Check your damned fire! Watch your damned angles! Do you think those things aren’t sneaky enough to pull this off?” She pointed at the sprung hatch in the ceiling. “In the real thing, they move even faster!”

“Maybe we should’ve gone in slower, this time?” Ghath suggested.

“Maybe we won’t have the luxury of taking it easy, when it really happens,” she snarled back, ignored the furious, hurt blaze of the Korthan’s eyes. Unwilling to have it out with the Petty Officer in front of others, she glowered at the rest. “Intruders get aboard ships, people! Boarding actions happen! Fleet Security’s not just about breaking up fights among the crew or rousting out missing shore-leave parties!”

Sullen silence answered her. It pissed her off even more.

“This is Tenacity,” she barked, “the best damned ship in the whole damned Sanctuarian Fleet!” She jabbed a finger at the team. “Get your heads out of your asses!” Meeting Ghath’s snake-stare once more, she grated: “Let’s run it again.”

Groans erupted from the others and it was hard to tell if the Korthan Petty Officer’s baring of fangs was fury or resignation.

“Again!” she repeated. “I’ll clear it with the bridge. We’ll run it again, on T Deck, this time.”

“The Arathra simulation again?” Ghath asked.

“Yep.”

“Maybe we ought to try a—”

“Again!”

The Korthan stiffened and held her stare for a defiantly long instant. Turning, he gestured to the others. Mulbury took charge, corralling the others back the way they’d come in a rumble of discontent.

“Bartosz,” Jaxan said into her mic, “reconvene near the main turbolift shaft on T. We’re going to play through the compromised weapons cache scenario.”

“Aye, ma’am,” came the weary response.

Jaxan noticed that Ghath was still standing nearby, arms folded and cradling his blaster rifle casually. Nothing about his stare or his expression was casual, though.

“Something on your mind, Petty Officer?”

His fangs shifted with the movement of his jaw. “Permission to speak freely?”

Jaxan steeled herself for the confrontation. “Go ahead.”

“You’re running them awfully ragged, Lieutenant,” he rumbled. “Regular drills, regular briefings, constant PT in elevated gravity environments...”

“You want to take this pack of greenhorns into a fight, the way they are, Ghath?” she retorted.

“They’d do fine,” he replied coolly. “You’ve made sure of it. This mess today was just fatigue. They’re wrung-out!”

Jaxan snorted. “Didn’t know Korthans were for coddling their young.”

A ripple went under the scales of Ghath’s face and his eyes shined like the last thing a foe saw before he ripped out their throat. “They’re not,” he replied quietly. “A hatchling learns to creep, or they die.” He took a step closer to her. “But these toughs are already well past that. It’s a good team, Lieutenant.”

“Good’s not good enough,” she snapped. “You know that.”

The Korthan worked his jaw again, visibly seemed to consider his next words. “What I know is that they’re not the only ones pushing past their limits.”

Irritation morphed instantly into a wave of cold fury. “Easy, there.”

“You’re not just driving the rest of us,” Ghath pressed, “you’re driving yourself into the ground, Lieutenant. You haven’t been the same since—”

“Don’t,” Jaxan cut him off in a voice so icy, so sharp she almost felt it slicing her, too. “Don’t you dare, Ghath.”

He started to relent before her fury. But Korthan combativeness obviously got the better of him and he stepped even closer. “Have you heard from him? Has Commander Va—”

“Don’t, I said!” she barked into his scaley face. “That is too far.” She punctuated the statement with a finger-jab to the breast plate of his armor. “We’ve been through a lot together, but I’d remind you what you are, Petty Officer.” She watched him flinch back from her, cowed by her rank and rage. Satisfied, she hissed, “It’s none of your concern.”

Grudgingly, and with a hint of mocking, he touched his fist to his chest in salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Get the teams assembled on T Deck,” she told him with a dismissive wave. “I’ll be right there.”

She waited until the clank of his footsteps echoed off into the distance.

Then slumped against a bulkhead.

Damn him.

She hadn’t thought about him all day. The simulations had held her focus. The work, the grinding repetition and grousing and effort had consumed her. It hadn’t been good—very little had been for months—but at least it hadn’t hurt.

Now, she hurt. Now he was back, gnawing at her memories, her nerves, her heart.

Scott.

Being with him had been crazy from the outset. She’d been investigating Tenacity’s former Executive Officer for suspected smuggling. But it had tangled up from there. She couldn’t even remember how. She didn’t know how suspicion had become passion and then so much more. She didn’t know how she let herself get involved in fraternization with a superior officer. She didn’t know how she let herself get involved with the scion of one of the Republic’s ultra-wealthy First Families.

