
        
            
                
            
        

    Copyright © 2019 Robert C. James
 
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission
 
This book is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.
 
First Edition
 
robertcjames.com
 



Welcome
 
 
 
Welcome to Frontier’s Reach. Beyond Nightfall is the second book in a series following the exploits of the Cargo Ship Argo and a cast of recurring characters. The installments will be released as serials, with overriding arcs spanning several books. 
 
For news on upcoming releases, previews of future books and exclusive content, please sign up to my mailing list. You can also stay up to date by checking out my website.
 
On social media, follow me on Facebook and Twitter where you’ll receive plenty of updates and musings regarding the Frontier’s Reach universe. 
 
If you like my books please help me spread the word by leaving a review over at Amazon.
 
Thank you and enjoy. 
 
Robert C. James
 



 
 
 
BEYOND NIGHTFALL
FRONTIER’S REACH BOOK 2
 
 
ROBERT C. JAMES
 



Contents
 
 
Welcome
Contents
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Author’s Notes
Connect with the Author


 



Chapter 1
 
 
 
October 22, 2213
UECS Vanguard
 
“What do you make of it?“
Commander Ravith Perera stood at the combat station, examining the scanners on Lieutenant Sharma’s monitor. 
The younger officer shook his head. “I don’t know, sir. It’s certainly a ship of some kind. Seems to be moving much too quickly to be anything else.”
Ravith narrowed his eyes. “If it’s a vessel, it’s faster than anything I’ve seen. Can you get a transponder ID?”
“No, sir, the bogey’s running dark.”
“What’s its heading?”
“Straight for Orion V.” Sharma reexamined his monitor. “No, wait. The contact’s altering course to pass by Orion VIII.”
“The tracking satellite?”
“Yes, sir.”
Ravith’s stomach turned. “I don’t like this at all.” He hurried to the central command station and activated the scanners on the console. Something caught his attention. “Lieutenant Sharma, is that what I think it is?”
“Yes, sir. There’s a maintenance pod near the satellite. Which means—”
“There’s someone out there.” 
Hell.

“Commander, a commlink’s being sent out to the maintenance pod from Orion V,” Ensign Xi said from the communications console.
“Pipe us in.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Can you hear me, Jensen?” the sound of Administrator Koeman’s voice rang around the command deck. 
“I can hear you, Chief. Go ahead.”
“We’re detecting a bogey coming through Orion VIII’s orbit.” Silence followed from the other end of the commlink. “Jensen?”
“I’ve got no visual. But—” he eventually said before being cut off by Koeman. 
“Can you make it back to the pod?” On the scanners, the pod was a hundred meters away from the satellite.
“That’s a negative. It’ll take too long—” Jensen’s voice cut out then returned. “Whoa.”
“Jensen? What do you see?”
Everyone on the command deck sat up in their seats with concern for the poor individual stuck out there all on his own.
“I—” Jensen paused. “This isn’t—”
Static screeched over the speakers. Ravith turned to Xi. “Ensign, what’s going on?”
Her hands ran up and down her console. She shook her head in frustration. “The commlink’s being jammed.”
“Commander!”
Ravith swiveled his head around to the sound of Lieutenant Sharma’s alarmed voice. “The satellite, sir!”
Ravith looked at the scanners. Both the pod and satellite disappeared.
They’re gone…
The bogey passed by Orion VIII and resumed its course. It was heading back toward Orion V.
“All hands to battle stations!” Ravith sent the command deck of the Vanguard into a frenzy. He turned to Ensign Xi. “I need a commlink to the captain, now!”
 
*
 
Decium Ore Mining Facility - Orion V
 
“Chief, incoming transmission from the Vanguard,” Aaron Bloch informed his superior from his console.
Administrator Koeman gave a curt nod to Captain Nicolas Marquez, allowing him to step toward the console. “Open the commlink.” 
“This is Marquez. Go ahead, Vanguard.”
“Sir, what’s your situation down there?” It was the voice of his first officer, Commander Perera.
“With the destruction of the tracking satellite, we’re down to orbital scanners only.” Nicolas gazed at the blank monitor before him while Bloch activated the perimeter scanners. “Has the unidentified vessel resumed its course?”
“Yes, sir, it’s heading our way.”
“ETA?”
“Just under ten minutes. It’s moving like a bat out of hell.”
A chill ran down Nicolas’s spine. “Check the fleet register and see if there are any other vessels in the region. Also, check the Commonwealth Shipping Network for any civilian flight plans.” He knew it was a long shot, being out so far, but it was worth a look. 
As Perera got the Vanguard’s best and brightest onto it, the incoming ship appeared on the facility’s scanners. 
“That’s a negative on that, sir. No other ship within a light-year.” 
What in the hell is that thing? 
Nicolas had read reports that Marauders in the outer regions of the commonwealth had been getting more daring of late. But he thought it unlikely they’d attack a planet-based facility of Orion’s size. And even if it were Marauders, it wouldn’t explain the speed of the ship. Not even the Defense Force had vessels that moved that fast.
Koeman walked back over from an adjacent console. “I’ve instituted a facility-wide alert. Everyone’s been instructed to make their way to the evacuation shelters.” He frowned. “I’d tell you to get back in your pod and get the hell out of here, but you won’t have time.”
Nicolas couldn’t care less about himself at that moment, all he could care about was his ship. 
And Susan…
 
*
 
UECS Vanguard
 
“Ensign Xi, open a commlink with the vessel,” Ravith ordered. 
“Commlink open, sir.”
“Unidentified vessel, this is the UECS Vanguard at Orion V. Please identify yourself.”
Silence permeated around the command deck. “You are entering restricted UEC territory. You’ve already killed a commonwealth citizen and destroyed one of our satellites. If you do not identify yourself, we’ll have no option but to assume hostile intent.”
More silence followed. 
“Anything?” Ravith asked.
Xi shook her head.
“Repeat broadcasting.”
“Aye, sir.”
Ravith stared at the command station. Green lights flickered across the board. The relatively young crew had impressed him with how quickly they’d prepared.
He turned to Sharma. “How’s our team going in the torpedo bay?”
The lieutenant didn’t even have to check. “All forward tubes are loaded.” His console beeped. “Sir, the bogey’s coming into visual range.”
“Ensign Worthington, turn us away from the planet. I want to see what’s coming at us.”
With a touch of his console, the helmsman activated the thrusters and veered the Vanguard one-hundred and eighty degrees. Orion V disappeared from the viewport and was replaced with the dark depths of space. 
As the blip got closer on the scanners, Ravith made out a speck in the center of the viewport until its shape formed.
An audible gasp spread around the command deck. The unidentified vessel slowed. It was huge. At least five times the size of the fleet’s largest carrier. Its four outstretched wings had jagged edges, while at the center there was a bulbous almond-shaped segment, which Ravith assumed was the ship’s command and habitat section.
Its color was black. A deep obsidian black. The image was haunting. Like something from a nightmare. 
“What the hell is that thing?” he overheard someone say from the upper level. 
Ravith wished he knew the answer.
The vessel continued to move, filling up the viewport. A rumble reverberated throughout the Vanguard as it strafed straight over the top of the hull, missing them by mere meters.
“It’s headed for the planet, sir,” Worthington said. “They passed us as if we weren’t even here.”
“The ship’s taking a geostationary orbit above the mining facility,” Sharma added.
Hell. “Ensign Worthington. Bring us around and follow them. Full thrusters,” Ravith instructed him.
“Aye, sir,” the helmsman shot back.
While the Vanguard circled, Ravith studied the scans of the foreign ship. It was unlike any design he’d seen. Who’d have the technology to build something like this?

