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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    October 25, 2213 
 
    Seeker Vessel 
 
      
 
    Kione stirred in his cell. Jason Cassidy stood and peered through the pale-yellow translucent barrier from his own holding at his incarcerated partner. The alien being’s eyes popped open. 
 
    “Kione!” 
 
    On the deck of his spartan accommodation, his head slowly turned to the sound of Jason’s voice. With the long leverage of his limbs, he pulled himself up and touched his nose at the dried blood around his nostrils. 
 
    His eyes met Jason’s. “You…were on…Orion V?” he stammered, holding his skull as if a bell were ringing inside. 
 
    Jason nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    Kione leaned on the doorframe of the cell to prop himself up. “How did you find me?” 
 
    Ever since Jason had arrived and waited for Kione to wake, he’d tried to understand what lay opposite him. So unhuman. So alien. But from what he’d seen of Kione on Orion V, he had the same mannerisms any other human would, while speaking the English language. It was quite a contradiction. 
 
    “When we got back to the Argo, we discovered a buildup of Iota particles. At its heart was a vortex which pulled us in and dragged us all the way to the Psi-Aion System. Three hundred light-years away from Orion V.” 
 
    Kione’s focus narrowed. At that moment, Jason lost himself in the being’s eyes. It was almost hypnotic. Then, just as it began, it stopped. That was weird. 
 
    “The Argo got caught in a trans-space corridor the Seekers had opened… That’s at least what Professor Petit theorized.” 
 
    Jason furrowed his brow. “How could you know that? You weren’t there when he—” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I—” 
 
    “You were in my head.” That’s what that strange sensation was. “How—?” 
 
    Kione raised a hand. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “You’re telepathic?” 
 
    “No.” Kione paused and considered before continuing. “Well, I never used to be.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Neither do I.” Kione winced in pain. “When the Seekers took me out of the cryogenic chamber and forced my contact with the sphere, something happened. It changed me. I’m not sure how, but it awakened something in me. I seem to be able to look at people and see the inside of them. Not what’s physically inside them. But their feelings and their memories.” His eyebrows raised. “You fear me?” 
 
    “Did you take that from my mind as well?” 
 
    A small smile formed on Kione’s face. “No, I was raised by humans. I’ve seen the reaction before many times.” 
 
    Jason was ashamed. He wondered if it was an ancient prejudice that bubbled beneath the surface in all humans when they met something new or someone different. 
 
    “It’s not fear,” he tried to explain. “It’s the unknown. If someone told me I’d be in this situation a few days ago, I wouldn’t have believed it. Since then, I’ve had to reevaluate everything I know about…well, everything. And to find out successive governments have covered this up for so long—” 
 
    “My study of your history has many examples of governments covering up knowledge because they believe it to be in the public’s best interest.” 
 
    “When in reality it’s in the government’s best interest so they can maintain a status quo and their grip on power.” Jason shook his head. “Have you ever wanted to escape the Institute?” 
 
    Kione smirked. “Would I have liked my freedom? Yes. But where would I have gone?” 
 
    Jason wondered if humanity was ready for Kione. Even if they weren’t, he shouldn’t have to sit in a lab. In reality it was a glorified prison. “Doctor Tyrell obviously wanted to reveal your identity.” 
 
    “I believe Doctor Tyrell became distrustful of the current administration in office and wanted the project out in the open. He was no rebel.” There was a fondness in his voice for the doctor. “His fears never came to fruition, and ultimately—” 
 
    “He may still be out there. All these years later, he’s never been found.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” 
 
    “And what about all of this?” Jason asked. “The sphere? The Seekers? What do they want with you?” 
 
    “And what have they done to Nash?” Kione raised his eyebrows. 
 
    It caught Jason off guard. “Are you still reading my mind?” 
 
    “No. But I saw a lot in those few seconds earlier. You came investigating the dark side of the moon because of him. You didn’t come here with a grand plan to rescue me.” 
 
    “I didn’t—” 
 
    “Don’t apologize, I realize what his friendship means to you. I saw what happened that day on the Raptor and the guilt you’ve carried with you since.” He stopped, seemingly not wanting to embarrass Jason any further. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it’s a question I don’t have an answer to. Whenever I try to probe the mind of your friend or any of the other Seekers, I find them hard to penetrate. There’s a lot of conflict going on inside them. They may be blocking me. I’m not sure. You must understand I’m new at this.” 
 
    “As to what they want with me, you probably know by now that Professor Petit had theorized a certain DNA code would be the key to opening the sphere. He was right. For a reason I can’t comprehend, I was that key. But there’s more to it than that. The Seekers are using me to ‘activate’ it.” 
 
    “Activate it?” Jason didn’t like the sound of that. “For what purpose?” 
 
    “When I’m in contact with it, I see images. Flashes of its memory.” 
 
    “It’s alive?” 
 
    Kione shook his head. “Not alive. At least not in the way we perceive life. But it holds stories.” He shrugged. “I can’t explain it any more than that.” 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    Kione’s voice lowered. “Stars. Dying stars.” 
 
    Jason definitely didn’t like the sound of that. 
 
    “In a blink of an eye, stars that were once ten times brighter than Sol’s go cold. The planets orbiting them become balls of ice. The voices of the people on them disappear as if they never existed.” 
 
    A lump formed in Jason’s throat. “So, it’s a weapon?” 
 
    Kione seemed unsure. “I think it’s a power source. A potent one.” 
 
    “In my experience, most power sources are eventually used as weapons. Uranium, fusion, tritonium, just to name a few.” 
 
    “Yes, and the power of the sphere is infinitely greater than anything mankind could ever fathom.” 
 
    Jason gestured to his surroundings. “Then if the sphere is the arrow, perhaps this ship they’re building is the bow?” 
 
    Kione nodded. “It seems likely.” 
 
    Jason had already felt hopeless inside his cell. Now he was powerless. He was trapped aboard a ship of death. 
 
    Stars? “The sphere is old. Very old. These flashes you’re seeing, can we assume these are memories the sphere has witnessed?” 
 
    Kione shrugged. “Potentially.” 
 
    “Frontier’s Reach.” 
 
    The alien appeared confused. 
 
    “Frontier’s Reach,” Jason continued, “has always been an aberration. Ever since our telescopes probed the region, it has appeared a void of dead stars, or stars so old they can’t support habitable worlds. It’s the main reason the commonwealth has had little interest in colonizing the area.” 
 
    He paced behind his barrier. “What if Frontier’s Reach was once a battleground? And the sphere was once a weapon used in its annihilation?” 
 
    Kione pondered the question. “If you’re right, it exemplifies its destructive power.” 
 
    “And who built it and wielded it?” Jason stared at him. “Your connection would seem to indicate that—” 
 
    “My people had something to do with it?” 
 
    Jason didn’t want it to sound like he was accusing him. “You said yourself, you’ve never known your people, so you can’t know what they’d have been capable of.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s right. And if this sphere is six million years old, my race may be long extinct.” 
 
    “Which questions your existence. One has to also wonder what the sphere was doing buried on Orion V.” 
 
    “All wars end,” Kione pondered. “On your planet at their conclusion, the old-world nations would put their weapons into mothballs, just in case a new enemy arose.” 
 
    “Well, the Seekers now have this mothballed weapon. Who do they plan to use it on?” 
 
    “Everyone has enemies.” 
 
    Yes, they do.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Psi-Aion 
 
      
 
    A sizzling sensation burned around Susan Tai’s wrists as she attempted to break free of her ropes. The more she tried, the more the fibers seared her skin. 
 
    The walk from the Maybelle had been an arduous one. At the dead of night, the mysterious Seekers had marched her, Nicolas, Tyler, and the Marines through the dark forest at arrow point. And high above in the trees, the planet’s nocturnal wildlife peered down on them. Probably laughing at us. 
 
    Susan stumbled, tripping on a loose tree root. The Seeker guarding her grabbed her before she fell and nudged her onward with the butt of his wooden spear. The man glared at her. His deep-brown eyes were filled with resentment. A common expression shared by the other Seekers around him. 
 
    She glanced over at Nicolas and Tyler beside her. Nicolas had regained consciousness a little earlier, after being knocked out for his ‘we come in peace’ routine. He was still groggy but had recouped most of his senses. 
 
    Tyler Cassidy did his best to put on a brave face, but Susan knew better. She felt sorry for the young man. He was completely out of his element. 
 
    “How are you, Nicolas?” she asked. 
 
    He adjusted his jaw. “Like I’ve been hit by a sledgehammer.” 
 
    “It hasn’t bruised too much,” Susan lied. It was quite blue. 
 
    “If we could just loosen these ropes,” Higgs said behind them. 
 
    “And go where, Corporal?” Nicolas was a realist. “Did you see our weapons?” 
 
    Susan glanced over at the remains of the rifles and their commbands in a woven sack. The Seekers had smashed them to pieces with large rocks. 
 
    “Tasu masla caram!” The Seeker guarding Higgs pushed him to the ground and grabbed at his hands, noticing Higgs had tried to loosen his ropes. 
 
    “Okay! Okay!” The corporal surrendered. 
 
    With a single heave, the Seeker pulled him up and stared him down. After a forceful push, they were back on their way. 
 
    Nicolas regarded them all. “Let’s keep calm. We’re not going to get anywhere by provoking them.” 
 
    Everyone nodded, and Susan turned to Tyler. “What about you, Mister Cassidy?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “It can’t be too long before your crew wonder where we are,” she said to him. 
 
    He nodded, though it didn’t assure him as much as she’d hoped. 
 
    After what seemed an eternity, being led through the dark confines of the alien world, they reached an outcropping in the forest. Beyond it lay a towering cliff, at least a hundred meters high. Before it was a village. Primitive wooden huts were spread throughout. Smoke billowed from the center of the township, and the stench of cooked animal meat wafted in the air. 
 
    As they marched through the village, hundreds of the inhabitants stopped what they were doing and gawked at them as if they were new exhibits in a zoo. 
 
    At the heart of the village, a large wooden stump from a fallen tree was the focal point. Surrounding it were unusual rocks and various animal bones. 
 
    Susan thought back to what Tyler had said earlier. How could these people build spaceships and travel through interstellar space? It was apparent they hadn’t even invented the wheel yet. 
 
    And the Seekers themselves, they reminded her of long-extinct Neanderthals. Larger than the standard human and muscularly more superior but at a developmental level well below that of the modern man. 
 
    Her captor pushed Susan to her knees. The others joined her in front of the tree stump. Every Seeker in the village milled around them. 
 
    “What are they going to do with us?” Private Utkin asked. 
 
    The butt of a spear to the back of his head answered his question. His face plowed into the mud. He dragged himself back to his knees, wincing while a mighty bruise revealed itself. 
 
    There was a quiet hush, and the Seekers parted. The Seeker responsible for knocking Nicolas out walked between them, along with another figure. He was the oldest Seeker they’d seen. He was wrapped in an animal skin, and a skull similar to that of a tiger with long, sharp fangs sat on top of his head. 
 
    “Must be their leader?” Nicolas assumed. “Some kind of elder.” 
 
    The old man was helped up onto the stump. He stood high above his six captives and held his hands in the air. “Verash, tolar bolor temar daran Vokar!” 
 
    “Verash! Verash! Verash!” the other Seekers chanted, punching the air with their fists. 
 
    The elder’s stare silenced his people. “Verash, tolar daris fakir, moros!” He was handed the woven sack of smashed weapons. He pulled out the remains of a gun barrel and held it in front of Nicolas. “Terch?” 
 
    Susan turned to Nicolas. “What do you think he means?” 
 
    “Terch?” the elder said again, pacing along the stand and pointing at each of them. 
 
    “Perhaps he wants to know which one of us is the leader,” Tyler said. The cargo captain gallantly stood. 
 
    Nicolas pushed him back to his knees and stood himself. “I’m the leader.” 
 
    There was a gasp around the village. 
 
    The elder kneeled the best he could, considering his advanced age. He grabbed Nicolas by the jaw and gazed into his eyes. “Terch?” 
 
    “I’m Captain Marquez. Commander of the—” 
 
    The elder drew his hand back and threw the gun barrel to the ground. “Geri Vokar!” he boomed. 
 
    Nicolas jumped backward. 
 
    “Geri Vokar!” The elder pointed at the sky and waved his hand around in a motion a two-year-old would, as if he were flying a pretend spaceship. 
 
    “They understand we’re from the sky?” Susan said. 
 
    The elder tilted his head curiously at her. 
 
    “Geri Vokar?” He indicated to the sky again and gestured to a pair of his men. 
 
    They produced their spears and pointed them at Susan. One prodded her chest, the other her forehead. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “Me terch!” Nicolas yelled. 
 
    The old Seeker’s gaze returned to him. “Geri Vokar?” 
 
    The spears jabbed at Susan. She did her best not to appear weak. 
 
    “Geri Vokar? People from the sky?” Tyler wondered out loud. “They want to know if we’re from the sky.” 
 
    Nicolas glanced worryingly over at Susan. “Geri Vokar!” he said, thumping his chest. “We come from the sky!” He pointed upward. 
 
    Murmurs rang out amongst the Seekers. 
 
    The elder smiled and returned to his feet, but the spears stayed trained on Susan. 
 
    “We mean you no harm,” Nicolas continued. “We came here responding to a distress call.” 
 
    The elder snarled at him. “Verash da la Geri Vokar!” 
 
    “Verash! Verash! Verash!” the Seekers chanted. 
 
    The spears were yanked away from Susan, and she breathed a sigh of relief. But it was short-lived. All of them were hauled to their feet with force. Their captors dragged them through the mob while they continued their hostile chanting. At the foot of the cliff, a cave entrance greeted them surrounded by strong wooden bars. 
 
    A jail. 
 
    Each were thrown inside, and the bars closed shut behind them. Higgs grabbed at them, but they wouldn’t budge. Nicolas sighed despondently. 
 
    “Well, that could’ve gone better.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    Everything had gone wrong. Jason should have returned from the dark side of the moon, and it’d been four hours since anyone from the surface had reported in. 
 
    “You should never have let him take that pod.” 
 
    Kevin swiveled his chair to find Althaus standing at the hatchway. “And you think we could have stopped him?” 
 
    Althaus walked onto the bridge. “I would have, if I’d had some warning.” 
 
    “And what would you have done? Beat him to a pulp again?” 
 
    “It gets results.” 
 
    “He’s not a little kid.” Kevin pointed to the bruises on Althaus’s face, from the previous altercation with Jason. “He can fight back now. And you’re no spring chicken anymore.” 
 
    “Someone has to beat some sense into him. You were always too soft. And with his father gone—” 
 
    Kevin raised his hand. “Unless you’ve got an idea how to reach the team on the surface, you’re wasting my time.” 
 
    “We would’ve had another pod if the kid didn’t take—” 
 
    “You’re not helping.” 
 