None of it had ever made sense. It had always been doomed.

He’d said he needed time.

I didn’t need it; I didn’t need anyone. I was fine before him.

Six months was a lot of damned time. And no contact.

Damn you, Scott Varley. Wherever you are, damn you.

***
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HOWLS AND JEERS FILLED the main corridor outside Tenacity’s Engine Room as a pair of new techs raced its length, carrying a second pair upon their backs. Off-duty crew watched from either side of the passageway, applauding or hurling abuse, according to their nature. Reaching the end of the gauntlet, the techs reached waiting sets of recruits and dropped the teammates they carried to switch up, jumping onto the others’ back and becoming the passengers.

The whole thing was an entangled and hilarious mess and the onlookers’ glee reached nearly sadistic heights.

“I thought hazing was against regulations,” Lieutenant Vekkla pointed out to Lieutenant Commander Tom Rougan, Chief of Engineering.

Chuckling as he watched one of the pairs staggering to get out ahead of the other, Rougan turned to his tentacled Xokan subordinate. “This isn’t hazing, Vekkla; it’s PT!”

The eight-limbed being blinked its three pairs of yellowy eyes and the breathing slits along the flanks of its head puffed—body language Rougan knew to take as arch amusement. “If this is physical training—” it paused as one of the pairs fell to yowls of delight from the others “—then it is inefficient.”

Rougan patted his companion fondly on one of its rubbery shoulders. “Oh, come on, Vekkla! You didn’t have traditions like this on the Bucephalus?”

“We did,” the Xokan said hesitantly, “but after winning the first few ‘trainings’ without much effort, I ceased being included in them.”

Rougan guffawed at that, imagining the cephalopodic being whisking along the corridor in a blur of tentacles—as he’d seen it do—carrying a human on his back—as he’d also seen him do. “Suppose it wasn’t much challenge.”

“It was not.”

“Look, no one’s getting hurt—” Rougan started to say, just as one of the competing pairs caught up to the other and tripped them up, spilling all in a mass “—well, not badly.” He waited for all of them to get up again, relieved when he didn’t have to amend his statement. “The Gauntlet is just for kicks. Everyone on the ship does it, eventually. And it helps the newbies get to be known.” He smirked and shrugged. “And the old hands love it.”

“This ‘old hand’ thinks we’re wasting time,” Vekkla replied with a very-human, very disdainful sniff of its breathing slits.

Rougan’s grin endured and he patted the Xokan again. Vekkla had been with him a while now, might be closer to him than any human. “You’re no fun!”

“As you repeatedly tell me.”

A twinge from Rougan’s mastoid finally ended his amusement, brought a wince as his augmentations pinged him. A holographic carat materialized at the corner of his vision, broadcast from the ship’s Control AI: incoming message for him. It was color-coded blue for the Fleet, but a text notation indicated private.

“Problem?” Vekkla asked.

“Nah,” Rougan answered. “Mail call for me. Can you mind the festivities while I take it?”

All of the Xokan’s eyes rolled. “I will attempt to be impartial. Are there actually any rules?”

“Yeah,” Rougan called over his shoulder as he headed for the door to the Engine Room, “don’t let anyone quit!”

Leaving the clamor of the race behind, Rougan stepped through the automatically-opening blast doors to Main Engineering and moved towards his usual haunt at the work station near the Reflex Core. Weird, bluey-purple light bathed him as he neared it, the fluorescence of the Core’s matter-antimatter reactions. He smiled at the familiarity. It was probably the only part of the compartment that hadn’t been rebuilt after Tenacity’s last refit.

Glancing over his shoulder, Rougan took in the rest of the chamber. Three bulges of power conduits ran from the Core, one vanishing into the floor, two to the ceiling, and these tracing paths aft and up into the Dorsal Void Drives. Feeding the Hypernaughts just enough power to quicken the miniature singularities in their shafts, the Core was the spark that kick-started the whole FTL system; it was also what kept those tiny black holes from eating the ship they propelled.

A scattering of on-duty crew worked in a relative hush throughout the compartment, one or two acknowledging his presence with nods or quick salutes. Rougan’s presence was hardly noteworthy to any of them; he was always here, always minding his Drives.

“Control,” he spoke up, turning back to the Core workstation, “I’ve got a message?”