The answer frightened him.
“Approaching the unidentified vessel,” Worthington said.
“Come to a full stop.”
The Vanguard came to a halt off the unidentified ship’s stern. The behemoth gazed at the planet ominously.
“Commander, look!” Worthington pointed at viewport. 
Two green blasts burst forth from the ship’s wings and propelled down into the atmosphere of Orion V.
“The blasts have made a direct hit with the mining facility!” Sharma’s hands scrambled over his console.
Ravith gripped the edge of the command station, his knuckles whitening. “Ensign Xi, get me the captain!”
She shook her head. “I can’t get a commlink!”
“Then try again.”
“I can’t! We’re being jammed.”
The unidentified ship fired another pair of blasts. They tore through the planet’s atmosphere.
“Sharma, get me a firing solution.”
The lieutenant was way ahead of him. “You’ve got it, Commander.”
“Fire tubes one and two.”
Two torpedoes launched from the forward tubes of the Vanguard. They streamed across the abyss toward the hulking black mass of the ship ahead of them. The seconds felt like minutes for Ravith, watching the graphical representation of the torpedoes home in on their target. 
Then they hit.
Everyone shielded their eyes from the explosion. As the blast dispersed, they looked up. The giant wing in the night hadn’t even budged. 
“Did we do any damage at all?” Ravith asked.
The combat officer shook his head. “It doesn’t appear so, sir.” His eyes widened. “But I think we got their attention.”
The unidentified ship rotated and moved toward the Vanguard. 
“Well, at least it stopped them firing on the surface.” 
It hovered over them, eyeballing the smaller ship. 
“I’m reading an energy buildup, sir,” Sharma said with worry in his voice. “They’re firing!”
Two bolts of energy discharged from the giant ship.
“Worthington, evasive maneuvers!” Ravith bellowed. “Everyone brace for impact!”
It happened so fast. The boom was deafening. The attack threw the Vanguard into a spin. The command deck lights extinguished, and Ravith tumbled against the rear bulkhead. 
With a rub of his head, he peered around at the carnage. The command deck had been gutted. Everyone was either dead or unconscious, slumped over their consoles. In two shots they’d crippled one of the finest ships in the Commonwealth Defense Force within an inch of its life.
What kind of firepower is that?
Ravith looked up at the viewport and saw the unidentified ship continuing to draw closer. He hurried up the steps to the combat station. Sharma was coming around, but his face was severely cut. Perera grabbed the lieutenant by the shoulder. 
“If anyone’s left in the torpedo bay, I need you to tell them to load a tritonium torpedo into any working tube.” It wasn’t a decision he took lightly. A tritonium warhead hadn’t been detonated since the end of the Earth-Centauri War and wasn’t to be used unless it was deemed absolutely necessary.
Sharma hesitated for a second before he alerted the torpedo control team below decks. 
Ravith activated a commlink on the opposite station. “This is the UECS Vanguard in orbit of Orion V,” he said. “We are under attack by a vessel of unknown origin. We request immediate assistance. We—” The console went dead. Damn it. We’re being jammed. 
“The torpedo is loaded and ready, sir.”
Ravith walked back over to Sharma and stared at the beast through the viewport. At this distance, the Vanguard would go up with them, but if it meant taking that thing out, they’d at least save a lot of people on the surface. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
“Fire!”
 