    “Playing the captain now, are we?” Althaus bristled. “If something happens to Tyler, this ship’s mine. Don’t forget that, Rycroft.” He stormed off the bridge, and Kevin rolled his eyes. 
 
    Jackass. 
 
    Kevin ambled to the operations station and looked at the communications monitor. There was still nothing from the surface. And on the scanners, there continued to be no sign of activity from the moon. As much as it pained him, if anyone was a priority, it had to be the team on the planet. Jason knew what he was doing when he’d taken the Julieanne. 
 
    He stepped from the bridge and headed toward the engine room where Alyssa and Professor Petit were standing over the central console. Kevin smiled. It wasn’t every day that his daughter had the opportunity to work with a genius. 
 
    “Connect the hose,” Petit instructed her. 
 
    Alyssa connected a plasma hose from the maintenance junction to a small plasma storage container. 
 
    She waved a handheld scanner over it. “We’ve got a seal.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s begin the purge. We want only the particles from the exhaust, so bypass the connections to the engine.” 
 
    Kevin furrowed his brow. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Aly ran her hands over the console. “Professor Petit has discovered Iota particles inside the Argo’s exhausts. They’re holding their form in the plasma residue.” She checked the readings. “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    Petit gave her a nod. “Go.” 
 
    The hose filled, and the golden glow of plasma seeped into the storage container. “That’s enough. Stop the purge.” 
 
    Kevin peered at the contents of the container. “The Iota particles are in there?” 
 
    Petit nodded, checking over his handheld scanner. “And they’re still holding their form. Apparently, plasma stabilizes the particles.” 
 
    It was the first ray of hope Kevin had felt since arriving at Psi-Aion. “Is there any way we can use this to get back home?” 
 
    “One step at a time, Mister Rycroft. This technology differs somewhat from the process we employ to travel at FTL. But it’s a start at understanding it.” 
 
    Kevin turned to his daughter. “How are the repairs going?” 
 
    “It won’t take long to purge the rest of the Iota particles from the exhausts and any other nook and cranny they found their way into.” 
 
    “FTL is the last thing on my mind at the moment.” 
 
    Alyssa looked at him curiously. 
 
    “How much of a beating do you think this ship could take?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s taken a fair bashing through that vortex already.” 
 
    “Could she handle going through a planetary atmosphere?” 
 
    Alyssa’s eyes widened. “Still no word from Tyler or the others?” 
 
    Kevin sighed. “No. Nothing from Jason either.” 
 
    “He hasn’t come back from the other side of the moon?” 
 
    “No, and because he took the Julieanne, there’s only one way down to the surface.” 
 
    Petit put the plasma storage container aside. “It’d be extremely risky dropping an E-Class cargo ship of this age through a planetary atmosphere.” 
 
    Kevin was well aware of that. But they had little choice. “We’ve done it before.” 
 
    “When was the last time?” 
 
    Kevin bit his bottom lip. “It’s…ah. It’s been awhile.” The three stood in silence. “We could use your help to prepare.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve always been up for a challenge. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    October 26, 2213 
 
    Psi-Aion 
 
      
 
    With no clock, Nicolas found it difficult to tell what time it was on Psi-Aion. It had, however, come to the point where the crew of the Argo would wonder about their disappearance. 
 
    The sun had been down for some time. Even without knowing the precise orbit of Psi-Aion, it would inevitably rise. Will we know our true fate by then? He peered through the bars of the wooden cage at the guards outside his cell and their village beyond. 
 
    He’d gone barely a second without thinking about his crew. Some of the men and women he’d served with on the Vanguard had been there since he’d taken command. They’d seen a lot of action during the war. To have perished on what was supposed to be a routine mission burned him to his core. 
 
    Glancing over at Susan talking to Corporal Higgs, he wondered how he would’ve handled it if she’d died with them. 
 
    “Come and see this!” 
 
    The voice of Tyler Cassidy echoed through the cave. Nicolas, Susan, and the Marines walked down the deep cavern. They’d already scoped out the cave’s confines, hoping to find a way out. But it was sealed in every direction. What could he have found? 
 
    When they reached him, the cargo captain was standing by a cave wall. “What is it?” Nicolas asked. 
 
    Tyler pointed. The light of the full moon above Psi-Aion helped bathe the cave with faint illumination. Nicolas stepped closer and noted at the markings scrawled on the wall. 
 
    “Cave paintings,” Susan said. “It’d make sense that a people at their point of development would create such primitive drawings.” 
 
    “I thought ancient humans used cave paintings to communicate with one another.” Tyler brushed a hand over the rock face. “These people have a spoken language.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. We communicate audibly with one another, but we still connect through numerous other avenues, such as the written word and art. This is probably how they record their stories.” 
 
    Nicolas studied the figures in the drawings closely while Tyler and Susan continued their back and forth. The first in the sequence was a crude render of a black bird. It had dark, menacing eyes. Farther along were a group of black figures. They dragged others, painted in yellow, along with ropes. 
 
    “The Seekers?” 
 
    “Nicolas?” Susan walked up beside him. 
 
    “These drawings represent the Seekers.” He pointed to the cave wall. “The bird is their ship. These figures are the soldiers we met on Orion V. These figures here…” He gestured to the yellow drawings. “The natives of this world.” 
 
    “Why would the Seekers be enslaving their own kind?” Then realization dawned on her. “They’re abducting them.” 
 
    “It’s obvious the natives aren’t capable of interstellar flight.” 
 
    Tyler pieced it all together. “So, they aren’t Seekers after all. The real Seekers are coming down here, taking them, and using them to what?” 
 
    “To be their arms and legs?” Nicolas pondered. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. But we know the Seekers have a control over Christian Nash. It would stand to reason they can manipulate these people as well.” 
 
    “And we flew in on a spaceship from the sky.” Susan beat Nicolas to the punch. “They think we’re Geri Vokar. They think we’re Seekers.” 
 
    “But we look nothing like the them,” Higgs chimed in. 
 
    “No,” Nicolas said. “But we’re dealing with a primitive race of people who’ve seen us drop from the sky in a space vehicle. We can’t blame them for being confused.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, we’re in a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Nicolas agreed with the Marine. They would need to convince the natives otherwise. But with the obvious language barrier, he wasn’t sure where to start.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kione stared at the cryogenic chamber before him. The cold and sterile gray box wasn’t what he had in mind when he’d been told he was leaving the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences to travel off-world. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    He turned. There in her usual white lab coat was Doctor Tai. Her kind eyes viewed him with concern. 
 
    “Did you sign off on this, Doctor?” 
 
    Tai appeared to consider the question before putting on a brave face. “You know as well as I, I don’t get the final say in matters such as this.” She put a hand on Kione’s shoulder. “You still want to go, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course.” It’s not as if the Minister of Defense gave me a choice, anyway. “This sphere… If there’s any possibility it might help me find my people, it’s worth a shot.” He turned back toward the cryogenic chamber. “I just didn’t—” 
 
    “Want to go inside this,” Tai said. “I understand. I don’t much like it either. But the powers that be have deemed this to be the safest and most secure way of transporting you.” 
 
    Tai had his back, so he trusted he would be safe for the journey. She would, after all, be coming along aboard the Vanguard. 
 
    “Is he ready?” 
 
    Kione craned his neck toward the door, but there was no one there. He spun around toward Tai. She’d disappeared, too. What the…? 
 
    The room went dark, and a cold breeze blew around him. He was no longer inside the Institute, but outside in a forest. 
 
    A bolt of energy shot past his head and into the tree behind him. A figure walked toward him through the darkness. They raised their weapon to fire again, but Kione threw himself behind the nearest tree trunk. 
 
    Another energy bolt seared at him, hitting the tree. His heart raced, and sweat beaded down his forehead. Where am I? 
 
    The footsteps of his attacker neared, sploshing through the soft forest floor. Kione took a chance. He jumped from cover and sprinted away, zigzagging from tree to tree. Behind him, the figure gained, spraying weapon fire in his path. 
 
    Kione reached the top of a cliff and stopped short from slipping over the edge. His pursuer, dressed all in black, aimed his gun at him. 
 
    Kione closed his eyes and prepared to travel to whatever afterlife his people called home. 
 
    Knock. Knock. 
 
    Kione opened his eyes. Now where am I? 
 
    He stared down at the bed where a CDF uniform sat neatly upon it. A knock sounded at the door again. 
 
    “Umm, come in,” he said. 
 
    The door opened, and an older man entered with chief petty officer rank pins on his uniform. “You’re all packed?” 
 
    “Uh, I guess I am.” Kione picked up the bag beside his bed and peered inside it. Most prominent was a small display case of war medals. On the top was a name plate: JASON B. CASSIDY. 
 
    I’m Jason? 
 
    “Your transport has arrived.” The chief walked toward him and frowned. “Have you decided where you’ll go?” 
 
    Kione zipped up the bag. “Believe me when I say I have no idea.” 
 
    “Well, if you need any help, I have a brother-in-law who has a business out on Vesta III. They courier cargo from the orbiting Odyssey Station to the terraforming worksites on the planet. He’s always after competent pilots. It wouldn’t be much, but it’d be a start.” 
 
    “Kione!” 
 
    He spun back around. No longer was he in some nondescript room, he was now back in his cell. Through the pale-yellow barrier, Jason Cassidy stood staring at him. 
 
    “Were you in my head?” he asked. 
 
    Kione rubbed his temples. That’s what that was. “I apologize. I didn’t know what happened. I was in a room.” 
 
    “You were in my quarters the day I left the service. It was as if you were there with me.” 
 
    “It seemed like a daydream. It started back on Earth before leaving for Orion V. Then I was in a forest somewhere, being chased by Seeker soldiers.” 
 
    “Who was that?” Jason wondered. 
 
    There was no one else in the brig with them. “The guard?” 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I was in the guard’s head.” 
 
    “The one outside the door? I thought you said you couldn’t probe their minds?” 
 
    “Perhaps my abilities have increased.” 
 
    “Okay.” Jason seemed confused. “But you were being chased by the soldier. Why would they chase one of their own?” 
 
    Kione put his hands up. “I can’t explain it, but I was definitely the one being pursued.” 
 
    Jason sat on the floor and pondered. He looked as hopeless as Kione felt. But there was a glimmer of optimism in his eyes. “If you can get inside other people’s heads, is there a way you could, I dunno, control them?” 
 
    Kione would’ve laughed if it weren’t for their dire situation. “These powers I’m experiencing, they’re new to me. I don’t understand them any more than you.” 
 
    “We have to get out of here. If there’s a way you can reach back into the mind of the guard outside that door—” 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    “If there’s even a chance,” Jason pleaded. 
 
    “And where would we go? This is a big ship. We—” 
 
    “One problem at a time.” 
 
    Jason Cassidy seemed little more than a cowboy who’d eventually get himself killed. Though Kione couldn’t fault him for wanting an opportunity to escape. 
 
    “Can you do it?” Jason asked him again. 
 
    “I suppose there’s only one way to find out.” Without thinking about it, Kione closed his eyes. 
 
    Several moments passed, and his eyelids shot open. 
 
    “Try again,” his comrade persisted. 
 
    Kione sighed and closed his eyes again. Darkness greeted him, and nothingness surrounded him. An outline formed. It was the door of the brig. He pushed through it as if he were using his hands. Outside the door, the Seeker guard stood, like an unmoving statue. Kione concentrated hard. His mind drove toward him. 
 
    His eyes flickered open. The green of the forest from earlier encircled him. But no longer was he in the Seeker’s body. He was face to face with the primitive-looking being. He gave the impression of an early human Kione had read about as a child, with little in the way of clothing. 
 
    Kione gazed deep into his eyes. 
 
    “I need your help.” 
 
    The forest disappeared, and Kione found himself back in his cell. Jason eyeballed him expectantly. 
 
    “Did it work?” 
 
    Kione shrugged. The brig door swooshed open, and the Seeker entered. He walked toward Jason’s cell. With a wave of the terminal beside the door, the barrier dropped. Jason took his chance and jumped the soldier, throwing him to the deck and striking him on the back of the head. 
 
    “That was amazing, Kione!” Jason undressed the unconscious alien of his armor and placed it on himself. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Just like one of them.” 
 
    “I hope that’s enough.” Jason dragged the naked Seeker into his cell. He waved at the door terminal with his hand and trapped him inside. 
 
    “It’s time to get the hell out of here.” Jason dropped the barrier on Kione’s cell. “Come on.” 
 
    “I’m not going.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? Let’s go!” 
 
    “If I come with you, they won’t let me escape this ship,” Kione said. “If they find I’m gone, they’ll hunt me down. You, on the other hand, are dispensable. You may have a chance.” 
 
    “I can’t just leave you here.” 
 
    “You have to.” 
 
    Jason’s mind seemed to play out all the different scenarios. He sighed and stepped back, raising the barrier. “I promise I’ll return for you.” 
 
    Kione nodded. He’d shared enough of the human’s mind to know he was telling the truth. “Go!” 
 
    Jason put his helmet on and dashed out of the brig. Kione could only hope he had what it took to get away without being killed in the process.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    A lump formed in Jason’s throat. In the service, there was an unofficial rule that no one was ever to be left behind. And here he was abandoning Kione to the mercy of the Seekers. He could only imagine what they’d do to him to ensure their weapon became operational. 
 
    Unfortunately, Kione was right. The Seekers wouldn’t let him go, and if Jason brought him back with him, he’d be risking the lives of everyone else aboard the Argo. 
 
    He scanned the corridor through the visor of his helmet. Data scrolled down in front of his eyes, in the same text he’d seen on the weapon ship’s bulkheads. Linguists would have a field day with it when they got home. If we get home. 
 
    Around a corner, two soldiers marched his way. This’ll be the test. Jason strolled toward them as casually as possible. He held his weapon firmly. He wasn’t keen to use it, because if he did, his cover would surely be blown. While he thought about all the different outcomes in his head, the Seekers strolled past him without taking a second glance. 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief and approached the elevator shaft at the end of the corridor. He entered it and studied the small terminal. How am I meant to control this? Jason remembered back to when he’d first traveled on it. The soldier had waved at it with his hand, much like Jason had when controlling the cells in the brig. 
 
    He assumed there must be some kind of sensor in the gloves of the suit. He waved at the terminal, and dozens of different symbols flashed by. He searched for the one that looked like a backward S, with a horizontal stroke through it and a dot above. The same one he’d seen plastered on the bulkheads of the hangar deck. 
 
    But the letters flew by too quickly. It stopped at a symbol that had two vertical lines with a dot between. The elevator door closed, and instead of descending, the car shot upwards. 
 
    Crap. Jason had to get off the ship before the Seekers and Nash discovered him missing in the brig. He tried to swipe at the terminal again, but the elevator came to a halt, and the doors opened. He stepped out onto a circular catwalk and grabbed the outer railing. 
 