“You do, Commander Rougan,” the androgynous voice of the ship’s autonomous nervous system replied with simulated cheer. “Would you like it played here?”

“This console’s fine,” he said. It would be private enough, with the others busy at work. And his implant was aching—getting old—so he’d rather not have it piped through his skull directly. “Who’s it from?”

“The heavy cruiser, Hidalgo,” Control answered. “Coming from Ensign Rougan.”

Rougan flinched. The electric jolt of surprise quickly became a cascade of chill in his blood. Kevin? He hadn’t spoken to his son in months—was barely speaking again to his daughter, Regina. And the oddness, the abruptness of it triggered parental panic. Had something happened? Wounded? In trouble?

“Put it through, Control!”

“Yes, Commander,” the AI replied. “Note that it is a direct connection, sub-space boosted.”

“It’s live?” Rougan squawked.

“Hidalgo is apparently passing into near-tachyon range. There may be interference, and I don’t know how long the connection will last. But we have a solid lock, now.”

The iciness in Rougan’s veins worsened.

Kevin had deserted the Academy in his Third Year to run off with far too many of his classmates and fight. The dumbass kid had worried the war would be over before he graduated, in the way only young fools do.

Rougan had kept tabs on him, of course. Kev’s posting to Hidalgo had come around the time Tenacity was in repair dock, as had his promotion to Ensign. Apparently, he’d been decorated and noticed during the fighting out near the Grakan border, aboard the cruiser, Dependable. It had been enough to get him officer’s pips, even after quitting the Academy.

Of course, if he’d stayed with Academy, he’d be graduating about now, already with a junior Lieutenancy—the idiot!

Rougan suppressed the old anger. Kevin was calling him; he was breaking the silence. Rougan’s family life had never been much better than a disaster. It was long-past time that he actually tried to make it more.

“Commander?”

“Bring it up, Control.”

A globular struggled to materialize over the console. Distortion marred the image with lines of static that resolved after a moment into a face that was like looking into Rougan’s own past.

“Dad?”

“Hello, young man.” Rougan swallowed back his surprise at the hardened, wizened, but still painfully familiar features. He forced a smile. “Or should I say, Ensign?”

“Yeah.” Kevin smiled bashfully at that. “Still a long way to go.” He glanced over his shoulder—looked like he was on the bridge of the Hidalgo, at one of its side stations. “I had a few moments and our Comms officer and I are...well, she owed me a favor.” He chuckled. “Thought I’d get in touch.”

Rougan’s smile turned wry. “Comms officer?”

“No time for that, Dad,” Kevin replied with a dismissive wave and looked directly into the holocamera pickup. “How are you?”

“I’m alright,” Rougan said. “Still trying to figure out some of these newfangled changes the drydock crews put into the Old Wolf.” That was an understatement. The crew had actually disassembled a number of the Fleet “improvements”, spent countless hours setting things back the way they’d been. “But we’re doing well. How about you?”

“I’m sitting shifts as Tactical Officer aboard Hidalgo, these days. I’ve got the most experience, if not the most rank.”

“Well, Hidalgo’s a solid ship,” Rougan replied. “I knew her previous Chief of Engineering.”

“Yeah, she feels like...I dunno...like home.”

Something about Kevin’s voice sounded almost...mature. Even through the static-fraught hologram, there was a hardening about his blocky, brown features, the beginning of lines at the corners of his green eyes. The phantom of hard work and stress and actually caring about something till it marked you was there.

Rougan nodded. “I know the feeling, kid.”

Silence hung between them, as though they sat on opposite sides of a dinner table, searching for ways to keep an awkward conversation going, rather than making the most of what could only be scant minutes before the ships’ separate courses carried them beyond tachyon connection. There had been hard words and obviously hard years between them now. Rougan wasn’t sure how to swim upstream against that.

Fortunately, Kevin did.

“I hear you went to see Regina?”

“A couple of times,” Rougan replied with a rekindled smile. “She got into Nuevo Sol Studios on Sanctuary, going to be studying holographic art. I helped her move into her dorm. It was a mess. But I’m happy for her.”

“Me, too. She told me. She said you’d been there.”

A squall of static from the connection mangled the last of the words, but Rougan thought he caught a note of bitterness. That would be fair, he supposed. A little of the old sibling rivalry. But Regina had always worried Rougan more—fathers and daughters, after all—and Kevin had always had his course, whether anyone told him it or not.

“You alright, Kev?” he asked tentatively.