Chapter 2
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Jason stared back at himself. His eyes were bloodshot and his eyelids heavy. Above the mirror, the light flickered while the bulkhead gently vibrated. The Argo was shooting through the stars at FTL to deliver their consignment to the Tau-Zeta system. Frontier’s Reach was a distant memory. 
He felt like hell. His bottle of bourbon sat next to the washbasin with only a few mouthfuls left. He eyed the reflection, hearing footsteps coming toward him. It was Althaus. His uncle detoured into the Argo’s communal bathroom and ignored Jason, stepping into one of the two toilet stalls. 
Great… The last thing Jason wanted to listen to was Althaus taking a crap.
After a few minutes, the toilet flushed, and Althaus left the stall. He stepped up to the washbasin beside Jason and cleaned his hands. The pair locked eyes. Althaus peered at the bottle of bourbon. Without saying a word, he strode towards the door. 
Jason breathed a sigh of relief.
“You had no right to do what you did, you know, right?” Althaus glared at him from the doorway.
“No right to do what?” Jason spun around, getting slightly dizzy. He now realized how drunk he was.
“You know very well.”
Jason rolled his eyes. “I’m not in the mood to play your games. If you’ve got something to say, then say it.”
“You shouldn’t be here.” Althaus stared daggers at him. “You should never have asked your brother to take you to Frontier’s Reach.”
“Maybe I shouldn’t have.” Jason knew Althaus was right for a change.
“What did it get you? Nothing.”
Jason might have been drunk, but he knew Althaus was trying to get a reaction out of him, just like he did when he was a kid. Bastard.
“I’m already feeling crappy. I don’t need you compounding the problem.” 
“Too bad.” Althaus raised his fist. “You intended to leave your father before he died, and then walked out on your brother when he needed you the most. You don’t get to get away with this.”
Jason faced the mirror again. Althaus had stepped closer to him in the reflection.
“Don’t turn your back on me, kid!”
Kid? Althaus gave him that moniker when he was a child. Jason hated it then and hated it now. He took a long swig of his bourbon and slammed the bottle down on the edge of the washbasin.
Althaus smiled that ugly grin of his. “Look at you. You’re pathetic.”
“Piss off.”
“What was that?”
“You getting deaf in your old age?” Jason turned. It was now he who was getting the reaction. 
Althaus took another step closer. “You’re just a delinquent. No better than that pimply-nosed teenager who turned his back on his family and ran off to the academy.”
Jason narrowed his eyes. “I fought for my planet.”
“And we’re so proud of you,” Althaus said sarcastically.
“At least I made something of myself. What’s your life comprised of? All you’ve ever done is ride on the coattails of your brother and then your nephew for the better part of forty years as a do-nothing cargo jockey.” Jason smiled. “You’re a loser, Althaus. And what really burns for you, is you know it.”
His uncle’s face reddened, and his fist clenched. Yep, that sure pissed him off. Jason had no time to react to the right hook that crunched into the side of his face. With one swing it sent him to the floor. Althaus might have been older, but the big mule could still pack a punch. 
“Never forget your place, kid.” Althaus walked toward the door. 
Kid… 
Jason surprised himself by leaping up and running toward Althaus. He cannonballed into his back, sending them both sprawling into the corridor. Jason quickly reacted and spun Althaus around, landing several jabs to his head. 
But Althaus returned serve, throwing him backward and getting an elbow in Jason’s ribs. He did his best not to vomit up his bourbon and pushed Althaus back down, launching a right hook hard, downward into his face. His uncle groaned in pain. 
What a beautiful sound.
But again, Althaus showed age hadn’t impaired him. He twisted Jason around and pounded his knee into his back. Crap…
Jason rolled away to avoid another blow, but Althaus was quick. He’d got to his feet and closed in on him while he crawled on his knees back to the elevator chute. Althaus grabbed him by the scruff of the neck and wound back his right hand, ready to strike.
“What’s going on here?”
Past Althaus’s hovering fist, Jason spotted Kevin come out of his quarters, staring at the pair in shock. 
Althaus dropped his fist and let go of Jason’s collar. “The kid and I just got into a little disagreement.” He pulled Jason to his feet. “We were just, uh, hammering out some details.”
“Is that right?” Kevin regarded the pair as if they’d got their hands caught in the cookie jar. “And how many more disagreements are you going to have? There’s still a long way to go before we reach Tau-Zeta and return to Odyssey Station. Need I remind you I’m the one who runs the infirmary on this ship? I’ve got no interest in setting your broken bones.”
Jason took hold of the rail on the elevator so his wobbly legs wouldn’t give way on him. “Lucky for us you have a great bedside manner.”
Kevin didn’t laugh. 
Tyler’s voice over the ship’s intercom alleviated the awkward silence. “Everyone to the bridge immediately.”
Jason breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn’t in the mood to be dressed down. He wasn’t a cadet anymore. The three of them entered the elevator and made their way to A Deck.
Tyler and Aly were standing over the operations station when they arrived on the bridge. A message was being played over the speakers.
“This is the UECS Vanguard in orbit of Orion V. We are under attack… We request… We—”
“That’s where the message ends,” Aly said. 
She and Tyler turned at the three men entering. Both looked disapprovingly at the wounded pair next to Kevin.
“Orion V?” Kevin said. “Isn’t there a mine there?”
Tyler frowned and nodded. “A decium ore facility.”
“Only the big cargo firms get jobs with them,” Althaus added.
“And the Vanguard?” Tyler directed the question to Jason.
“It’s a CDF cruiser,” Jason remembered, even if his mind was fuzzy. “Tough ship. Got quite a reputation during the war.” 
“What’s our ETA to Orion?” Tyler asked.
Kevin took a seat at the helm and did the calculations. “We can be there in two hours if we cut through this area of space,” he said, pointing at his monitor.
“Plot the coordinates.”
Althaus stepped forward. “Don’t you think you should reconsider this?”
“We’ve received a distress call from a CDF ship, Conrad. Under the Commonwealth Shipping Network merchant code, we must render aid.”
“Isn’t that what the rest of their fleet is for?”
“Out this far, there probably isn’t another ship within five star systems.”
“Then it falls to us?” Althaus shook his head. “We’re hardly in any state to attempt a rescue in the Argo, let alone take on whatever attacked them.”
Jason chuckled. “You’re a coward.”
He got an immediate reaction. Althaus spun around, but Tyler stopped him before he could launch another assault. 
“Enough!” Tyler was clearly over their disagreement.
“We’ve already pushed our luck with our client on Tau-Zeta,” Althaus said. “If we don’t deliver this shipment at the agreed time, not only will we lose out on a ton of cash, but it will sully our name. I don’t need to tell you what bad word-of-mouth does for us out here.”
“What are you suggesting?” Aly asked him. “That we pretend that we never heard their call for help?”
Althaus nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
“Jason’s right. You are a coward.”
His face reddened yet again. This time it was Kevin he looked to. “Can you not control your daughter?”
Kevin raised an eyebrow. “She’s not a child anymore. And to be fair, she makes a point.”
Althaus muttered something under his breath. 
Tyler did his best to play peacemaker. “Okay. Enough, everybody. Have you plotted that course?” he asked Kevin.
“It’s in.”
“When you’re ready, take us to FTL. Aly, get to the engine room. Make sure we get everything we can out of those engines.”
Aly did as she was instructed and made a rapid exit.
“Uncle,” Tyler said to Althaus in a hushed tone. “Please contact our buyer, make them aware of our situation. Hopefully, they’ll understand and give us more time.”
Althaus didn’t seem done arguing but finally relented, leaving the bridge. Tyler stepped toward his brother. 
“And you,” he told Jason. “You look like crud. Have a shower. Get a coffee and have your wits about you when we reach Orion. Understood?”
Jason mock saluted. “Yes, sir.” 
His brother had indeed grown up. Eyeing his own bloody knuckles, Jason wished he could say the same about himself.



Chapter 3
 
 
 
Decium Ore Mining Facility – Orion V
 
What is that incessant beeping?
Nicolas opened his eyes. Darkness surrounded him. Only a dim red light illuminated his environment while dust particles floated throughout the air. Where am I?
He peered at the ceiling, immediately realizing he was flat on his back. He peered out the viewport with a turn of his head. A massive cliff face stared back at him. Orion V?
Nicolas tried to drag himself from the floor but was caught. He glanced down. His right foot was wedged in a hole. He yanked at it, but it wouldn’t budge.
“Susan!” he yelled.
You fool. Susan wasn’t there. He didn’t know whether she was dead or alive. I hope she’s okay.