    Wow. Jason peered beneath him at a great complex over a hundred meters in diameter. At its heart on a large pedestal sat the sphere. Six giant conduits protruded from the relic and ran along the deck, beyond the bulkheads of the chamber. From everything Kione had claimed, Jason supposed the Seekers were using it to channel the power from the sphere to somewhere else on the ship. Perhaps to a weapon emitter. 
 
    Around the sphere were several workstations manned by Seekers. But they weren’t as threatening as the others he’d seen. Their armor was less bulky and their helmets less pronounced. They were also unarmed. Seeker engineers? 
 
    There were, however, plenty of their brethren patrolling the chamber, appearing as menacing as ever, with their curved rifles at the ready. Jason had seen enough—it was time to go. 
 
    He walked into the elevator and waved his hand over the terminal. He did it a little slower this time and watched the symbols fly past. It scrolled all the way to the end. The backward S. He pulled back his hand, and the doors closed. 
 
    After a quick journey, he reached the familiar surroundings of the hangar deck. Its size awed him as it had the first time. 
 
    The Julieanne sat off into the distance. It was so small and pathetic compared to the larger Seeker crafts around it. Now what the hell do I do? If he made a beeline for the pod, he’d be found out. 
 
    Instead Jason walked toward one of the Seeker vessels. Inside were significant differences to a standard commonwealth craft. In place of a viewport at the front of the cockpit, there was a holographic screen wrapped around the pilot’s seat. On each side of the seat were unusual conical-shaped controls. And behind, instead of chairs, half-meter-long shafts protruded from the ceiling. 
 
    He inspected the helm. The same alien text was present. Not exactly English Standard. 
 
    Footsteps marched toward the craft. Crap! They’ve found me! A group of twenty soldiers, armed to the teeth, streamed up the ramp through the rear airlock. 
 
    Now I’m boned. One brushed past Jason and took a seat at the controls while the others put their hands around a ceiling shaft each. A click accompanied each one. Handholds? 
 
    Not wanting to appear any more suspicious than he already did, Jason did the same with the handhold above him. His glove magnetized to it, and the soles of his boots did the same to the deck plating. 
 
    The airlock at the rear of the ship closed, and the pilot powered up the craft. It gently lifted from the deck and headed toward the hangar deck exit. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    Conrad peered through the viewport at Psi-Aion below. His thoughts were only for Tyler. He and the others had been on the surface for over nine hours now. An entire night. The sun would soon rise. 
 
    He’d hoped it was just a simple matter of them having mechanical issues with the Maybelle, but with the lack of communications, he knew better. Something was wrong. Very wrong. And it had been ever since the kid had come back to the Argo asking for Tyler’s help. Conrad gritted his teeth. 
 
    If there was anyone who would get them embroiled in a conflict with an alien species while throwing them light-years away from their home, it had to be the eldest of the Cassidy kids. 
 
    Rycroft and Alyssa strode onto the bridge. While Conrad had re-strapped all the cargo below deck, the Rycrofts, with the help of Professor Petit, had concocted a plan to take the Argo through the atmosphere. He wasn’t optimistic, but he cared greatly for Tyler and would do whatever he could to save him. 
 
    Alyssa walked over to him at the systems station. “Has there been any sign of Jason?” 
 
    Conrad shook his head. “For the hundredth time, no.” 
 
    She shot him a nasty glare. “There are people on this ship who still care for him.” 
 
    “That’s not fair. I care like everyone else. It’ll be difficult to replace the Julieanne. They stopped making those pods years ago.” 
 
    Alyssa stormed off to the operations station. Conrad smiled. That was a good one. He turned to Rycroft who was getting comfortable at the helm. “Is everything ready?” 
 
    Rycroft ran his hands over the controls. “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Alyssa walked to the helm. She pointed at her father’s monitor. “I wouldn’t advise dropping below this margin. If we do, we’re toast.” 
 
    While the pair continued to go over their plan, Conrad took another look at the scanners. He did a double take. A blip rounded the moon. 
 
    “I have something,” he said. 
 
    Alyssa rushed over to him. “Jason?” she assumed gleefully. 
 
    The object moved toward Psi-Aion. Its outline became clearer. “That’s not the Julieanne.” 
 
    Alyssa’s demeanor deflated. “If it’s not the pod, what is it?” 
 
    “Seekers.” Conrad shook his head. “It matches the size and configuration of the ship they sent down to Orion V.” 
 
    “What do you think they want?” 
 
    “The kid alerted them to our presence here. They may be coming to finish us off.” 
 
    “We weren’t seen as a threat back at Orion V.” 
 
    “They might think otherwise now.” 
 
    Rycroft nodded. “It’s not worth the risk. We’ll have to call off our expedition to the surface until they’ve passed by. I’ll take us to the opposite side of the planet. With any luck, they shouldn’t detect us.” 
 
    While Conrad found the girl annoying on occasion, she was dead right. With what they’d seen of the Seekers at Orion V, as long as no one was hostile toward them, they took little notice of anyone else. Jason had only gone to them in a small pod. 
 
    What could they be up to?


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Psi-Aion 
 
      
 
    Tyler’s eyes drooped. He hadn’t slept. How could I? He’d stood at the cave entrance for the rest of the night, looking through the bars at the landscape beyond. 
 
    No one else got any shut-eye either. Captain Marquez and Doctor Tai rested against the cave wall, quietly chatting, while the Marines had scattered, remaining as alert as possible. 
 
    The sun was almost up. Tyler hadn’t seen many sunrises. It was an occupational impossibility as captain of a cargo ship. He would have enjoyed the experience if it weren’t for their confinement. 
 
    From the village, a group of the natives headed toward them. 
 
    Tyler alerted the others. “We’ve got company.” 
 
    Everyone stood. At the head of the group of natives was the leader who’d initially captured them out near the Maybelle. 
 
    “Tolar Geri Vokar!” he said to them in a deep voice. 
 
    The cell opened, and the guards rounded them up, once again roping their hands behind their backs. 
 
    “We’re not Geri Vokar,” Marquez tried to tell them. “Can you understand? Not Geri Vokar!” 
 
    His words fell on deaf ears, and they were led down from their detention back to the center of the village. The elder was waiting for them along with every other native. 
 
    “I don’t like the look of this,” Tai said. In front of the large tree stump, six wooden posts had been dug into the ground. At the base of each post was a stack of wood. “They’re going to burn us at the stake!” 
 
    Tyler remembered being told tales of women back on Earth centuries earlier, being burned because people believed they were witches. The stories had given him nightmares. 
 
    Marquez broke free of his captor and stepped toward the elder. “You must listen to us,” he said calmly. “We are not Geri Vokar.” 
 
    The elder’s eyes narrowed. He nodded to one of his guards. In an instant, with the butt of a spear, Marquez was on his ass. 
 
    “Nicolas!” Tai yelled. 
 
    The guard dragged him to a post and tied him to it, wrapping the rope around his body. He struggled but couldn’t break free. Behind them, the natives bore down on them with their torches lit. 
 
    Tyler had never thought about dying. But if he were to guess which way he’d go, it would never have been like the witches of a quaint Massachusetts town. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Craft 
 
      
 
    The massive globe that was Psi-Aion approached quickly. While standing behind the pilot, Jason kept a close eye on the controls. 
 
    The Seeker craft entered orbit. Jason could only wonder for what purpose. Was it because he’d come calling on their door and Nash wanted to ensure no one else came searching for him? If it were the case, he hoped the Argo had already hightailed it. 
 
    The craft pushed beyond Psi-Aion’s orbit and made a beeline for the atmosphere. We’re going to land on the planet… 
 
    The Seeker helmsman maneuvered the smaller ship down. The deck plating reverberated. Jason sniggered to himself. Even an advanced species, with advanced spacecraft, still had trouble making smooth drops through the atmosphere of a planet. 
 
    Through the cloud, large swathes of green stretched out to the horizon. Amazing. Jason’s stomach churned while they pulled up and straightened out. 
 
    The helmsman found a clearing in the tree line where a massive cliff face overlooked the great forest. Jason did a double take. Beneath it were small wooden structures. And people? 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Psi-Aion 
 
      
 
    Boom! 
 
    Nicolas joined everyone else in the village gazing up into the sky. A craft zoomed overhead, appearing like a black vulture ready to pounce on its prey. 
 
    The Seekers! 
 
    Panic took hold of the villagers. They grabbed their loved ones and scrambled. Even the elder moved quickly for someone of his age. 
 
    “Vakar!” they all yelled at the top of their lungs. 
 
    Within moments, they’d all fled, leaving the six of them to fend for themselves. 
 
    Nicolas gazed over at Tyler whose ropes hadn’t quite been secured. He wrenched his body forward and twisted out of them. Tyler loosened Nicolas’s knots, and between the pair of them, they had everyone free in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “What do you think the Seekers want?” Higgs asked, throwing his ropes to the ground. 
 
    Nicolas remembered the drawings they’d seen in the cave the night before. They were coming down for only one reason. 
 
    “Fresh meat.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    An alert sounded from the operations station. It was the last thing Kevin wanted to hear while steering the Argo toward the opposite side of the planet. 
 
    “Something?” he asked Althaus. 
 
    His colleague nodded. “Just as we moved into scanning darkness and lost contact with the Seeker craft, there was a change in their trajectory.” 
 
    “Were they coming after us?” 
 
    “No. They were heading down to the surface.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “By the looks of it, toward the region our pod landed.” 
 
    “They must be going after our people.” 
 
    “It’s time we got down there.” Althaus had a steely glint in his eyes. 
 
    Kevin didn’t expect that. “I thought—” 
 
    “Tyler’s down there. If Alyssa said we’re ready to go, that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    Kevin smiled and turned back to the helm. He activated the intercom. “Bridge to engine room.” 
 
    “Engine Room,” came the voice of his daughter. 
 
    “We’re going down.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Kevin switched off the intercom and pushed in the commands on his console. It’d been some time since he’d landed a craft of the Argo’s size. He hoped he still had the right stuff. As long as we make it through the atmosphere without blowing up.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Psi-Aion 
 
      
 
    A Seeker prowled toward Susan with his weapon raised. With the refuge of a large tree nearby, she pushed with what little energy she had left and threw herself behind it. 
 
    A weapon blast fired, and she covered her eyes from the expected carnage, but instead of the burst blowing the tree into a splintery mess, it dispersed into it. 
 
    Susan looked around trying to find the others. After fleeing into the forest, they’d all got split up. There was still no one else in sight. She peered around the tree and watched her attacker move ever nearer. 
 
    “Psst.” 
 
    Susan darted her eyes around. 
 
    “Down here.” 
 
    A hand poked upward through the green brush beneath her. Nicolas! She grabbed hold and slid into a trench beside him. They waited until the Seeker passed by. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Susan whispered. 
 
    Nicolas shook his head. “I don’t know. I think they’re farther ahead.” 
 
    The crack of a Seeker weapon echoed around them. They peered over the top of the trench and saw a native fall from the blast. His attacker approached him and rolled his unconscious body over. 
 
    “Seems they have their weapons tuned down.” Nicolas observed. “On Orion V, those things burned holes in our guys. These are only knocking them out.” 
 
    “Can’t have dead slaves.” Susan watched the Seekers attach a small device to the neck of the native. “Looks like they’re tagging them.” 
 
    More soldiers appeared. Marquez and Susan lowered their heads. 
 
    “We can’t stay here for long,” he said to her. 
 
    She agreed. “We’ve got to find the others.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    The Argo bashed and crashed, spiraling down through the atmosphere of Psi-Aion. Kevin grabbed hold of the helm with a vise-like grip. 
 
    “Engine room to bridge,” Alyssa called over the ship’s intercom. 
 
    “Bridge here. Please tell me you have good news,” he pleaded over the racket of the shuddering bulkheads and clanging console instruments. 
 
    “Well, we’re in one piece,” Alyssa said optimistically. “But we’ve lost two of our ventral thrusters. The heat shield hasn’t protected everything.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’ll just make sure I pull up a little earlier than normal.” 
 
    Kevin looked at the monitor on his console. The Argo had pushed through the stratosphere and was now entering the troposphere. The turbulence subsided. 
 
    “Well done back there,” he praised his daughter. “Give my thanks to Professor Petit.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Kevin turned to Althaus. “Have you found the Maybelle?” 
 
    “If I can find where the original CDF signal came from, I’ll be able to extrapolate—” His console beeped. “Got it. I’m sending the coordinates to the helm.” 
 
    Kevin plotted the course. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Psi-Aion 
 
      
 
    It was a bloodbath. After filing out of the Seeker ship, Jason stayed well behind the main groups of soldiers, watching them cut a swath through the forest. 
 
    He bent down to one of the victims before him. Seekers! They were the same beings Althaus had killed on Orion V, and the same ones Jason knocked out on the weapon ship when he’d escaped. 
 
    But they’re so primitive. Of the unconscious forms he’d seen on the battlefield, they looked like something from an old historical documentary on early human development. Warpaint covered them, and their weapons were nothing more than wood. 
 
    They’re slaves… It all made sense to him now. The aliens of Psi-Aion were being used by the true Seekers to do their bidding. And to be their voice. He thought of his friend and how different Nash now was. 
 
    What Kione had seen when he’d probed the mind of the guard on the weapon ship, was him being captured, before being turned into one of them. 
 
    Jason spotted a small device attached to the alien’s neck. He tried to pull it off, but it wouldn’t come loose. A control collar? He stood and wondered. Who are the true Seekers if these people are nothing more than their slaves? 
 
    In the distance, the bulk of the soldiers disappeared. Only a few were still in his eyeline. He hurried off in their direction on a parallel path. 
 
    He reached them quicker than he thought. When he closed in, he discovered why. A pair of soldiers were stalking a female with a small child in her arms. Jason stopped by an adjacent tree. The mother stumbled, and one soldier raised his weapon at her. 
 
    Jason aimed his, too. He hadn’t fired one of the Seeker contraptions yet, but he figured all weapons had a trigger of some sort. Finding what he thought was it, he stood out from the tree, pointed, and squeezed. A bolt of energy launched from it and struck the Seeker down in his tracks. 
 
    The woman with the baby eyed him with shock. She regained her footing and ran in the opposite direction. The other soldier ignored her and turned toward Jason. 
 
    Jason ducked behind cover, and a blast pounded into the opposite side of the trunk. He looked down and around. He had no escape. He tilted his head upward and smiled. Or do I? 
 
    With whatever he could find for a foothold, he climbed up the tree and latched on to a sturdy low-hanging branch. 
 
    The Seeker poked his head around the corner. If it weren’t for the dark visor, Jason could swear he saw a bemused expression beneath it. Not waiting for his attacker to figure it out, he jumped off the branch and flattened the soldier into the ground. 
 