“Yeah.” His son leaned closer into the pickup and Rougan could see, suddenly, that what he’d heard wasn’t bitterness. “It was rough times out along Grak-space, with the Dependable,” Kevin said. “The Graks have had a hard fight out there and the Golgos have been brutal.” He glanced over his shoulder again and his voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s ethnic cleansing, Dad. The bastards have nuked planets from orbit.” He shook his head, again looked around. “Sorry, not supposed to be talking about it. But it’s an ugly damned war.”

Rougan’s lips pressed to a tight line. He knew where the care lines etched into the kid’s face came from. “There’s no other kind, son.”

“Knowing the stakes, knowing what Golgotha will do, every fight is to the last ship, the last sentient being.” Kevin ran a hand through his short-cropped curls and his eyes were seeing something other than his father, on the other side of the hologram. “Even shot to pieces, the Graks will ram, rather than let anyone get by them. And when they get the upper hand...they don’t take prisoners.” His throat bobbed. “Dependable was in fights like that, Dad.”

The reason for Kevin’s breaking of the silence became clear and it hurt Rougan to know this was what it took. But...

“I’ve seen a few, myself, kid.”

“And that’s...kinda why I wanted to reach out, knowing I’d have the chance.” Kevin squirmed a little. “Wanted to tell you something I should have before.”

“Yeah?”

Squirm. “I get it now, Dad.” Squirm-squirm. “I see why you wanted me to stay at the Academy.”

Rougan opened his mouth, but words tripped over one another at the brink. “Well,” he started uncertainly, “I don’t take any pleasure in being right about it.”

“Still, it was the right thing,” Kevin hurried to continue. “You see, I also get why...” he shook his head, stared off to one side “...how a man gets lost out here, out in the endless dark. I’m not letting you off the hook for being gone so much, Dad, but I get why it drew you.” He looked back into the holocamea pickup. “I was born to do this.”

This is an apology, Rougan realized as silence again dragged. He couldn’t let it slip by; Kev might not offer it again. He smiled and cleared his throat, shrugged. “Again, I know the feeling.”

“I’m going back to the Academy, after this is all over.”

Rougan nodded, the smile spreading. He wasn’t so sure it would be that easy, even if the kid came back with a war record and decorations enough for a festival. It had been hard enough to get him in there in the first place. And all the First Family brats were crowding in, hoping for plum—or safe—assignments afterward.

But... “They’ll be lucky to have you.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Kevin’s smile shined through the poor feed, felt to Rougan like the first warm sun rays breaking through after a thunderstorm night on their home world of New Dalton—and just as fragile. “That was...that was really it. And I don’t know how good this connection’s going to be in another minute.” He visibly struggled to order his thoughts. “Just wanted to say that.”

“I appreciate you saying it, kid,” Rougan replied. And the next part wasn’t hard to reach, at all, was really the only thing to say. “I love you.”

Kevin’s smile back was that of the little boy he’d been, the care lines and war shadows fading away. “Love you, too.”

Rougan’s mastoid implant pinged and a light pulsed from the corner of his vision for attention. He looked to one side, blinking a response to his augmentations.

“Commander Rougan,” came the voice of Control, “ping from the bridge. Captain Raker is calling a conference for senior staff immediately.”

“Got it,” he muttered and turned back to the globular before him. “Hey, Kev, I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go.”

“Understood,” he replied—and the relief, the rush in his voice hurt to hear. But at least he’d called. “Me, too. Oh” he held up a finger “I was going to tell one other thing. We’re breaking in a new captain. He said he knew you on Tenacity.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, Captain Varley sends his best.”

Rougan couldn’t hide his flinch of surprise. “Scott Varley has the Hidalgo now?”

“That’s right.”

A corner of Rougan’s memory curdled. He’d been no particular fan of Tenacity’s former First Officer. Varley had only ever seemed to be stumbling from one mess to another, womanizing, swindling, and getting by on his pretty-boy good looks and his First Family connections. He was no coward, sure, and did know how to work hard. That he’d stumbled into the captain’s chair of a heavy cruiser figured. Just the way the damned universe seemed to work.

Kevin didn’t need any of that right now, of course. Rougan forced his smile to return.

“Well, son, you’ll be in good hands.”

***

[image: ]


DATH STEPPED THROUGH the doorway to the conference room on B Deck, just below and aft of the bridge. Expecting to be the first there, he pulled up in surprise to find he’d been beaten—and should have expected it. “You up for this?”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
AGAINST THE ENDLESS BARK

-~ SPAN
\ DFTHE
il

KJ COBLE

// [

|
W





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