“Koeman!”
There was no answer.
“Bloch!”
The operations center was deathly silent. My ship? 
Nicolas hauled himself back into an upright position and surveyed the damage. Beams had fallen through the ceiling, and workstations had been mangled. Memories of the grisly sights from the Siege of Maxima returned to him. 
Beside him, under a broken girder, lay the limp body of Mister Bloch. His eyes were open, but he was well and truly dead. The kid didn’t sign up for this.
Nicolas reexamined his foot. He didn’t want a beam to fall through the ceiling to seal his fate as well so acted quickly. He could still move his toes, so he tried to break loose again, but it was in vain. Reaching down, he grabbed the laces of his boot and untied them. With one almighty heave, he wiggled free.
“Can anyone hear me?” Marquez stood to get a better view of the decimated operations center, but the darkness and the particles in the air made it almost impossible to distinguish anything.
Then, a sound.
He moved past a broad beam. A pair of legs peeked out from a fallen door. Nicolas used all his strength to remove it. 
“Mister Koeman?”
The flattened administrator was breathing, but only just. There was a gory gash on his head and a pool of blood pouring from his abdomen. Damn it.
Koeman gingerly sat himself up. His face was pale, and his skin appeared clammy. Nicolas helped him onto a chair. Koeman groaned catching a glimpse of Bloch’s lifeless body. “Is he—”
“Yes, I’m afraid so.” Nicolas swiveled Koeman’s seat around to keep the ghastly sight away from him. “How are you feeling?”
“Like my guts are falling out.”
Nicolas didn’t want to give him the bad news. 
“Is everyone else dead?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“What about your ship?”
Yes, what about my ship? Nicolas walked over to the communications console. One of the few in working order. But they wouldn’t be sending a commlink to anyone any time soon. “The comm array has been blown.”
He ran his hands over the controls, trying to reactivate the scanners, but they’d also been knocked out. Just like every other vital system.
“Any luck?” Koeman said through the agony.
“No.” Nicolas crossed his arms, wondering what the hell had gone on up there. “I’m sure Perera got her out of orbit in time.” He turned to the deteriorating Koeman. “Come on, let’s get you to the infirmary. Where’s the nearest?” 
“One…level…down.”
Nicolas lifted him off the chair ever so gently and put his hand around his waist. They moved for the door and entered the level fourteen corridor.
It was pitch-black. No emergency lighting was operating. They continued on, using their hands to guide their way. Under and over beams, between girders and through fallen wiring. In their tracks, they stumbled on another pair of bodies.
“Dead?” Koeman asked.
Nicolas took their pulses and nodded. They continued on until they reached the elevator shaft. Like everything else, it was out of commission. Koeman pointed him to the emergency stairwell, and they descended the spirals steps. 
More devastation greeted them in the empty infirmary. Maxima Station indeed. Nicolas dragged Koeman over to a bed that hadn’t been trashed from the bombardment. 
He felt sorry for the administrator; Nicolas was hardly the person who should take care of someone in his condition. What I would give to have Susan here right now.
Nicolas attempted to activate the medical scanner beside the bed, but it wasn’t operating. Damn it. “We’ll need power in here somehow.”
Koeman coughed. A hearty splash of blood spluttered out of his mouth. His eyes closed. 
Nicolas squeezed his hand. “Stay with me!”
The man was done for. 
Nicolas grasped him even tighter. “Koeman, can you hear me!”
His head nodded ever so slightly.
“Listen to me.” Nicolas touched the man’s sweaty face. “I need to know where Susan went. Where is Doctor Tai?”
Koeman’s eyes fluttered. 
“Hey, don’t you die on me. Not yet,” Nicolas demanded. “Where is Susan?”
Koeman gestured for him to come closer to him. He pulled Nicolas by the collar with what force he had left. 
“She’s down in…”
“Where?”
“Worksite… Fifteen,” Koeman gasped. “That’s where the—” He stopped. His eyes glazed over, and the grip he had on Nicolas relented. The last of his life disappeared with his head banging onto his pillow.
Nicolas stared down at the bloody body and sighed. More death.

He now had no choice but to get to Worksite Fifteen. He regarded Koeman once more and walked to the stairwell beside the elevator and made his way down to the heart of the facility.
He wondered about everything that’d happened. Who are the attackers? Why did they attack? What do they want with Orion V? Does it have something to do with the package we brought from Earth?
If it did, Nicolas understood whoever had attacked would come down to the surface for it. He just hoped he could find Susan alive before anyone else did.      
He came to the end of the staircase and into the sizeable central transport hub. In one section the rocky ceiling had caved in and derailed half a dozen carriages from the track.
More bodies were littered throughout the war zone. Nicolas looked over who he could, but there wasn’t a soul alive. The aerial attack had been swift and brutal. To kill so many people sheltered so far beneath the surface was a testament to the firepower the ship in orbit wielded. Scary.
He walked up to one of the few carriages still on the tracks and took a seat behind the controls. He prodded at the console to see if it had any juice in it. It lit up. 
The last ride in town.
He’d operated nothing like this before, but he knew how to pilot a spaceship. How hard can it be?
He pressed the lever forward, but the carriage didn’t budge. Brakes? He studied the console. A red button stared him in the face. He prodded at it, and the carriage lurched forward. 
So far so good. He pushed the lever farther to increase speed and peered ahead down the dark tunnel.
I’m coming, Susan.