    Tyler had a box-office view from his vantage point behind a downed tree. Most of the natives had fled to higher ground, deep into the forest to set up a line of defense. 
 
    Some climbed the trees and sat upon branches with bows at the ready, while others crouched along the ground with wooden spears. Across the field were the trio of Marines, keeping out of sight. 
 
    In all their numbers, fanned out across the forest floor, the Seekers arrived with their weapons aimed. 
 
    “Vakar!” one native yelled. 
 
    A barrage of arrows fired from the trees toward the soldiers. Some sailed over their heads, some fell short, while others made contact. Those that did merely bounced off the Seekers’ armor. The spears flew through the air but could only knock their assailants down before they picked themselves back up again. 
 
    The Seekers retaliated with a barrage of their own. Bolts of energy created an eerie green light show. The natives fell in numbers, and though gallant, the rest had no choice but to scatter and retreat. 
 
    “Cassidy!” 
 
    He glanced behind. Marquez dashed along the ground toward him, doing his best to stay out of sight, with Tai not far behind. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” Tyler said, hoping the CDF captain had an answer. 
 
    “There’s not much…” He stopped and looked to the other side of the forest floor. 
 
    A weapon blast struck a Seeker. He spun and tumbled to the ground. 
 
    Then another. What the hell! 
 
    “They’re firing on their own.” While Tyler couldn’t tell who it was, it’d created a brilliant diversion. 
 
    The natives noticed as well, halting their retreat. 
 
    Marquez jumped out beside Tyler over the downed tree and ambled like a panther toward the Seeker closest to them. He picked up a spear from the ground and struck the unknowing victim to the forest floor. He dropped the butt of the spear into the soldier’s helmet, crushing his skull. 
 
    The elder looked down on Marquez from afar. He considered him for a moment and smiled. 
 
    Does he understand we’re not Geri Vakar? 
 
    The elder held up his hand and pointed back down the hill. His people followed their orders and bounded toward the Seekers. 
 
    Tyler and Tai jumped out from behind the log and joined Marquez who picked up a Seeker weapon and fired potshots toward them. 
 
    “Whoever fired on them, got their attention,” Tyler said, watching the Seekers flee. “They’re heading back to the village.” 
 
    The natives passed them, yelling at the top of their lungs. There was a hope in their eyes Tyler hadn’t seen before. Time to go on the offensive.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Psi-Aion 
 
      
 
    Jason sprinted as if his life depended on it. Because he knew it did. His plan was to take as many of the Seekers out so the natives could go on the counterattack, but he didn’t expect the soldiers to be as fast reacting as they were. Or him to be as unfit as he was. I’ve got to stop drinking so much. 
 
    He rounded a tree and ran out into open ground toward the native’s village. A weapon blast whizzed past him, knocking over a bundle of rocks ahead. Jason turned, spotting at least ten soldiers heading his way. 
 
    He weaved through the huts and dived over a large wooden stump in the township’s center. He pulled off his helmet. Either side of him, the Seekers fanned out and outflanked him. Oh hell! 
 
    To his left, a soldier aimed at him. His heart stopped. Now I’m done for. 
 
    A crack sounded, and the Seeker stumbled backward. Jason looked up. The Argo! The old cargo ship hovered overhead. Its powerful engine trembled the ground beneath him. 
 
    Hanging from the opened rear ramp with a harness around his waist and a rifle in his hand was Althaus. With another pull of the trigger, Jason’s sharp-shooting uncle rained more fire down from the sky at the Seeker bearing down on Jason to his right. The bullets hadn’t taken his assailants out, but it’d given him the time he needed to fire off his more advanced gun. 
 
    Jason raised his weapon and cut down the Seeker to the left and to the right. The rest of the soldiers took defensive positions behind the village huts and fired on the Argo. They put sizeable dents into the side of the old girl, and with little choice, the cargo ship had to move on. Her maneuvering thrusters spun up, and she launched away above the tree line. 
 
    With the Argo retreating, they’d have to do it on their own. Nicolas stood behind a large rock and commenced shooting. The natives, too, fired what arrows they had left in their arsenal. Though the arrows weren’t making their way through the Seeker’s armored suits, it was keeping them pinned down. 
 
    Across the field, Corporal Higgs took his shots, and the lone ranger from behind the tree stump at the village center joined in, firing off several blasts. 
 
    Who could that be? 
 
    The Seekers were surrounded. The natives streamed from behind Marquez and down toward their township. They launched spears through the air, threw nets, and wrapped ropes around the vastly superior soldiers. A barrage of rocks knocked the final one to the ground, who was immediately beaten to a pulp. 
 
    Nicolas joined with everyone else converging on the village center. The lone gunman who’d started the counterattack was still behind the tree stump. The natives raised their spears and loaded their bows. 
 
    “Come out from behind there!” Nicolas shouted. 
 
    The figure rose. He wore Seeker armor, but the face was unmistakable. 
 
    “Jason?” Tyler walked up beside Nicolas, who had in turn been joined by Tai. 
 
    The village elder pushed his way between his people onto the wooden stump. He looked down at Jason inquisitively and put out his hand. Jason took it, stepping up beside him. 
 
    The elder turned to everyone who’d gathered around. “Drolen!” he said in the loudest voice he was able to muster. 
 
    “Drolen!” the natives chanted, dropping to their knees, bowing toward Jason. 
 
    “Great.” Tyler rolled his eyes. “We might be alive, but now Jason’s going to think he’s a god.” 
 
    “Who said you could take the Julieanne?” Tyler blasted Jason after being told how he’d gone to the dark side of the moon. 
 
    Jason led the way toward the landed Argo in the cutting. “I had to see what was out there. And you were too busy down here. I didn’t want to hassle you over semantics.” 
 
    “If I didn’t want you coming down here, how did you think I’d respond to you going for a joyride around that moon?” 
 
    “You would’ve said no. I guess that’s why I didn’t ask. If I hadn’t done it, you’d be dead now. You’re welcome, I guess.” 
 
    Tyler crossed his arms. “Don’t let it go to your head, Drolen.” 
 
    The rear entry ramp of the Argo retracted. Kevin, Aly, Althaus, and Professor Petit waited for them at the top. 
 
    “That was some nice shooting, Althaus,” Jason said, striding past him. “You might’ve got a gig in the war as a commonwealth sharpshooter.” 
 
    Althaus grumbled. 
 
    “It’s good to see you still alive.” Kevin put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Where are the others?” Petit asked. 
 
    “They went to fetch the Maybelle.” Tyler glared at Jason. “We’ll need it since it’s our only pod left.” 
 
    “How did you get yourself aboard one of their ships?” Aly asked Jason. 
 
    Everyone filed up the ramp into the Argo, and Jason told them of his incarceration aboard the weapon ship in the galley. By that stage, Captain Marquez, Doctor Tai, and the Marines returned with the pod to listen to his tale. 
 
    “So Kione’s all right?” Tai asked. 
 
    “Barely. Whatever the Seekers are doing to him, it’s taking its toll.” 
 
    “And this weapon?” Marquez said. “Do you have any idea how soon it’ll be operational?” 
 
    Jason shook his head. “I’m not sure, but when it’s up and running, I fear for anyone in its way. I don’t think we have any choice but to destroy it.” 
 
    There was silence around the room. Althaus was the first to speak. “If what you’re saying is true, in what universe do you think the Argo has any shot going up against two Seeker ships?” 
 
    “Althaus is right,” Kevin chimed in, “we’re a little out-gunned.” 
 
    Marquez regarded everyone around the room. “We have a CDF commander, a doctor, three Marines, a genius, and a ragtag group of cargo haulers.” He chuckled. “While I’m all for the destruction of the weapon and getting Kione back, the odds aren’t in our favor.” 
 
    “During the war, we found ourselves fighting against the odds many times.” Jason glanced at his brother who’d remained silent. “Tyler?” 
 
    Everyone stared at the cargo captain. The youngest person at the table would ultimately decide their fate.  
 
    “I assume you’ve come up with a plan?” he said. 
 
    Jason smiled. “I’ve been kicking around a few ideas.” 
 
    “Aly,” Tyler said, “How long will it take to get the Argo back into orbit?” 
 
    “We didn’t take as much damage coming down here as I thought we would. We can be back up in about an hour.” 
 
    “Get to the engine room and make the preparations.” 
 
    She gave him a mock salute and hurried off. 
 
    Tyler turned to Jason. “The floor is yours.” 
 
    “If we’re going to go up against these bastards, we’ll need the element of surprise.” Jason grabbed a data tablet sitting near the coffee pot and drew a cigar shape on it. “This is the weapon ship. Through its heart is a central elevator.” 
 
    He drew a line through the middle. “At the bottom of the ship is the hangar deck. Around the center is the brig where Kione is detained, and toward the top is where the sphere is housed.” 
 
    “How do you figure we use the element of surprise?” Althaus asked. “Last time you fell into their hands easily.” 
 
    “We’ve got their ship.” 
 
    “Which by now they’ll know has been compromised.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Althaus looked confused. 
 
    Before he had a chance to ask another question, Kevin cut in. “Can you fly it?” 
 
    “There hasn’t been a ship yet that I couldn’t pilot.” Jason drew a large circle on the data tablet representing Psi-Aion’s moon. “Okay, this is what I’m thinking.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    Jason peered through the observation screen at the prone body of the Seeker from Orion V, lying on the main bed of the Argo’s infirmary. 
 
    Not a Seeker; a native of Psi-Aion. 
 
    A young man abducted from his home and taken to serve the Seekers. Doctor Tai had cut the alien’s corpse open, splaying its insides in a neat but chaotic mess, while Kevin assisted her cataloguing all the different organs and parts. 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    Jason’s brother sidled up beside him. After planning out the rescue of Kione and how to destroy the weapon ship, Jason asked Tyler to change his mind on doing an autopsy on the alien being. Their situation was very different now. If they were going up against the might of the Seekers, they’d need every piece of information they could get. If they found out how they were controlling their slaves, it could give the crew of the Argo an edge in defeating them. 
 
    “Not yet.” Tai passed Kevin what Jason assumed was the alien’s heart. “I planned on eating a steak before our mission. I think I’ll pass now.” 
 
    Tyler turned up his nose. “Well, I’ll leave you to your horror show. I’ve got some stuff to take care of.” 
 
    He headed off, but Jason grabbed him by the arm. “Hey.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m, uh, sorry about earlier. The pod. I should’ve asked.” Jason was the first to admit he was never good at apologizing. 
 
    “Let’s just take these bastards out and go home. Okay?” 
 
    Jason nodded, and Tyler walked out. 
 
    The door to the infirmary opened, and Kevin threw his gloves in a medical waste disposal near Jason’s feet. “We’re done.” 
 
    Tai followed him out. Blood covered her surgical gown from top to bottom. Jason recoiled while the pair undressed their bloody garments. 
 
    “What did you find out?” he asked them. 
 
    Tai pulled her glasses off. “That apart from the different positioning of certain organs and a few others we’re not familiar with, the anatomy of these beings is similar to our own.” 
 
    “Or as similar as it can be, considering how far away from Earth they evolved,” Kevin added. 
 
    “There have been countless theories over the centuries what life would be like on other worlds. Some have guessed it vastly different to our own, while others believed it would need to be similar to ours to thrive. In this instance, the latter is correct.” 
 
    While Jason found the doctor’s thoughts interesting, there was only one question he wanted answered. “Did you find any control device?” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. “There was no outside technology.” 
 
    “What about something organic? Perhaps a parasitic life-form?” 
 
    “I think you’ve been watching too many movies. We found nothing that shouldn’t have been there.” 
 
    Jason sighed. “How about something we can use against them? Any weaknesses?” 
 
    “Under the armor, they’re just as vulnerable as we are,” Tai said. 
 
    “So, we haven’t found out anything we didn’t know already?” 
 
    She shook her head at him apologetically. 
 
    “Thanks anyway.” 
 
    The pair left Jason there to wonder. They were no closer to figuring out how the Seekers had a hold on the natives of Psi-Aion, or on Nash. He hoped it wouldn’t be the difference between success or failure. Or the difference between life and death. 
 
    Susan knocked on the door. 
 
    “Come in,” the voice answered from inside. 
 
    She pushed it open. Nicolas attempted putting on the Seeker armor they’d ‘borrowed’ for their mission to the weapon ship. 
 
    “You got into your costume quick,” he said to her, having trouble fitting into his own. 
 
    Tai upped the linkages in the back of his suit. “It just takes a delicate hand.” She gazed into his eyes. 
 
    “Something wrong?” He must’ve detected the uneasiness in her voice. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    Nicolas chuckled. “No. It’s a terrible idea. We’re all probably going to die.” 
 
    She knew when Nicolas was teasing her, to make her feel more at ease. He had a knack for it. Though it hadn’t changed what he’d said being true. 
 
    “You know as well as I we can’t allow them to keep that sphere. If they use it as Cassidy believes they will, we’ll be responsible for all those deaths. We did, after all, dig it up.” 
 
    “It’s just… I wouldn’t mind a few more Marines to take along with us. Say, a thousand.” 
 
    Nicolas smiled. “The Cassidys and their people have shown themselves to be extremely resourceful. If it weren’t for them, we’d be rotting on Orion V.” He turned away. “Just like everyone else down there and up in orbit.” 
 
    Susan put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He looked deep into her eyes. “We can’t let their deaths be in vain, Susan. We owe it to them.” 
 
    They stared at each other longer than they had in years. Susan froze. Her limbs went limp. Before she knew it, they were locked in the first kiss they’d shared for a very long time. Their arms intertwined with one another as if it was their wedding night all over again. 
 
    “Captain, are you—” 
 
    They pulled apart and darted their eyes toward the door. Jason Cassidy gawked at them with his mouth wide open. 
 
    “I, uh, sorry” he said. “When you’re ready, we’ll be in the cargo bay.” He scurried off, and Nicolas and Susan chuckled with each other as if they’d been teenagers caught in the act. 
 
    “Well, should we go down?” Nicolas asked. 
 
    Susan widened her eyes. 
 
    “I mean to the cargo bay,” he corrected himself. 
 
    She smiled and let him lead the way, not knowing what was going to be more difficult. The mission, or the conversation they’d have to have when they came back. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Craft 
 
      
 
    Jason gripped the peculiar conical-shaped controls beside the pilot’s seat. He’d watched the Seeker helmsman who’d taken him to Psi-Aion, but attempting it himself was completely different. 
 
    As smoothly as possible, he approached the moon ahead. His hands accidently moved over a set of buttons next to the steering device, and the ship rumbled around him. He rectified his mistake and smoothed out the ship’s course. 
 
    Tyler walked up behind him. “I thought you said you could pilot this ship.” 
 
    “If I crash us into that moon, I’ll put up my hand up and say I was wrong. Until then, I don’t need a backseat driver.” 
 
    Tyler put his hands up in surrender. Marquez appeared while Jason guided the Seeker transport around to the dark side of the moon. The sunlight of the Psi-Aion star disappeared, and the mysterious darkness of the other side reigned supreme. 
 
    Jason pulled at the controls and pumped the vessel’s thrusters. At least that was what he was attempting to do. The craft vibrated more. He let the moon’s gravity take over, and in an instant, the shaking ceased. 
 
    “Hey, I think I’m getting used to this,” he said with some confidence. His mind returned to the job at hand while tiny pinpricks of light appeared ahead of them. 
 
    On the scanners, Nash’s ship and the weapon ship remained in a geostationary orbit just as before. He pointed toward their target, and both Tyler and Marquez gazed at it. 
 
    “The weapon ship’s still in its construction dock.” Jason plotted a course. On the monitor before him, a line emanated from the giant vessel. 
 
    “It appears they’re going fishing. This is the tractor field that dragged me inside their hangar deck the last time.” 
 
    “How long have we got?” Marquez asked him. 
 
    “I’d say only a few minutes before it latches on. You two better get out of here.” 
 
    They nodded, and Jason studied the graphical representation of the tractor field as they edged ever closer. The plan was going off without a hitch. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    Nash stood on the hangar deck and watched on at the display near the door while the tractor field locked on to the wayward transport. It’d been several hours since they’d lost contact after he’d sent it to the planet’s surface for a new batch. 
 
    It became obvious Cassidy used the transport to escape his incarceration. Nash knew him all too well. He wasn’t one to give up, and Nash gathered his former colleague would be aboard it. 
 
    Cassidy had become a nuisance who should’ve died on Orion V. Instead, Nash let him get away. Not once but twice. He wouldn’t allow him to interfere with his plans again. He’d have to kill him. 
 
    But you can’t kill him! 
 
    That voice. The one that lingered within. Most of the time he was able to suppress it, but every so often, the shadow of his former self made its presence known. He pushed it farther inside him. 
 
    The tractor field pulled the transport inside the hangar deck. It slowed, descended, and landed before him. His soldiers marched out and lined each side of the hull. Nash couldn’t afford to be surprised by one of Cassidy’s tricks. 
 
    “Open the airlock!” he ordered them. 
 
    A soldier opened it with the manual override while the others stood by it with their weapons raised. Nash walked up to the airlock and peered inside. It was empty. Except for a lone figure sitting at the helm. 
 
    “Cassidy, I don’t know what you’re playing at, but it’s time to come out.” 
 
    There was no answer. Nash took one of his soldier’s guns and ambled inside. He crept toward the pilot’s chair and spun it around. It wasn’t Jason. It was one of his soldiers. Nash poked at his chest armor, but there wasn’t any movement. He grabbed each side of the helmet and pulled it off. 
 
    He lurched backward in shock. Instead of a face, he found a clock staring back at him. It activated and counted down. 
 
    10… 9… 8… 
 
    Cassidy! 
 
    Nash hurried toward the airlock and burst out onto the hangar deck, throwing his hands in the air. “Move! Everyone out!” 
 
    He ran ahead of his soldiers to the door. A bright light flashed, and a blast threw him to the bulkhead of the outer corridor. 
 
    With a thump, his body numbed, and shrapnel rained down on him. The lights flickered out, and his eyes closed. 
 
    I told you, you couldn’t kill him! 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Transport Pod Maybelle 
 
      
 
    “Latching on, now!” 
 
    Tyler gently maneuvered the Maybelle and connected the small pod to the outer hull of the weapon ship. Marquez stood behind him, watching his monitor. 
 
    “The scanners have detected a reverberation,” he said. “Looks like the bomb went off. It worked.” 
 
    Jason waited by the airlock. When he got the green light ensuring a seal, he opened it, revealing the obsidian black hull of the weapon ship. He turned to Althaus and Higgs. “Let’s get cutting.” 
 
    The pair stepped up with their laser cutters and burned into the hull. Jason bit his bottom lip, hoping Nash wasn’t on the hangar deck when the bomb exploded. It was part of the plan that most rankled him. But if they were any chance of getting aboard without being noticed, they’d had no other choice. 
 
    Jason assumed the Seekers would detect them on their scanners so decided to use the hijacked transport as a diversion. With Aly’s help, they fashioned an airtight walkway between the transport and the Maybelle’s dorsal maintenance hatch so it was able to ride beneath the larger alien vessel undetected. To the Seeker’s scanners, it would’ve looked like only one ship. 
 
    He evacuated through the walkway then decoupled the two vessels, just before the weapon ship’s tractor field took effect. The Maybelle used its momentum to move past the field unchecked so it could latch on to their target undetected. All the while it ensured the Seekers had their attention on their own transport before creating a nice little explosion on their hangar deck. 
 
    Jason turned to the clang of lasered hull plating falling into the corridor of the weapon ship. Everyone placed their helmets on. 
 
    “All right, let’s go.” Jason led the way with alarm klaxons blaring around them and marched to the central elevator. As per the plan, Jason, Tyler, Althaus, and Corporal Higgs were the first ones up. 
 
    Marquez offered Jason a hand. “Good luck.” 
 
    “See you soon.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    The elevator came to a halt and Jason stepped out with Tyler by his side and Althaus and Higgs in tow. A team of four Seeker soldiers hurried toward them with their weapons at the ready. 
 
    “Just stay cool,” Jason whispered, motioning the others to the side of the corridor. They brushed by them as if they weren’t even there. 
 
    “They must be heading down to the hangar deck,” Tyler assumed. “They may not know we’re aboard—” 
 
    “Yet,” Althaus said, finishing his nephew’s sentence. 
 
    “Right, let’s keep going.” Jason did his best to remember his way back to the brig. He stepped around one final corner to the door he’d escaped from. But instead of the one guard who’d been there earlier, there were now four. 
 
    Nash had obviously beefed up security since Jason had made a run for it. Four against four. They were evenly matched. 
 
    “Any ideas?” Tyler asked. 
 
    “I’ve got a shock grenade.” Higgs revealed the handheld spherical explosive. “We roll one of these babies down there, it’ll take the four of them out easily.” 
 
    “I was hoping to do this quietly.” Jason frowned. “We set that off and we’ll be found out.” 
 
    There has to be another way. He glanced down at his weapon. “How good of a shot do you think you can be with these things?” he asked the others. 
 
    “They’re tricky at first, but they don’t kick like our rifles do,” Higgs said of his experience down on Psi-Aion. “Just give me a target, and I’ll hit it.” 
 
    “I haven’t even fired one yet.” Althaus gripped the weapon tightly. “But I’d be a damn sight better at it than you.” 
 
    Jason let the insult fly. “That’s what I’m counting on.” He pointed behind them. “Tyler, I want you to cover this corridor. Althaus, take this end, and Higgs, take the other. You’ll both need to eliminate the two soldiers facing the door.” 
 
    “What about the other two?” Althaus asked. 
 
    “I’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “This sounds like an idiotic plan.” 
 
    “Yep, pretty much. We ready?” 
 
    After Higgs rounded back to the other end of the adjoining corridor, they were all in place. Jason walked toward the brig. The guards noticed him, but his disguise appeared to be working. He stood in front of the guards at the door, but they wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Sorry, guys, I don’t remember what the secret password is?” 
 
    The perplexed soldiers stared at each other. Behind Jason, the other two guards fell from the bursts of a pair of well-placed shots from Althaus and Higgs. Nice work, guys. 
 
    Before the two Seekers in front of him could react, Jason unholstered his sidearm and shot one at point-blank range. The other was quick to take aim, but Jason knocked the gun from his hands. 
 
    The guard barreled into Jason, knocking him to the deck with a thump. A fist pounded into his head, cracking his visor open like an egg. Preparing for another clobber, Jason looked away, just in time to see a bolt of energy from Althaus’s gun send the Seeker sailing into the wall. 
 
    “Jesus, kid, I thought I packed a punch.” Althaus ran toward him and heaved him up from the deck. 
 
    With Tyler and Higgs joining them, Jason peered through the cracked visor at the door terminal and waved his hand over it. It opened with ease, and he led the others inside. 
 
    “Hell!” 
 
    Tyler came up beside him and glanced at all the empty cells. “Where’s Kione?” 
 
    Nicolas stepped onto the catwalk first. Susan and the Marines joined him, observing the massive chamber Jason Cassidy told them about. 
 
    “Have you seen anything like it?” he said to Susan. 
 
    “It’s a sight, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Around the sphere at the heart of the massive space were the conduits leading from it and several Seekers, either standing around the workstations or doing patrols. 
 
    He spotted a ladder chute to the bottom level of the chamber near them. “Let’s go. Ling, Utkin, stay up here. If we get into any trouble, cover us.” 
 
    Nicolas led Susan down. On the lower deck, everything seemed even bigger. But nothing caught his attention more than the sphere. Though he’d already seen it on Orion V, for whatever reason it seemed much more impressive a second time. 
 
    “I shudder to think what energy runs through these conduits,” Susan said, indicating the large tubular veins. 
 
    “I—” Nicolas stopped when a small vibration buzzed on his wrist. The commband under his suit alerted him to an incoming commlink. “It’s the others.” 
 
    Susan followed him to a quiet corner. 
 
    He pressed in the commband. “This is Marquez. Go ahead.” 
 
    “We’ve reached the brig.” It was Jason’s voice. “Kione’s not here. Have you—” 
 
    The transmission ended abruptly. Nicolas pushed in his commband again. “It’s gone dead.” 
 
    A commotion came from the direction of the sphere. Kione was dragged out of it by a pair of soldiers. His head was slumped while dozens of cables protruded from his body. 
 
    “Kione!” Susan shrieked, though luckily no one else heard her. 
 
    Nicolas grabbed her, stopping her from trying to play the hero. “Now’s not the time, Susan.” He directed her toward the ladder chute. “We have to find out what happened to the others.” 
 
    “I lost the commlink.” 
 
    Jason prodded at his commband while everyone else did the same. He walked out into the corridor and looked to his right and then to his left. Footsteps echoed around him. 
 
    From the corner of the corridor, a dozen soldiers appeared. A small path formed between them, and Nash emerged, hobbling past them. He’s alive! 
 
    His friend’s face had gashes and bruises all over it, and his armored suit was cracked and burned. 
 
    “I’ve blocked your comms, Cassidy.” The calm, collected nature of Nash’s voice was gone. There was now a bitterness there. “In all these years, you haven’t changed, have you?” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment, considering some of my recent history,” Jason yelled back at him. 
 
    “You never quit.” 
 
    “You always knew me well.” 
 
    “I know you reckoned yourself as something of a messiah, but even messiahs eventually die.” 
 
    There were more footsteps approaching from the opposite direction. Another group of soldiers converged at the other end of the corridor.  
 
    “Any grand plans to get out of this one?” Althaus asked appearing behind Jason with Tyler at his side. 
 
    Jason didn’t have any but thought he might be able to stretch out the inevitable. “Higgs, you still got that shock grenade on you?” he whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Pass it here.” 
 
    Higgs handed it to Jason inconspicuously behind his back. 
 
    “When I say go, I want you three to jump into the brig,” Jason instructed them. 
 
    “What are—” Tyler began. 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    Tyler’s silence was the response Jason was looking for. “Nash, what would you do to us if we were to surrender?” 
 
    His old friend chuckled. “We are long past that, Cassidy.” 
 
    “So, you wouldn’t turn me into one of these monstrosities? You’ve got to tell me how the Seekers do it? How do they turn them? How did they turn you?” 
 
    “Enough!” 
 
    “Could you at least spare them? My brother. Hell, even my uncle. Kill me and let them go on their way.” 
 
    Silence was his only answer. 
 
    “Well, I guess you’ve made your mind up then?” 
 
    Nash directed his soldiers, and their weapons took aim. “Goodbye, Cassidy.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Jason lobbed the grenade down the opposite corridor and dived with Tyler, Althaus, and Higgs into the brig. The explosion reverberated under the deck plating while Jason landed with a thud on Althaus’s back. Smoke billowed from the blast outside the door. 
 
    They all picked themselves up and ran down the small passageway between a row of cells to find cover. Jason hoped he’d taken out the soldiers at one end of the corridor but realized Nash and the other squad would be on their way shortly. While the odds were still in the Seekers’ favor, they could now at least defend themselves from a stronger position. 
 
    Jason sidled up beside Tyler. “You okay?” 
 
    Tyler nodded to the affirmative, though Jason could tell his brother’s heart was racing. 
 
    The smoke cleared from the door, and on cue, the Seekers came blazing through. The green energy bolts from their weapons cut a swath through the air, clearing a path for them to enter the brig. 
 
    Jason aimed and fired, taking a pair of the soldiers out. The others got their shots in, too, but there were too many rushing toward them to make significant gains.  
 
    Tyler discharged a volley of blasts around the corner but was quickly pinned down. “Any other ideas?” 
 
    Althaus and Higgs also struggled to get a shot away from their position. Their assailants continued to stream through. Jason fired, knocking another one down. 
 
    “My box of tricks might finally be empty.” 
 
    He motioned everyone else backward behind an alternative passageway while generating covering fire alongside Higgs. Behind was nothing but an enclosed bulkhead. They were hemmed in with no escape. 
 
    Jason raised his weapon, awaiting the final assault. “Sorry, guys.” He rubbed the sweat from his hand and waited. 
 
    The seconds passed. Then a few more.  
 
    Jason eyed his brother and then Althaus. Where are they? But they never came. 
 
    Jason poked his head around the corner. The Seekers had turned. They were firing in the opposite direction, back toward the entrance. Marquez! 
 
    “Let’s go!” He stood and raised his weapon. 
 
    Tyler, Althaus, and Higgs joined him, blazing away at the Seekers now on the run. 
 
    A grenade exploded outside the door and the bulkhead collapsed inward, pushing the remaining soldiers into retreat. Through the smoke, Marquez and the others pressed toward them. 
 
    In all the carnage, Nash was still alive. His eyes met Jason’s. He was about to lose and knew it. While another soldier went down in the crossfire, Jason took aim at the final holdout beside Nash. He hit him in the leg and then finished him off with a shot through the chest. 
 
    Nash stood firm. Marquez and his team held their fire while Jason walked toward him. 
 
    “It’s over, Nash,” Jason said to him. 
 
    “Over? We haven’t even begun.” Nash’s arrogance reappeared. “What do you think you’re going to achieve here? This vessel is still standing.” His burned face produced a sadistic grin. “If I were you, I’d be more worried about your ship.” 
 
    A flurry of emotions swirled inside Jason. He didn’t know which one to react to first. He let his fist do the talking, hurling a right hook at Nash’s jaw. His old friend fell to the deck on his ass. Everyone else stood in shock. 
 