Chapter 4
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
The Argo’s FTL engine disengaged, and the old cargo ship slowed to sub-light speed. The giant globe of Orion V appeared through the bridge’s forward viewport. Jason’s head spun in circles. Even after taking two doses of detoxification tablets he still didn’t feel sober. His body just wasn’t used to them. He always reckoned that if you were going to get drunk, you might as well do it properly.
“Bring us to a full stop,” Tyler said from the captain’s chair.
Kevin toggled at the controls on the helm. “Full stop.” 
Jason unbuckled himself from the seat at the rear of the bridge and walked over to Aly who was sitting at the operations station.
“Are you picking up any communications, Aly?” Tyler asked her, joining Jason’s side.
She shook her head. “Nothing but dead air.”
“Anything on scanners?”
“Clear as well.”
Tyler frowned. “Okay, open a commlink to—”
“No, don’t!”
Everyone on the bridge looked at Jason. At the systems station, Althaus stared daggers through him. 
“If there is someone out there,” Jason said, “we can’t give away our position.”
Tyler considered for a moment and nodded in appreciation. He turned to Kevin. “Start orbital insertion. One-eighth thrust. Nice and steady.” He put a hand on Aly’s shoulder. “Keep your eyes on those scanners.”
They did as Tyler instructed. As the minutes passed, Orion V got continually larger through the viewport.
There was a beep from the operations station.
“Whoa,” Aly said, glued to her monitor. “I’m detecting debris. Dead ahead.”
The spinning shapes of scattered, twisted metal appeared before them. It was an all too familiar sight to Jason from his time during the war.
“The Vanguard?” Althaus assumed the worst.
“Let’s see,” Tyler said. “Kevin, take us slowly through the debris field. Aly, zoom in and see if you can find any markings.”
Jason kept a keen eye on her monitor. Nothing appeared evident. “Can you determine the makeup of the debris? Quantity and materials?” It wasn’t always possible to identify a vessel from its remains by visual inspection.
Aly nodded and let Jason study the readings. There were heavy concentrations of lurinium, a key component of all CDF ship construction. The volume in the field was consistent with that of a cruiser.
Jason frowned. “This was the Vanguard.”
“Hell.” Althaus stood from the systems station and walked to Tyler’s side. “If there’s something out there that did this to a commonwealth cruiser, what would they do to us?” 
Jason’s thoughts drifted to the people on the planet. “There’re hundreds of people down there, Althaus.”
“Perhaps not anymore.” Aly pointed at the topographical representation of the surface on her monitor. Something had scorched the facility and its surroundings. “Looks like aerial bombardment.”
Her console beeped. 
“What is it?” Tyler asked.
“Oh god!” 
Jason saw it, too. They all turned to the viewport as the Argo moved through the debris field. A dark speck hovered in orbit. 
“What the hell is that?” Althaus asked no one in particular. 
As the Argo maneuvered closer, the object’s outline became more evident. The large black vessel sat above Orion V like a gigantic menacing raven. More nightmarish than anything Edgar Allan Poe could have envisioned.
“Whoever blew up the Vanguard, I’d guess.” Jason couldn’t take his eyes off it.
“You may not have listened before, but you should now,” Althaus said. “We have to get out of here unless we want to end up dead.”
“Althaus is right.” Jason felt disgusting admitting it. 
Tyler rushed over to Kevin, grabbing hold of the back of his chair. “Set a course to port and turn us around, one-quarter thrust.”
Kevin plotted the coordinates and moved the Argo off. 
Tyler turned to Aly. “Are they in pursuit?”
Aly shook her head. “They either didn’t pick us up on their scanners, or they’re ignoring us.”
“They saw us. We’re undoubtedly little more than ants to them,” Kevin mused. “An annoyance.”
“I used to like stomping on ants when I was a kid,” Althaus added.
Jason wasn’t surprised. “That’s because you’re an asshole.”
Althaus had no time for a retort. Aly’s console beeped. 
“We’ve got activity,” she said. “There’s a smaller ship breaking away from it.”
“A fighter? Are they in pursuit?”
She shook her head at Jason. “No, it’s heading toward the surface.”
“Just to be safe, let’s head to the opposite side of the planet.” Tyler returned to his chair. “If they should change their mind, I don’t want them coming after us.”
With the unidentified ship in the review mirror, Jason pondered. Earth had nothing like that vessel. The Centaurans didn’t either. No one did. Why Orion V? “What could be down on the mining world that they’ve gone to all this trouble for? It’s not like decium is a rarity.”
The question lingered. 
“Aly, I assume you’re still not picking up any communications?”
“Correct. With all the damage down there, it wouldn’t be possible—”
“With all the damage,” Althaus interjected, “there’s not likely to be anyone else alive to rescue.”
“Those mine shafts go fairly deep,” Kevin said. “Someone will be alive.”
Jason walked to Tyler’s side. “We’ve got to go down.”
“Are you out of your mind?” Althaus bellowed. “We don’t know for sure that anyone is left down there. But we do know the last ship that came along probably pissed them off enough that the debris field was the result. The shipping code instructs us to use reasonable actions in any rescue operation. This is hardly reasonable. It’s too dangerous.”
Jason ignored his uncle. “We have to find out if there are survivors.” He pressed on Tyler’s console to the side of his chair, bringing up a topographical image of the surface. “Check this out.”
Tyler studied the monitor. “They haven’t attacked the entire facility.”
“That’s right. They’ve bombed the living bejesus out of everything but the western region beyond the central hub.”
“That could mean whatever they’re after is down in that part of the facility.”
“It also means there’s a chance of survivors.”
Tyler stared at the viewport, considering, then looked at Jason. “What’s your plan?” 
Jason smiled, and Althaus threw his hands up in disgust.
“Whoever these bad guys are, they seem to have gone to a lot of trouble to get as many obstacles out of the way as possible from orbit. If there is something they want to the west of the facility, I will bet they’ll start at the central hub and clear out any survivors from there.” Jason pointed at the main building. “They’ll likely use the underground rail network and sweep westward until they find what they’re after.”
Tyler’s eyes narrowed. “If we start from the west, we might beat them to whatever they’re searching for and rescue anyone we find along the way.”
“If everything is underground, how can we do that?” Aly asked. 
Jason zoomed in on the western part of the surface. “Here. When mines of this type are excavated, they drill up and down.”
“Why up?”
“To investigate the strength of the bedrock above to ensure the ceiling doesn’t cave in on them. Once they determine a new worksite is safe, they cap the hole to keep the weather out.”
Kevin swiveled around in his seat. “That leaves us with the problem of getting down there without being discovered.” 
Jason paced the bridge. “They didn’t seem to care about us when we approached them.”
“That could change quickly,” Althaus grumbled.
“True.” Jason walked over to the operations console and glanced at the scanners. The Argo was now in an opposing orbit to the attacking ship. “If we launch a pod from our location and drop into the atmosphere, we could hug the surface all the way to the landing site.” 
He pointed once again at the topographical image. “High cliff faces surround the facility. Maybe, just maybe we can fool their scanners enough without being detected.”
“It’s risky,” Kevin said with concern. 
Jason knew the man wasn’t on Althaus’s side and would want to save as many lives as possible. But he was a realist and didn’t wish for anyone from the Argo to reach the same fate as the crew of the Vanguard.
“You’re right, it is.” Jason stood in front of the viewport, staring at Tyler. “The call is yours, Captain.”
Everyone else turned to him expectantly. “We’ll take the Maybelle.” He stood, passing by Althaus who shook his head.
Kevin got up from the helm. “You’ll need a pilot.”
“He’s got one,” Jason told him, putting him back in his seat. “You, take care of the Argo. The Cassidy brothers will get the job done down there.”
Kevin frowned. “Be careful.”
Aly grabbed Jason by the sleeve. Her expression had guilt written all over it. “What I said about you earlier—”
“Forget about it.” While Jason was still annoyed at her inferences, he understood why she was trying to say it. 
“I just—”
“Aly. Seriously. Water under the bridge.”
She put on a brave face. “Good luck. Uh, both of you.”
Jason smiled and followed Tyler through the hatchway. Althaus appeared behind them. 
Jason turned around in surprise. “You’re coming, too?”
“Someone’s got to watch out for your brother and ensure he doesn’t get killed.” Althaus reached the weapons locker near the elevator chute and opened it. He handed Tyler and Jason a rifle each and took one for himself and a sidearm for his belt.
“Just make sure you know who you’re pointing that at before you shoot it,” Jason told him.
Althaus smirked. “I’ll do my best.”
 



Chapter 5
 
 
 
Decium Ore Mining Facility - Orion V
 
The carriage came to a halt at the end of the line. Nicolas put the brakes on and locked down the controls. He’d always wanted to be a train driver when he was a child, but now he’d tried it, he still preferred the thrill of navigating the stars.
He climbed from the carriage and surveyed Worksite Fifteen. The interior walls were solid rock, and attached were artificial lighting posts that lit up the cavernous space. He stepped toward the heart of the worksite. Every move he made echoed off the cave walls. 
Sweat ran down Nicolas’s brow. The climate-control system must have been working overtime. Either that or he’d tunneled so deep he was actually nearing Hell. 
He continued on to the elevator shaft that stuck out like a sore thumb at the center of the worksite. Several large earth-moving machines lay dormant beyond. 
It was eerily quiet. Nicolas trusted Koeman hadn’t got his worksites mixed up. If there was going to be anyone around, he hoped they’d be farther below. On the console, the car was at the bottom of the elevator shaft. That’s encouraging.
He prodded at the controls and called it back to the top. After what seemed like an eternity, it arrived. 
He stepped onto the car, closed the safety rail, and set off. The journey seemed slow, but it was anything but. Nicolas’s stomach stayed behind at the top of the shaft before returning at least thirty meters down. The artificial lighting above disappeared, leaving him in total darkness.
It reminded him of hide and seek he used to play with his cousins as a child. His favorite spot had been his elder brother’s closet. It was always so dark in there. He felt around and stumbled upon a light switch. The elevator car lit up, which allowed him to get a look at the control panel. He was nearly at the bottom.
Then there was a thud beneath his feet. He opened the safety rail and stepped out. A confined tunnel greeted him. He followed the lights until he reached an opening. After walking down a set of steps, that was when it appeared. 
His jaw dropped at the sight of the shiny ball sitting in the middle of the grand antechamber. What is that?
He didn’t get to think about it for long as a pair of Marines approached him with their weapons aimed straight at his head. 
Nicolas put a hand up in defiance. “Stand down!”
The Marines kept their guns raised at him. 
Major Ripken hurried out from the other side of the silver sphere. “Do it!” he said, ordering his men to drop their arms.
“Nicolas!”
Susan walked out with another man from behind the sphere. He seemed familiar to Nicolas, but he couldn’t figure out why.
“You’re alive!” Susan came up to him and hugged him. Her tender touch filled him with relief. She let go, and the mystery man approached them. 
“I’d like you to meet Professor Javier Petit,” Susan said.
Now Nicolas knew why he’d looked familiar. Petit was a famed scientist. He’d worked on the Mark IV FTL engine two decades earlier, among other notable projects. “Professor.”
“What happened up there, Captain?” Petit asked, getting to the point.
Nicolas shook his head. “We were attacked. I don’t know by who.” He stared at the object sitting like a huge Christmas tree bauble. Strange markings were scrawled all over it. It was like nothing he’d ever seen. “They’re after this, aren’t they?”
Susan and Petit shared an uneasy glance.
“I think you’ve both got some explaining to do?”
 
*
 
Transport Pod Maybelle
 
The Maybelle dropped like a rock through the atmosphere of Orion V. The ever-reliable transport pod was one of two the Argo employed when going on excursions into an atmosphere. While E-Class cargo ships were rated to do planetary insertions, considering the Argo’s age, they’d stopped asking her to do that line of work many years earlier.
To be fair, as Jason inspected the Maybelle, it wasn’t like the pod was in much better shape. The upholstery on the chairs were peeling, the helm console was coming loose from its housing, and the frayed straps were digging into his rib cage. The ride was far from luxurious with every bump vibrating through the transport pod’s cabin. I really shouldn’t have drunk all that bourbon.
Jason turned around. Tyler and Althaus were strapped in their seats. His uncle appeared a little queasy, though he was doing his best to hide it.
“How are you feeling over there, Althaus?” Jason tormented.
“Shut up.”
Jason smiled.
As the Maybelle dropped farther, the creaks and groans of the craft increased. The hull seemed to twist and turn around them. But just as Jason wanted to vomit up the remnants of Blue Jacket, the pod broke through the lowest cloud layer and smoothed out. The viewport filled with the barren, brown surface of Orion V.
Imagining Althaus’s sphincter tightening, Jason pulled up, slightly later than he would normally. The engine roared, and the Maybelle’s nose pointed perpendicular to the surface, not even fifty meters before the ground. Behind him Althaus’s jaw clenched, while Tyler just rolled his eyes.
The pod skimmed above the surface, weaving around rock formations and over the larger mountain ranges. Then it appeared at the center of a large valley. The Decium Ore Mining Facility.
“How is that building still standing?” Tyler wondered. The images from above hadn’t done it justice. It had been pounded into submission.
Jason peered down at the scanners. “The transport ship our friends up in orbit sent down has landed near the central complex.”
“Have they detected us?”
Jason shrugged. “If they have, they don’t seem to give a crap.”
“Okay, find us somewhere to set us down. The quicker we get this done, the better.”
 Jason surveyed the surface below. The treacherous environment would make landing a craft difficult. He managed to find a touchdown point half a kilometer away from the shaft cap. 
The landing thrusters fired, and the Maybelle gently maneuvered downward and to the right of two sizeable rock formations. 
The trio climbed into their EV suits, and Tyler cranked open the side airlock. A healthy dose of freezing cold air blew in. Luckily the protection of their suits shielded them from the elements.
Jason stepped off first. He waited for Althaus to follow. “Surprised yours still fits anymore,” Jason said to him.
“Come on, let’s find this shaft entrance,” Tyler interjected, joining the pair before they could spill any more bad blood.



Chapter 6
 
 
 