    Jason hurried toward the door. “Come on, let’s finish what we came here to do.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    An alert sounded at the operations station. Aly watched a blip appear on the scanners from the far side of Psi-Aion’s moon. 
 
    “We’ve got a bogey,” she said to her dad. “It matches the configuration of the Seeker mother ship from Orion V.” 
 
    Jason and the others had pissed the Seekers off, but without a direct commlink, they wouldn’t know whether their plan was succeeding or not. 
 
    “What’s their ETA?” he asked her. 
 
    “Eight minutes.” Aly shook her head in disbelief. “It’s unbelievable how that thing moves.” Her clammy hands ran over the operations console. “How are we supposed to go up against that?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve got Professor Petit down in our cargo bay. If there’s anyone who’ll help us defeat them, it’ll be him.” 
 
    She didn’t know whether her father believed that or not, but regardless, it was reassuring. “I guess even David beat Goliath.” 
 
    “Stand by.” Kevin pressed in a series of commands on the helm. “I’m getting out of here. That should buy us a little more time.” 
 
    He kicked the Argo’s thrusters to maximum and proceeded toward the opposite side of Psi-Aion. While they’d have a head start, at the speed the Seekers moved at sublight, it wouldn’t be long before the small cargo ship was run down. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    There was something both wondrous and frightening about the sphere sitting on its pedestal. Jason contemplated the energy the Seekers were hoping to generate and what they’d do with it once it was harnessed. 
 
    While he’d second-guessed his plan several times since leaving the Argo, seeing Kione being led from the ancient relic in that near-death state he was in, was all the proof he needed that the Seekers couldn’t be trusted using the sphere for their own means. 
 
    He peered up at the catwalk. The trio of Marines and Althaus had fanned out, appearing as inconspicuous as possible, while around on the lower level, Tai, Marquez, and Tyler had gone to all the doors, sealing them shut away from the keen eyes of the soldiers doing their patrols. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye past the technicians, the pair of guards near Kione stepped away from him and back toward the sphere. While it wasn’t part of the plan, Jason strolled up to him to check his condition. “We’re going to get you out soon, buddy.” 
 
    The alien was unresponsive, standing like a zombie, with his head slumped and his eyes shut. 
 
    Tyler approached him. “The doors are sealed. Everyone has taken their positions.” 
 
    “Good. We should do the same.” Jason took one last look at Kione, remembering the promise he’d given him earlier, and walked into position. 
 
    With the exits blocked from the inside, they only had so many soldiers to contend with. The technicians weren’t armed and likely would pose little threat. 
 
    Jason peered up at the catwalk once more. The eyes in the sky were ready. He raised his hand and gave the signal. 
 
    All hell broke loose. Weapon fire rained down from above and the soldiers near Kione fell first. 
 
    The other Seekers were swift in response, ducking for cover behind the workstations. They launched an attack toward Althaus and the Marines. Tyler and Jason blazed away, knocking four of them out in quick succession. 
 
    Another group of soldiers rushed them, firing their way, but Marquez and Tai joined the action in the nick of time, shooting from the opposite side of the chamber. The four on the catwalk also resumed with clear shots. It’s like fish in a barrel. 
 
    With the last of the soldiers falling, the technicians around the workstations all glanced at one another. They turned their attention to Jason and the others and unholstered hidden sidearms from behind their backs, pointing them in every direction. 
 
    Aw, crap! I knew this was too easy.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    The scanners were drawing a blank. Since fleeing to the opposite side of Psi-Aion, the Argo lost contact with the Seeker ship and was now in a black spot. 
 
    Kevin wiped his brow and peered over at his daughter. If Alyssa was feeling the same fear as he, she wasn’t showing it. She’d grown up to be a strong woman. One he was immensely proud of. 
 
    “What?” she asked, catching him staring at her. 
 
    “Nothing.” He smiled, remembering back to the day she was born. The small baby he held in his arms for the first time had changed his life. He hoped she had the opportunity to grow up a little more. 
 
    An alert sounded. Alyssa glanced at the operations console. “It’s the Seeker ship.” 
 
    Of course it is. “ETA?” he asked her. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Without warning, they fired. 
 
    Kevin ran his hands over the helm and maneuvered the Argo sharply to port. The viewport lit up with the sight of a green energy bolt whizzing by the hull by mere meters. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    While the Earth-Centauri War had been over for more than four years, the last few days had given Susan far too many reminders of the dreaded conflict. 
 
    Nicolas was opposite her behind one of the several workstations, under heavy fire. At the adjacent station, she aimed toward an open target and fired. Nicolas gave her a casual nod in thanks. He then raised his hand and counted down. 
 
    Three… Two… One… 
 
    They both pulled out from their positions and launched a barrage each. Their attackers fell to the deck. 
 
    Susan rushed over to him. 
 
    “Just like old times,” he said to her. 
 
    “Too much so.” Firefights were being fought in every corner. “Over there!” 
 
    The Seekers had the Cassidy brothers pinned down on the opposite side of the chamber. 
 
    Nicolas bit his lip and peered at the catwalk where the Marines and Althaus were also taking heavy fire. “It’s up to us.” He swiveled his head back toward the Cassidys. “If we can get to them and take those soldiers out, we can consolidate from there.” 
 
    Susan peered farther beyond. “We could take cover at those workstations and catch them in a crossfire.” 
 
    Nicolas nodded. “Works for me. I’ll take the right. You take the left.” 
 
    Susan put a hand on his. “We don’t die today.” 
 
    Marquez nodded, and they hurried toward their respective positions. 
 
    On the opposite side of the catwalk, the Marines were immobilized by heavy fire from below. Whenever Conrad poked his head out to get a shot away, he was immediately pinned down as well. 
 
    “This isn’t working out how you expected, is it?” 
 
    Conrad glanced behind him to where he’d hogtied Christian Nash. There was an overconfidence about him that really pissed Conrad off. And I thought the kid irritated me. 
 
    “You know you could just untie these ropes and free me. Why die a meaningless death?” 
 
    “Don’t you ever shut up?” Conrad aimed his weapon over the edge, but again failed to get a blast away. 
 
    Nash laughed. “You won’t win. You realize that, right?” 
 
    Conrad rushed over to Nash and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, pushing him hard against the deck. “The kid told me not to kill you, but the two of us never got on that well. So you know what? If you do die, I figure it’s no skin off my neck. Shut your mouth, or I’ll throw you over.” 
 
    Before Nash responded, the Marines on the opposite side of the catwalk started firing again. Conrad let go of Nash and peered over the edge. Tai and Marquez had taken out the attacking Seekers. The pair yanked off their helmets to identify who they were and rushed toward the last few soldiers left shooting at Tyler and the kid. 
 
    Conrad glanced back at Nash to boast. But instead of the forlorn figure he expected to see, the traitor just smiled. “What?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing,” Nash said. “I just think it’s funny you believe once you’ve taken out my men this will be all over with. You may have sealed the doors, but they won’t stay closed forever. When they’re open again, there’ll be hundreds of soldiers waiting to come through.” 
 
    Conrad lifted his weapon and aimed it at Nash. There wasn’t even so much as a hint of fear in the man’s eyes. He was telling the truth. Conrad drew back his gun and pointed it over the catwalk where he recommenced firing on the remaining Seekers at the bottom of the chamber. 
 
    The shooting stopped. Jason and Tyler eyeballed each other with raised eyebrows. It was either a very good sign or a very bad one. Jason peeked over the conduit they’d taken refuge behind to find Marquez and Tai standing over a pile of Seeker bodies. 
 
    Tai broke off and went to Kione’s side. “Can you hear me?” she said to him. 
 
    The alien’s eyes fluttered. 
 
    “Are you with us?” Jason asked, coming to his aid as well. 
 
    Kione twitched, and his eyes opened. His mouth curled upward. “You came back for me?” 
 
    “I told you I would.” 
 
    The Marines joined them from the catwalk, and Althaus followed, dragging Nash along like a dog on a leash. 
 
    Jason took his friend by the collar. “What the hell have you done to him?” 
 
    Nash smiled. “What was necessary.” 
 
    “This was necessary?” 
 
    Althaus stepped forward. “While this little soap opera is fun and all, if what this bastard says is true, we’ll need to figure out how to keep those doors sealed. Otherwise we’re all dead meat.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    Javier Petit was as far from the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences as humanly possible. On a run-down old cargo ship at the edge of the frontier, three hundred light-years away, he couldn’t have been any more out of his comfort zone. 
 
    The near-misses from the Seeker ship echoed throughout the hull. The Argo banked from port and then to starboard. The extreme g-forces pushed Javier from one side of the cargo bay to the other. Their attackers were relentless in their assault. Luckily the pilot on the Argo’s bridge was up for the challenge. 
 
    “Professor Petit, are you ready down there?” It was the voice of Kevin Rycroft over the ship’s intercom. 
 
    Javier peered down the cargo bay. All the tritonium tanks were ready at the stern while he’d strapped the rest of the cargo down at the bow. It was just a matter of getting out of the way. 
 
    “Stand by.” Another blast rocked the ship hard. He stepped on the elevator and ascended to B Deck. With a prod at the controls, he sealed the level below. 
 
    “Ready!” he yelled. 
 
    He resumed his rise and made it onto the bridge in time to see the pyrotechnics. 
 
    “Cargo Bay open!” Alyssa said, toggling a switch on the operations console. 
 
    Javier walked over to the systems station and viewed the monitor before him. The rear airlock of the Argo opened, and the decompression blew the tritonium tanks out toward the Seeker ship. While it was Jason Cassidy’s idea to use them as mines, it was his expertise that allowed them to be armed. With a small container of plasma injected into each tank, on contact they would create a mighty detonation. 
 
    While the jury-rigged tritonium tanks drifted ever closer to their target, he kept a keen eye on the scanners, hoping they’d be far enough from the shock wave after detonation so it wouldn’t scoop them up. 
 
    A blinding light lit up the bridge. One after another, the mines made contact with the Seeker ship. 
 
    Alyssa smiled. “Now that’s what I call fireworks!” 
 
    The explosions filled the viewport while the Argo continued to race away. The deck shook beneath them. Javier gripped the console, bracing himself for the worst. He turned to Rycroft who clung to the helm like a man possessed. The ship lurched forward and rumbled. 
 
    But the shaking subsided, and their ride smoothed out. Javier’s calculations had been right. 
 
    “Did we get them?” Rycroft asked, unlatching himself from the helm. 
 
    Javier didn’t answer at first. There was no clear sight because of all the interference from the radiation. Then it cleared.  
 
    How? 
 
    “Negative. The bogey survived.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    While the exterior of the sphere appeared cold and sterile, its interior was the complete opposite. Jason stepped inside and gazed around in wonder. The curved lines of its shape were nowhere to be seen, while white vapor floated throughout, creating the illusion it was much larger on the inside than the outside. 
 
    Captain Marquez and Tyler strolled in beside him. “Unbelievable!” his brother said. 
 
    “It’s as if we’re walking on a cloud.” Jason waved the surrounding mist. He shifted his head out of the way as a long, silvery tendril whizzed past him from one side to the other to join its many friends that appeared and reappeared around them. 
 
    “Is it me, or is this thing breathing?” Tyler asked. “Maybe it’s alive.” 
 
    Jason didn’t know how to answer that, but couldn’t help but feel a gentle thrum around them. “Perhaps it’s life, but unlike anything we’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    They walked up what felt like a ramp toward a bright white light, but beneath their feet was nothing but mist. At the center, the trio shielded their eyes from the intense glare. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” Marquez wondered. 
 
    Against his better judgment, Jason moved toward it and put out his hand. A white flash encompassed him. 
 
    When his vision adjusted, the inside of the sphere was gone. Instead, he was back on the Argo. B Deck to be precise. 
 
    But the perspective was all wrong. He stared down at his hands. They were the hands of a child. His clothes had printed patterns of teddy bears on them. He was in the pajamas he worn as a kid. 
 
    He walked to the bathroom and jumped onto the washbasin. In the reflection staring back at him was a two-year-old boy. 
 
    “Hey, why aren’t you in bed?” 
 
    He turned. It was his father, Benjamin Cassidy. Much younger than the last time he’d seen him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” a woman’s voice echoed from outside the door. 
 
    My god… 
 
    Jason’s pregnant mother, Janice, walked in and smirked. There was a sparkle in her eye. “Jason Benjamin Cassidy, you should be asleep!” 
 
    There was another flash, and his arm was tugged. Tyler grabbed him. Jason returned to the white surroundings of the sphere. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I was about to ask you the same thing,” Tyler said. “One minute you walked toward that light, and the next you froze. You weren’t responsive for several seconds.” 
 
    Jason glanced back at the radiance. “I was with Mom and Dad.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “We’ve solved the problem!” 
 
    They all hurried out of the sphere to the sound of Tai’s voice. She stood at a workstation behind Althaus and Kione. The Marines had untied Nash but kept their weapons trained on him. 
 
    “Kione and Mister Althaus have tapped into the ship’s computers. We have a solution to our door issue.” Tai stopped and turned to Marquez. “You may not like it, though. I know I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    She pointed down at the monitor on the console. “These appear to be airlocks, and we have—” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” Tyler gasped. “Spacing them?” 
 
    “The Seekers will stop at nothing until they come in and retake the sphere,” Kione said bluntly. “They’re programmed to obey orders. That includes killing you and anyone who gets in their way.” 
 
    “There must be hundreds of them,” Tyler assumed. 
 
    “Thousands actually.” 
 
    Jason stepped toward Marquez. “We can’t let this sphere fall back into their hands. Agreed?” 
 
    Marquez’s hardened eyes stared at Althaus. “Do it.” 
 
    He nodded, and with Kione’s help they punched in the command. The clanging sounds of airlocks opening and closing were all they had to confirm the deaths of the remaining Seekers on the ship. Jason shuddered. They were just like Nash. They shouldn’t have been there any more than he. 
 
    Tai studied the monitor. “It’s done.” 
 
    Althaus broke up the respectful silence. “I’ve knocked out the jamming field interfering with our communications.” 
 
    Tyler activated his commband. “Argo, come in. This is Tyler.” 
 
    “This is the Argo,” Kevin replied. 
 
    “What’s your situation?” 
 
    “Not great. The Seeker ship was on our tail before we detonated the tritonium mines. It slowed them down but didn’t destroy them.” 
 
    “All of that tritonium? That should’ve blown up a small moon.” 
 
    “We’ve got away, but they’re back in pursuit.” 
 
    Before Tyler could say anything, Jason walked over to Kione. “Is this vessel flight worthy yet?” 
 
    “It hasn’t even begun trials,” Nash scoffed. 
 
    “Is it?” Jason ignored his friend. 
 
    Kione nodded. “I believe so.” 
 