Decium Ore Mining Facility – Orion V
 
“What happened to the Vanguard?”
Susan stepped to Nicolas’s side. The object continued to mesmerize him. Its exterior was almost reflective. And the writing beyond peculiar. While he was no history buff, he remembered seeing images similar to it back in high school during archaeology classes. They were like pictographs found on stones dug up from civilizations thousands of years in the past. 
“I’m not sure,” Nicolas said. “Our communications were jammed when they attacked.” 
“Commander Perera is an excellent first officer.” She put a comforting hand on his arm. “He’ll have got the crew to safety.”
Nicolas could only hope.
“Did you find any other survivors on your way here?” Petit asked. 
Nicolas shook his head. He sensed Petit’s guilt as he turned his head toward Susan. 
He walked over to the sphere and touched it. He expected it to be cold like ice, but instead, it was soft. Not reminiscent of a metal at all. 
He looked at his ex-wife. “So, are you going to answer my question or not? Whoever attacked, was it because of this?” He didn’t like speaking to her like he was, but he wanted answers.
Petit stepped forward in her place. “While it’s the most logical answer, no one could be aware of the artifact’s existence. Ever since its discovery, every transmission that’s left Orion V was screened and all communications regarding the sphere encoded.”
“Well, someone knows. Do you have any idea who the attackers are?”
Petit shook his head. “Believe me when I say I don’t.”
Nicolas pondered. Whoever attacked were surely after this object. “It’s time you told me everything about this artifact, Professor.”
Petit hesitated. “Captain, you know as well as I that this is a classified project. Your clearance isn’t—”
“Not good enough, Professor.” Nicolas strode toward Petit, backing him up against the sphere. 
The smaller man shrank even further with the long shadow cast over him. 
“Nicolas!” Susan put a hand on his shoulder, but he ignored her, staring daggers at Petit.
“I don’t give a damn if I don’t have clearance or not! A lot of people have died for this. Tell me what I want to know.”
Petit sighed. “Very well, Captain.”
With their flashlights, Jason, Tyler, and Althaus walked cautiously across the rocky landscape. It was so dark and the fog so low. Their lights were having trouble cutting through the air, as the beams dispersed in the mist. With each step, Jason wasn’t sure whether he’d find proper footing or fall off the edge of a cliff.
“Can’t be too far now,” he said, reading his tracking scanner, hoping they were heading in the right direction. “A hundred meters at most.”
“Might as well be a hundred kilometers,” Althaus grumbled behind him.
“Oh, come on, Althaus, this must remind you of your childhood. Sneaking out at night with your friends. Up at all hours.” Jason stopped and turned. “You had friends, didn’t you?”
Althaus glared at him. 
“Maybe not.” Jason continued to lead them farther through the thick fog. 
The surface conditions changed, and they started to descend an incline. Jason’s feet slipped, but he regained his bearings and trudged on. Then he heard a clang before almost tripping over. He stopped and eyed the ground. “What the—?”
He kneeled and waved the mist away. The cap! The circular metal plate was two meters in diameter and firmly bolted shut. “I found it!”
Tyler and Althaus joined him. “You think you’ll be able to cut that open?” Tyler asked.
Althaus pulled out a handheld laser-cutter from his belt and pointed it to the ground. A red-hot beam shot out.
After rounding the entire cap, Althaus closed off the laser-cutter. “I’ll need a hand.” 
The three of them bent down and grabbed an equal side each. With a heave, they gradually lifted the cap into the air. Jason’s lower back bulged.
“God, this thing weighs a ton!” he said. “Try not to let go of this on my toes, Althaus.” 
His uncle sneered at him. “Don’t tempt me.”
“Do you really think this is the time?” Tyler asked as he struggled to raise the large piece of alloy. 
The trio moved it away from hole and found a nice clear patch of terrain to place it on.
“Okay, on three,” Jason said. “One, two, three.”
With a backward movement, the men pulled their hands away. The cap clanged against the ground. They walked over to the hole they’d unearthed.
Jason peered into the pitch-black abyss. “I hope you brought enough rope.”
Tyler took a coil off his shoulder and threw it into the void. There was no way of knowing if it touched the bottom or not. “Only one way to find out.” He pulled a rock bolt from his suit pocket and inserted it into the ground. He threaded the line through and passed it to Jason. “You’re up,” he said with a smirk.
Jason frowned. “Tell me again why I talked you into this?” Before Althaus could say anything, Jason glared at him. “And I didn’t ask you.”
“Just take it nice and slow.”
 “Where’s the fun in that?”
“The fun is that you’re less likely to die that way.” 
Tyler put a climbing belt around Jason’s waist and buckled it tight. So tight that Jason thought his legs would lose their circulation. He then attached his flashlight to the top of his helmet so he’d be able to see where he was going on the descent.
With the rope threaded through his belt, Jason walked to the edge of the hole. He grabbed the line with both hands and then ambled carefully backward off the edge and into the emptiness beyond. With gentle ease, he abseiled downward.
So far so good. The light above Jason’s head got smaller with every step, and Tyler’s voice grew quieter. He was left alone with his own thoughts. And that was the last thing he wanted. Though he liked the fact he wouldn’t see Althaus’s face for a while.
As he continued to sober, everything that had happened in the last six months came back to him. From that first call from David Ortega on Odyssey Station to the realization in Frontier’s Reach he would never solve the death of his friend. His foot slipped before he swiftly regained his balance. Keep your mind clear.
He continued farther. The bottom of the shaft was in sight. But the rope hadn’t made it. Crap.

Jason knew he had little choice, so he unclipped the line from his belt and jumped. He fell on his back with an almighty crunch. 
“Aw, my ass!”
He brushed himself off and stood, seeing where he’d ended up. Mining equipment was scattered around the worksite, and not a soul was to be seen. 
Jason pressed in the commband on his wrist. “I’m down.”
“Can you see anyone?” Tyler responded.
“No.” An elevator opening caught Jason’s attention. “But there may be someone farther down.” 
He walked toward a carriage which had stopped at the end of the line. It was inactive, but there was heat coming from the engine.
“Someone’s definitely here.”
“Okay, we’ll begin our descent.”
Jason looked at the panel on the wrist of his EV suit. Even with the cap off, the climate-control system was circulating enough warmth acceptable for human life. He never liked how restricted the Argo’s suits were, so he opened his helmet and peeled it off. 
He strode over to the elevator and punched in a command to bring the car from the bottom of the shaft to the top. By then, Tyler and Althaus had joined him. Both took their EV suits off as well.
Tyler put a finger to his mouth. “Can you hear that?” he whispered.
Jason listened carefully. “That’s weapons fire,” he realized. 
There was also the sound of screaming. And it was getting closer.
“It’s coming from the tunnel,” Althaus said, pointing toward the tracks where the empty carriage sat. 
Everything that Jason had assumed was correct. Whoever had come from the ship were clearing the way to their part of the facility. They couldn’t be too far now.
“We have to go down this shaft now and rescue whoever’s there,” Jason said, stepping toward the elevator.
Althaus didn’t budge. “I’ll stay up here.”
“Are you crazy?” Jason already knew the answer.
“I’m not the one being crazy, kid. If they get here before you come back up, you’ll be the ones dead in that tomb.” Althaus stopped as more weapon fire went off. “I’ll see if there’s another path out, because if we have to make a quick escape, we won’t be able to do it up that rope.”
Jason nodded. Althaus was right. He closed the safety rail and turned to Tyler. “Come on, let’s go.”



Chapter 7
 
 
 
“Six million years old?” 
Nicolas thought it impossible. “I find that hard to believe.”
“The sphere’s exterior and the surrounding rock were both tested when it was unearthed fourteen months ago,” Petit said. “Both tests substantiate the same passing of time. Give or take a few hundred thousand years.”
“And it was buried here?”
“It doesn’t appear to have landed here, if that’s what you’re suggesting. There’s no impact crater of any kind.” Petit pointed to the door of the antechamber. “As you can see, our surroundings have been constructed deliberately. The tunnel system around it is coated in an artificial substance which acts as a barrier to moisture and bacterial infestation.”
“So, whoever buried this here wanted to protect it?” Nicolas pondered. “They’ve gone to a hell of a lot of trouble.” 
A truly alien object. The proof that intelligent life exists. Or at least did, millions of years ago. Nicolas couldn’t believe he had a front-row seat to such a profound discovery. What would people back home think?
“I assume you have a theory on what its purpose is,” he said to Petit. 
“That I haven’t determined yet. After doing my initial testing, I attempted to decipher the markings on the outer shell.”
 Petit led Nicolas and Susan around to the other side of the sphere where the container the Vanguard had brought to Orion V sat. Nicolas had almost forgotten about it. Its lid had been opened but was facing the opposite way. Petit interrupted his train of thought.
 “Like Egyptian hieroglyphics, I’ve surmised the language is pictographic. However, since we don’t have an intergalactic Rosetta Stone at our disposal to do the translating, it’s been rather difficult.” The professor kneeled and pointed at two particular pictographs. “Without going into the boring specifics, these markings became of the most interest.”
Nicolas joined him and studied the images. The first was a small rectangular shape with rounded edges. Next to it was what seemed like a trunk with branches. “A tree?”
“Ah, that’s what I thought at the beginning as well.” Petit smiled. “After reviewing it further, I came to the conclusion it may be a hand instead.”
Nicolas tilted his head, wondering if it’d appear different from another angle. “But it’s got six fingers, not five.” One long finger protruded out from the wrist. 
“Right. A second opposable thumb. After further study of the sphere, there was something I found peculiar. No door. No key. No lock. Nothing. But my tests have determined it’s hollow.” 
“So, there should be a way in?” 
Petit nodded. “That’s my hope.”
“If that’s the case, where’s your door?”
“We can’t see it.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I believe the seal’s invisible, and these markings represent the lock to the door. It just needs a key.”
“If this is the lock, then what’s the key?”
“That’s where I come in,” Susan said after the professor finally took a breath.
Nicolas narrowed his eyes. “The container?”
“When I instructed the Ministry of Defense of my findings concerning this particular pictograph, I informed them of my theory regarding the markings,” Petit continued. “I believe the key had been at TIAS all along.”
Nicolas stared at the container. Its secretive nature had bugged him ever since they’d left Earth. When he’d said goodbye to Susan above, he’d thought he’d never see it again. Now, he’d finally get to gaze upon the mystery that all this destruction had caused.
The elevator came to a halt at the bottom of the shaft. Jason slid open the safety rail and walked out. He and Tyler followed the lights to the end of the tunnel where an entrance was cut from the rock. 
Striding over the threshold, Jason checked himself before slipping. There were steps beneath his feet. He raised a curious brow at Tyler.
“Put your weapons down!”
Before them, half a dozen Marines approached. All aiming their rifles at Jason and Tyler. But it was the spherical object behind them that astonished Jason the most.
“What the hell is that?” he blurted out.
“Drop them now!” came the command again, by the lead Marine with major rank pins on his collar. 
They cautiously moved toward the brothers. Both Jason and Tyler put a hand up in surrender and grabbed their rifles.
“Slowly!” the major said.
As gently as they could, Jason and Tyler placed their arms at their feet. Just as they relinquished their weapons, like tigers, the Marines pounced, bundling them on to the ground and wrenching their arms behind their backs. 
Son of a bitch!