    “We need to help the Argo.” 
 
    Kione and Althaus conferred and ran their hands over the controls. After a few moments, the ship rumbled beneath their feet. 
 
    Tai’s eyes raised at the readings. “We’re moving.” 
 
    “Hold on, Kevin, we’re coming,” Jason said over the commlink. 
 
    “I just hope we’re still here when you arrive.” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    “They’re on our tail again.” Alyssa glanced over to her father at the helm. “They’ll be in targeting range in two minutes.” 
 
    “Then it’s time to pull a rabbit out of the hat.” Kevin considered the viewport while the Argo rounded the sunlit side of the planet. “Perhaps we can confuse them.” 
 
    He turned to Alyssa. “Can we take another pounding in that atmosphere?” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    “An old trick I learned years ago. We used to skim planetary atmospheres at high speeds erratically to create shadows. To a pursuing ship, it appears as if we were multiple bogeys at once.” 
 
    Petit eyed him incredulously. “And that worked?” 
 
    “I’m still here, aren’t I?” 
 
    Alyssa bit her lip. “If you think that’s our only option—” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Alyssa nodded. “All right.” 
 
    Kevin turned and locked in a course. He breathed in and punched the thrusters, sending the Argo toward the atmosphere. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    The weapon ship moved from the dark side of the moon, and Kione and Althaus maneuvered the goliath toward Psi-Aion. Even with its size and composition, Jason was surprised how agile the vessel was. The Seekers were light-years ahead in interstellar ship design. It’ll be a shame to destroy it. 
 
    The Marines attached the explosives they’d come aboard with to the outside of the sphere and along the power conduits. If the ancient relic was as powerful as believed, it’d create one hell of an explosion. 
 
    Since his excursion inside, Jason wondered what he’d witnessed. Like anyone he had dreams, nightmares, even hallucinations, but when the light had encompassed him, he’d believed he was actually aboard the Argo again, as a child. It was more vivid than anything else he’d ever experienced. 
 
    With Psi-Aion approaching, he walked over to Nash. “This ship. I know its main purpose is to use this.” He pointed to the sphere. “But I assume it has conventional weapons, too.” 
 
    Nash said nothing. 
 
    Jason turned to Kione. “Does it?” 
 
    Kione studied his workstation. “It appears so.” 
 
    “Arm them and prepare to fire.” 
 
    With Althaus’s help, he keyed in the commands. “The weapons are armed.” 
 
    “ETA?” 
 
    “We’ll reach the Argo in three minutes,” Althaus said. 
 
    An eternity. Jason wasn’t religious, but if there was ever a time to pray, it was now. “Hold on…” 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    Aly ensured she was buckled into her seat while her bones jangled at her father’s crazy excursion on the atmosphere of Psi-Aion. It reminded her of the zero-gravity trampoline at the amusement park on Delta Station. But this wasn’t nearly as fun. 
 
    Her dad’s hands raced furiously across the helm, trying to keep everything together. On the other side of the bridge, Professor Petit stared through the viewport. The burning of the heat shield produced an ethereal orange glow around them. 
 
    On the scanners, the Seeker ship continued to gain. They fired potshots at every location the Argo had skimmed. 
 
    “It’s working!” she said with glee. But it would only be a matter of time before the Seekers figured out a way to detect them. 
 
    “The heat shield is buckling under the stress. We won’t be able to do this much longer,” Petit advised. 
 
    “Is there any way to keep this up?” Kevin asked. 
 
    “Not unless we stop at a repair facility and install a new shield.” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. “That’s not exactly on our itinerary, Professor.” 
 
    Aly smirked, but it disappeared when the ship shuddered. “The weapons fire is getting closer. We can’t last more than a few seconds. If they get a lucky hit, we’re—” 
 
    The Argo barrel rolled to port. Aly’s harness jabbed into her ribs while she turned and watched her father’s tear and throw him from his seat. He struggled from the deck but couldn’t reach his station. 
 
    Aly, without thinking, unbuckled and launched herself to the helm. Instead of finding refuge in the chair, she slid back toward her father at the center of the bridge. 
 
    She clawed toward the Argo’s flight controls, and with her dad’s help, he flung her upward into the seat. With her head spinning, she ran her hands over the console and brought the Argo back to equilibrium. 
 
    She gave a hand to her dad and pulled him up. Petit unbuckled himself and walked over to them. They all peered through the viewport. 
 
    The Seeker ship hovered over them like a condor about to feast on its prey.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two ships were so close Kevin imagined the Seekers would be able to see the whites of his eyes. He put a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. I’ve failed her. Alyssa gazed up at him, and a tear ran down her cheek. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He hugged her tightly as if it would protect her from the inevitable. 
 
    “Look!” 
 
    Petit pointed. Another vessel rounded the planet’s orbit. The cigar-shaped beast loomed over the Seeker ship. 
 
    The weapon ship! It fired on its running mate, unloading its arsenal upon it. 
 
    Kevin squeezed Alyssa’s shoulder, more than he’d meant. “My god, they did it!” 
 
    “I’m receiving a commlink,” Petit said from the systems station. He piped it through the speakers. 
 
    “Argo, are you all right?” It was Jason. 
 
    “You couldn’t have come at a better time.” A grin beamed across Alyssa’s face. 
 
    “Stand by, we’ll do what we can to take care of them for you.”  
 
    The Seeker ship veered away from the Argo and turned toward the weapon ship. The two goliaths went toe to toe, firing their mighty batteries of weaponry upon each other. 
 
    Kevin replaced Alyssa at the helm. He toggled in a course and maneuvered the Argo out of the area, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire. 
 
      
 
    * 
 
      
 
    Seeker Weapon Ship 
 
      
 
    Jason, along with everyone else, watched on from the monitors at the workstations before them, holding on to anything within reach while the ship rocked and rolled. 
 
    “We’re severely out-gunned.” Althaus’s hands jumped up and down the console. 
 
    “Continue firing,” Marquez ordered. 
 
    Jason looked around the chamber at the explosives all rigged and ready to detonate. “If they keep this up, we won’t need to use these.” 
 
    “Idiots!” Everyone turned to Nash, who was brimming with fury. “They’ll destroy this ship!” 
 
    Another blast hit them hard. They all sprawled to the deck, and the lights flickered out. 
 
    The blast of a weapon and an agonizing yell echoed around the chamber. Jason pulled himself up when the light returned. There between he and the workstations, Private Utkin lay in a heap with a scorch mark on his chest. Nash broke free and ran over to a spare workstation. 
 
    Jason darted toward him, but before he got close, his friend pointed his weapon at him. He had one eye on his console and another on Jason. “Move any closer, Cassidy, and I’ll pull the trigger.” 
 
    Everyone else gathered themselves from the deck and eyed him warily. Another blast reverberated beneath them. 
 
    “I’m saving your lives as much as I am this ship,” Nash said frantically. 
 
    An ominous hum filled the chamber, and the sphere flashed orange. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jason tiptoed ever nearer to him. 
 
    “He’s distributing the energy from the sphere to the weapon emitter.” Kione stared at an adjacent console. “But you haven’t even tested it yet!” 
 
    Nash smiled sadistically. “No time like the present.” 
 
    The conduits throbbed with the power from the six-million-year-old artifact. Everyone watched the external monitors on the consoles. 
 
    In a brilliant burst of light, a bright-blue beam launched toward the Seeker ship. But instead of the explosion they’d all expected… There was nothing. 
 
    Jason narrowed his eyes with bewilderment. “Well, that was underwhelming.” 
 
    The Seeker ship then throbbed and trembled. It became smaller with each passing second. From the size of four carriers, it turned into something no bigger than a cruisier. 
 
    “It’s as if it’s disassembling,” Marquez said. 
 
    Within moments it was as small as a transport pod, until it appeared as little more than vapors floating in the vacuum of space. It was gone. 
 
    Silence filled the chamber as everyone tried to understand what they’d just witnessed. The smile returned to Nash’s face along with a smug satisfaction. 
 
    Jason inched closer toward him as delicately as he could without being shot. “What happened?” 
 
    Nash clutched his weapon. “What the Seekers had hoped. Torpedoes. Tritonium warheads. Like pop guns to a child.” He pointed at the sphere. “This is true firepower. And now we’ve harnessed it.” 
 
    An alert klaxon blared around them. Nash peered down at the readings. His smile once again faded. 
 
    “Something the matter?” Tai said, coming up beside Jason. 
 
    “The ship…we took too many hits.” 
 
    “The ship’s reactor has failed,” Kione said. “We have only minutes before it blows.” 
 
    “That’s it.” Althaus studied Kione’s station. “It’s time to go!” 
 
    “No. No one is going anywhere. Especially not you.” Nash’s eyes pierced Jason’s. “I should have done this when I first saw you on Orion V. How could I have been so blind?” 
 
    He pushed his weapon forward. His arms shook, and his fingers twitched. It seemed he was fighting a battle with himself. 
 
    “You can’t pull the trigger, can you?” Jason walked to him. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched Marquez bound toward Nash and bundle him down as if he were a linebacker from the Hyper Bowl winning Holden City Pioneers. The two tumbled to the deck. 
 
    But Nash still had the gun. A volley of blasts launched from it, sending everyone ducking for cover. Marquez knocked it from him and tried to lock him down. But Nash was too quick and regained his feet, finding his weapon. He pointed it at Marquez who raised his hands in defeat. 
 
    “I may not be able to shoot Cassidy, but there’s nothing stopping me from killing you.” His hand steadied, and he squeezed at the trigger. 
 
    A blast fired. 
 
    Marquez’s eyes closed, but he didn’t fall. He reopened his eyes and stared across at Jason who had the smoking gun in his hands.  
 
    Jason’s hands shook. What have I done? 
 
    He looked across at Nash who had a scorch mark directly through his chest. His knees buckled and he fell to the deck. Jason hurried to his side and held him upward. He coughed up blood, and it dripped down his face. Gone was the air of superiority that had been so prevalent. 
 
    He was the Nash he remembered again. “You know what you said on Orion V?” he said to Jason. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That you were sorry for letting me go instead of you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I forgive you.” The grin returned, and Nash’s head fell backward. It was as if he’d died all over again. This time at my hand… 
 
    Jason had come to Frontier’s Reach in the hope of discovering the truth about his friend’s death. Instead, it was he who’d ultimately killed him a second time. 
 
    “She’s been hit!” 
 
    Jason turned to his brother’s voice ringing around the chamber. Over at the adjacent workstations, the others huddled over a fallen body. He rushed over. There lying on the deck was Doctor Tai. 
 
    Captain Marquez rushed toward her kneeled down, trying to comfort her while applying pressure to the wound on her right leg. Jason assumed she’d been hit when Nash and Marquez had tussled over the gun. 
 
    Damnit! 
 
    “How…does…it…look…?” she asked Marquez, gritting her teeth at the end of every word. 
 
    “A glancing blow. We’ll get you back to the Argo and patched up in no time.” 
 
    The ship boomed around them once again. The screech of metal bending and splitting echoed throughout the chamber. 
 
    “We have to leave now!” Althaus, like an old revolutionary soldier, charged toward the central elevator. 
 
    Tyler put a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “If we don’t go, we’ll die here with him.” 
 
    Jason stared over at his friend. Everything around him seemed to slow down. Kione, Higgs, and Burns lifted Tai into their arms and hurried over to the elevator while Marquez and Tyler bolted over to far side of the chamber to grab Private Utkin’s body. 
 
    An almighty bang erupted, bringing Jason back to normality. The ship groaned, and the deck began to tear. Metal burst upward, splitting the chamber into two, forming a gigantic chasm. 
 
    Through the sparks, Jason eyed the other side. Tyler and Marquez stared back at him. There was no way they’d be able to jump it without falling to their deaths. 
 
    “It’s okay!” Marquez yelled, as calmly as possible. “You get down to the hangar deck. We’ll find a way to the Maybelle and meet you on the Argo!” 
 
    Jason hesitated. There was genuine fear in his brother’s eyes. 
 
    “Let’s go!” 
 
    Jason turned to Althaus, who was equally anxious with the sight of Tyler across the gulf. Regardless, he motioned Jason toward him. 
 
    The ceiling caved in, and beams fell. Marquez and Tyler made a run for it. Jason in turn hurried for the elevator. When he stepped inside, it came to life and descended through the heart of the weapon ship, which steadily broke apart around them. 
 
    At the hangar deck, the Julieanne was where he’d left it when he’d first fled. He took the controls and commenced a very abbreviated pre-flight check. Althaus stood to the rear of his seat, while Kione and the Marines helped lay down the barely conscious Doctor Tai. 
 
    “Where’s Nicolas?” she asked groggily. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kione told her. “He won’t be far behind.” 
 
    Jason powered up the transport pod and whisked it from the deck. He maneuvered through the long labyrinth, ducking and weaving around all the falling debris. 
 
    Over the final hurdle, the Julieanne burst forth from the weapon ship just before the aperture fell in on itself. 
 
    Jason inspected the scanners. A small blip was on the move. “There they are. The Maybelle.” Thank God! “They’re following us.” 
 
    There was a flash. Everyone shielded their eyes. The weapon ship exploded into a giant ball of fire. 
 
    “Hold on, everybody!” Jason knew the shock wave of the blast would be only moments away. 
 
    Boom! The Julieanne lurched forward. Jason did his best to keep her level. He pushed the thrusters to overdrive and grabbed on tight. 
 
    Then just as soon as the shaking started, it dispersed. The shockwave dissipated. Jason wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Is everybody okay?” 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    Tai was delirious. “Nicolas!” 
 
    On the scanners, the board was clear of everything but the Argo. The weapon ship. The Maybelle. They were gone. Jason turned to Althaus, but no words came out. 
 
    He peered back through the viewport where the weapon ship had once been. Somewhere out there, Tyler’s body now floated amongst the stars along with the memories of Benjamin and Janice Cassidy. 
 
    I’ve lost two brothers.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Cargo Ship Argo 
 
      
 
    Jason watched Kevin through the observation screen wave a medical scanner over Tai’s wound while she lay on the bed in the infirmary. She was conscious, but a lot more sedate than when she’d returned from the weapon ship. 
 
    Jason went in, but Kevin cut him off at the pass. “I’ve given her some medication to help her sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll be quick.” 
 
    Kevin considered the request and nodded. “Don’t take too long.” 
 
    Jason walked to her side and took a seat. There was agony in her eyes. An agony he now knew wasn’t from the wound. When they’d got back from their mission, Kione told him she and Captain Marquez had once been married. Which explained a lot. She was going through hell on the outside and the inside. 
 
    “Any luck?” Tai whispered. 
 
    He shook his head. “Our scanners have searched on and around the planet. We’ve even taken another look at the moon. There’s no sign of them anywhere.” 
 
    “Why was there no debris?” 
 
    “Professor Petit believes the sphere’s destruction aboard the weapon ship vaporized everything in the blast radius. Including the Maybelle.” 
 
    “Then they’re gone.” It wasn’t a question. A tear rolled down her cheek and without saying another word, Tai closed her eyes falling into a slumber. 
 
    Jason put his head in his hands and glanced over at Kevin who stared back at him. 
 
    “What’s her prognosis?” Jason asked him. 
 
    “The wound is unlike anything I’ve seen. It may have grazed her instead of hitting her point blank, but it’s caused a paralysis in the leg. Unfortunately, it seems to be spreading.” 
 
    “Can’t you do something about that?” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. “No. Perhaps with a better medical facility…” 
 
    “We’re fifteen years away from Outpost Watchtower.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have fifteen years.” 
 
    Jason closed his eyes. The image of Tyler on the other side of the chamber and Nash lying dead in his arms haunted him. 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    Jason reopened his eyes and glared at Kevin, telling him what a stupid question it was. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jason. You and Tyler, I guess, are like nephews. When your father died, he told Althaus and me to look after the two of you. I feel as if—” 
 
    “Don’t,” Jason began. “This wasn’t your fault. If it’s anyone’s, it’s mine. I was the one who asked Tyler to come out here. And now—” 
 
    “Take your own advice. You couldn’t have foreseen this. No one could have. And beating yourself up over it…well, you know what track that’ll lead you down.” 
 
    Jason did indeed, all too well. 
 
    Aly stared at the broken linkage in front of her. Her eyes were still stinging from the tears. And wiping them only made it worse. 
 
    To her left, she reached for a new linkage and a laser cutter. She ensured the power was disconnected and cut the old part, throwing it behind her with force. 
 
    “Aly.” 
 
    She turned. The forlorn figure of Jason stood at the engine room door. He looked like Tyler. Like their father. They had a way of standing straight while leaning to their right. She hauled herself out of the junction and walked over to him. The tears burst out again, and she hugged him. 
 
    His reassuring arms coiled around her. She didn’t want it to end but realized she couldn’t hide there forever. She pulled away and stared at Jason’s blank face. She knew his emotions were in there, but he was doing his best to bottle them up. 
 
    “Have you seen Petit?” he asked her. 
 
    Aly wiped aside her tears once again and tried to remember where the professor had got to. “I think he went down to the cargo bay to get some parts.” 
 
    Footsteps approached from the door. 
 
    “Did someone call?” Petit arrived with a storage case in each hand. 
 
    “Yes, Professor, I’ve been made aware of the Iota Particles you scraped from the Argo’s exhausts. I was wondering if you had any ideas how we might use them to get us home.” 
 
    He put the cases on the maintenance console. “I’ve stumbled upon a possibility. However, you must understand if we attempt it, I can’t guarantee success.” 
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice. Out here alone for fifteen years in the unknown is hardly something the Argo is up for. Replenishing food, supplies, and fuel will be difficult if not downright impossible. Not to mention if we don’t get Doctor Tai to the proper facilities, she’s going to die.” 
 
    Petit steepled his fingers. “While I’m a long way from figuring out how to use the Iota particles to generate a trans-space vortex, there may be a means to force open the corridor we came through.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    Petit brought up a series of scans on the console before them. “At the point the vortex closed, there’s still a slight concentration of Iota particles. The study I’ve done on them suggests if we bombard that area with the particles we’ve captured, it might reignite the vortex and hopefully the trans-space corridor.” 
 
    “Which would return us to Orion V, where we entered?” 
 
    “Theoretically.” 
 
    “It’s better than nothing.” Jason turned to Aly. “How long until the necessary systems are up and running to make an attempt?” 
 
    “Three hours at the most.” 
 
    “Good, let’s do it.” 
 
    Jason walked into the Argo’s communal bathroom and stopped in his tracks. There, hunched over one of the washbasins, stood Althaus. 
 
    The mirror in front of him was shattered. Jason glanced at Althaus’s fist. It was bleeding. Jesus. 
 
    He sidled up beside his uncle and twisted the faucet. A cold spray of water burst out, and he wiped his hands and face. He and Althaus caught a glimpse of each other before turning back to their separate basins. 
 
    Jason finished up and grabbed a wash towel. He took one last glance at Althaus and proceeded toward the exit. 
 
    “I came to think of him as my own son.” 
 
    Althaus spun around. A drip of blood trickled onto the deck beneath him. 
 
    Jason stopped. “I knew he was always your favorite.” What a stupid thing to say. It wasn’t the time for their usual back-and-forth banter. 
 
    Althaus stepped closer to him. “I’ve never had much in this life.” There was a bitterness in his voice. “And now, because of you, what I had left is gone.” 
 
    Jason didn’t argue. Althaus had a fair point. And he couldn’t be bothered fighting about it. Tyler was just as much Althaus’s relative as he was his. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said to his angry uncle. He’d seen him pissed off before, but he’d never seen him broken. Jason indicated toward his uncle’s knuckles. “You should get that checked.” 
 
    With that, he turned and walked out.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kevin’s words melded together into one giant jumble. While Jason knew Tyler’s eulogy would be beautifully spoken, he couldn’t quite bring himself to listen to it. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to, he just couldn’t. 
 
    He stared at the empty cargo containers representing Tyler, Marquez, Nash, and the Marines. He felt as hollow as the boxes that sat there in front of him. 
 
    Soon after Kevin’s tribute, Corporal Higgs spoke of his men, and then Professor Petit read some words put together by Doctor Tai, for Captain Marquez. Jason was surprised, considering her condition, how well she’d been able to convey her feelings. 
 
    It was his turn to say something about Nash. He’d already been to his memorial four years ago and thought it’d be easier the second time around. But it wasn’t. When he finished speaking, he couldn’t even remember what he’d said. 
 
    After the solemn service, they launched the containers into space. Everyone stood on the bridge and watched them float away into the abyss. 
 
    It was like any funeral. Lousy. Jason never understood them. They were supposed to represent closure. But to him, they were just another reminder of what was lost. 
 
    There was a wake in the mess. It folded up early. No one seemed in the mood. Kevin and Kione returned to the infirmary to keep Tai company, Petit and Aly proceeded to the engine room, and Althaus and the Marines went back to their quarters. 
 
    Jason stepped onto the bridge to find solitude. Instead, sitting at the systems station, staring into oblivion, he found Aly. She hadn’t left for the engine room after all. Her eyes and cheeks were as red as Jupiter’s spot.  
 
    “Keeping yourself busy?” 
 
    She chuckled ever so slightly. “Professor Petit is making final preparations. I didn’t want to get in his way.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Anyway, I figured I’d check over some data during the battle with the weapon ship. I noticed something strange before the Seeker ship exploded, but with everything that happened, I haven’t had time to check it.” 
 
    “Strange in what way?” 
 
    “We’ll see in a moment. The computer’s still checking.” 
 
    Jason sat at the helm and stared into her eyes. They were bloodshot. “Have you taken any stims?” 
 
    She smiled, no doubt remembering their conversation a few days earlier. “No. Have you had a drink?” 
 
    Even at the wake, Jason hadn’t so much as peeked at the bottle of whiskey doing the rounds. He preferred drinking alone anyway. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll make you a deal,” Aly said. “You don’t drink, and I won’t take any stims.” 
 
    Jason wasn’t sure it was a promise he’d be able to keep, but he humored her regardless. “Done.” 
 
    The systems console beeped, and Aly examined the readings. 
 
    “Something?” Jason put a hand on the back of her chair. 
 
    “The Seeker ship transmitted a message, just before it was destroyed.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Two hundred and eighty-three light-years farther away from here. That direction.” She pointed at the star chart which was mostly incomplete. 
 
    “Long-range telescopes have barely scratched the surface of that region of space.” 
 
    “It’s a long way.” 
 
    “For us. But not with trans-space technology.” The hairs on the back of Jason’s neck stood up. 
 
    “Maybe it’s their homeworld,” Aly pondered. 
 
    “Or a base perhaps. There’s obviously a reason they’ve sent the message in that direction.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about you, but I don’t want to see the Seekers ever again.” 
 
    “No, neither do I.” 
 
    Jason had put the inevitable off ever since returning to the Argo from their mission to the weapon ship. He’d have put it off longer but owed it to Tyler to get it over with. 
 
    He, Althaus, Kevin, and Aly stood around the wall monitor in the rec room. “Activate,” Jason said. “Open last will and testament of Tyler James Cassidy.” 
 
    Tyler appeared, sitting in his quarters, staring down the barrel of the camera. Jason darted his eyes away for a moment, not used to the idea of seeing his deceased brother alive. 
 
    “Hi, everyone. Well, I guess if you’re watching this, I’m dead. Uh, I don’t really know what to say, but I hoped I died heroically.” He chuckled. “I’ve left a list of items in my holding and who I’ll leave them to. But this message concerns the ownership of the Argo. It’s my prized possession and the thing I care most about, except for all you guys. 
 
    “Now, this is not a decision I take lightly. When I took command, I was still a teenager. I’ll never be more thankful for the help Kevin and Conrad provided so I could take care of the ship. And, Aly, you were pretty helpful, too. The Argo wouldn’t be the same without you. And I guess I have to thank Jason for the opportunity he gave me by handing her over to me when he left for the academy. I may not have become the person I did otherwise. 
 
    “And it’s because of that that I’ve changed my will since you’ve come back aboard.” He leaned forward in his seat. “Jason, I want you to take the Argo.” 
 
    Jason opened his mouth, not sure what to say, knowing it’d be pointless arguing with a ghost anyway. Out the corner of his eye, he sensed Althaus’s steely glare. 
 
    “It’s your ship and your crew now. Make something of it. Cassidys all the way, right?” 
 
    Tyler disappeared, and the monitor went blank. No one said a word. Althaus was the first to leave, followed by Kevin who slapped Jason’s back in somber congratulations. Aly hugged him with a few more tears rolling down her cheek before leaving him alone with his own thoughts. 
 
    Hell… 
 
    Jason stared at the captain’s chair. It’d always been his father’s. Even when Tyler had sat in it, it hadn’t been right. 
 
    He parked himself down and glanced around the bridge. Kevin was at the helm, while Althaus took a seat across at the systems station. Aly and Petit did the final preparations at operations. 
 
    Through the viewport, Psi-Aion stared back at him. An Eden among the stars. Home to a people who were now free to continue as they had. Perhaps it would be them who would make contact with humanity next time. By then, we may be long gone. 
 
    He turned to Petit. “Are we prepared, Professor?” 
 
    Petit nodded. 
 
    “When you’re ready.” 
 
    Petit gestured at the console, and Aly ran her hands over the keys. Ahead of the Argo a flash emanated, and a small vortex formed. It got steadily larger until it looked exactly like the one that pulled them in at Orion V. 
 
    “It’s working!” Aly smiled with glee. 
 
    “And the trans-space corridor?” 
 
    Petit checked the readings. “It’s seems identical to last time and appears stable.” 
 
    Jason hoped Petit was right. It was this or take fifteen years to get back to the commonwealth. A trip the Argo would unlikely make and one that Doctor Tai certainly wouldn’t. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Kevin nodded and steered the Argo toward the vortex. While Jason longed for home on the other side, he realized with what they’d all seen in the last few days, things would never be the same again.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Unknown World 
 
      
 
    Thunder boomed down and the ground rumbled.  
 
    Jaliia’s heart raced. She opened her eyes and turned her head toward the window. The morning sun was up, and the sky was its natural shade of green. There wasn’t a single cloud. It was so clear, that two of the three moons could be seen. 
 
    Where’s that storm coming from? 
 
    She threw her blanket off and hopped out of bed. Through her door and down the stairs, her father grabbed his rifle from the locker near the kitchen. 
 
    He noticed her from the corner of his eyes. “Stay inside.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, stepping toward him. 
 
    He kneeled beside her. “Nothing. Now go to your room.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Jaliia, you’re eight years old. Do as you’re told.” He pointed back up the stairs. 
 
    She did as asked and bounded off in a huff, back to her room. At her window, she peered out at her father hurrying across the family farm and toward a plume of smoke billowing from the wilderness beyond their fence line. 
 
    What’s that? 
 
    Jaliia raced back downstairs and put on her boots. She pushed the outside door open and waded into the mud around their home. She followed her father’s footsteps, up and over the ridge toward the boundary of their property. 
 
    Jaliia viewed the tree line which represented the border of the wildlands. A green but dry landscape of unfarmed land, full of many wild animals. 
 
    She was told to only enter with an adult but figured it couldn’t be too far until she caught up to her father. With a duck of her head, Jaliia slinked under the wire fence and pushed on into the scrub. Using the tracking skills she’d been taught, she followed her father’s path and found him standing next to a large tree, blackened from top to bottom. 
 
    He turned. “Jaliia, what did I tell you!” 
 
    She peered up at the charred mess. “What happened?” 
 
    He frowned and drew her close to him. He pointed beyond into the valley. More scorched trees dotted the landscape as far as the eye could see. The ground was burned to a cinder, while errant flames searched for the last patches of green to envelop. 
 
    Scattered chunks of metal filled the apocalyptic terrain. Jaliia’s father took her hand, and they walked toward one of the largest pieces nearest to them. He gently touched it, ensuring it wasn’t too hot. 
 
    He brushed a thick layer of ash off it and narrowed his eyes. “There’s writing on this.” 
 
    Jaliia studied the large bold text. It didn’t look like any letters she’d seen or of any language teachers had taught her at school. 
 
    “We better get word to the authorities.” Her father pulled a small notepad from his top pocket. 
 
    With a pencil, he wrote the same strange symbols they’d found on the chunk of metal: MAYBELLE. 
 
      
 
    The Frontier’s Reach series continues with Book 4 - Along the Watchtower


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Notes 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading the third book in the Frontier’s Reach series. I hope you enjoyed it. Dark Side of the Moon concludes the first mini-arc of the series while setting up the major building blocks of everything going forward. 
 
      
 
    As mentioned in the Author Notes of the previous book, April has indeed kept me very busy. The seventh installment is now undergoing some editing magic and so far I’m quite delighted with how well the first draft is holding up under the revisions. With any luck, I’ll have it ready for my editor midway through the month. 
 
      
 
    For those struggling to keep up with the initial three books being released in consecutive weeks, I’m happy to announce there will be a short break between this one and the next. The fourth installment, Along the Watchtower, is to be released in two weeks' time instead of one.  
 
      
 
    As always, I’d like to thank everyone again for reading this book and I hope you’ll return when Book 4-Along the Watchtower goes live. For future information on new releases, you can sign up to my mailing list where you’ll never miss an update. And for anyone wishing to leave a review at Amazon, it’s always appreciated.  
 
      
 
    Until next time… 
 
      
 
    Robert C. James
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