While the air was being knocked out of Jason, his eyes were once again drawn to the object sitting in the center of the subterranean cave. He tried to say something, but he had no breath with the gorilla Marine atop him.
Another trio approached, but they weren’t Marines. One was wearing a blue CDF uniform with a captain’s rank pin on his collar. The others appeared to be civilians. A man and woman.
“Let them up,” the captain said. 
The Marines quickly pulled Jason and Tyler to their feet.
“Who are you?” the captain asked, eyeballing them both for an answer.
“I’m Jason Cassidy. This is my brother, Tyler.”
“Jason Cassidy?” The captain’s mind seemed to wander, before he gave an accusatory stare. “Are you responsible for what’s happened here?”
Jason and Tyler glanced at one another. 
“Of course not,” Tyler said. “We’re from the Argo. A cargo ship. We received a distress call from the UECS Vanguard.”
“They sent a distress call? My ship. Did you—”
“I’m sorry, we found its debris in orbit.”
The captain’s eyes closed. Jason recognized the agony he was attempting to hide. The woman put a hand on his arm to console him.
“I’m Captain Marquez. Can you—”
“Look, Captain,” Jason cut him off. “While I’m sorry for the loss of your ship, we don’t have time for chit-chat. The people responsible for destroying the Vanguard and laying all this whoop-ass on Orion are on their way here now. We have to leave.”
While he was grief-stricken, like any good CDF officer, he seemed to know what needed to be done. “You’re right.”
“I can’t leave the sphere, Captain,” the civilian man said.
“Professor Petit,” Marquez began, “you have no choice.”
Petit? The name was familiar to Jason.
“If you stay here—”
Footsteps echoed outside the antechamber. A lot of them. Everyone turned to the entrance. 
“Too late,” Tyler said with a forlorn expression. 
“Can we have our guns back now?” Jason asked the major. But Tyler was right, it really was too late. 
“Take up defensive positions!” the Marine yelled at his men.
Everyone dived for cover. The assailants came streaming through the entrance. They were covered in black from head to toe with full body armor and helmets protecting their heads. The mysterious soldiers raised their unique weapons, which curved from their shoulder down to their hands, and fired.
Green bolts shot forth. Dust and rock kicked up, creating a blinding haze. Jason pushed Tyler behind a rock formation as several blasts came their way. A Marine fell down beside them with a hole through his chest.
Jason quickly grabbed the dead stomper’s rifle and joined Tyler with what little protection they had. 
“So,” Tyler said, “I guess Conrad was right after all.”
“We’re not dead yet.” Jason pointed the gun over the rock and fired off a few shots. They had no effect. “The bullets are bouncing off their armor.” He was pinned down. “We might as well be firing popguns at these guys.” He scanned the antechamber to see how everyone else was faring, but it was hard to make out with all the weapon fire and dirt flying about. 
Jason took his chance and discharged a few more shots. But it was no use. “They just keep coming!”
A blood-curdling wail broke out across the other side of the antechamber. It was the Marine major. The ghastly green blasts struck him down. His lifeless body fell in a heap.
Jason peeked back over the rock. Half a dozen of the soldiers were converging on them. He put an apologetic hand on his brother’s shoulder. He wanted to say sorry for dragging him into all this mess, but a voice echoing around them stopped him.
“Cease fire!”
That voice…

The soldiers stopped firing, and the dust subsided. Jason and Tyler glanced out over the rock. The attackers had formed a line on either side of the antechamber entrance. 
From the tunnel a figure emerged. No…

He wore the same black-clad body armor. Unlike the others he had no helmet. His face was there for all to see. He was supposed to be dead. But instead he wasn’t a day older than when Jason had last seen him.
“Nash?”
Lieutenant Christian Nash walked up to Jason and smiled.
“Hello, Cassidy.”
 



Chapter 8
 
 
 
“Is it really you?”
“It’s really me.” Nash instructed his soldiers to disarm everyone.
They took Jason’s rifle and commband from him. He looked around and did a body count. The Marine major and one of his men were dead. Two too many. 
“But how?” he asked Nash. “You—”
“Died?” Nash smiled. “My pod was destroyed, yes. But I wasn’t killed.”
“What happened?”
“You’re so impatient, Cassidy. Nothing has changed.” Nash stepped closer to him and continued. “Just when I thought I’d tracked the Bombay down, another ship appeared. Like something from an old horror movie we used to watch at the academy. It was blacker than the night.”
The haunting image of the ship above Orion V had been burned into Jason’s mind. 
“They closed on me quickly and fired. I dodged a few blasts, but they eventually got me. I thought I was dead, but when I woke up on their ship I discovered they’d spared me.”
“And they couldn’t find it in their hearts to take you home?”
Nash chuckled. “They’re a private people, as you can well see. I was never going home.” He gestured at the shrouded soldiers. “To be honest, even if they asked me to go, I would’ve said no.”
What have they done to you? “I don’t understand.”
“I wouldn’t expect you to.”
Anger bubbled inside Jason. He believed his friend had been dead for four years. He’d allowed it to ruin his life. “So, what, you’re now serving them?” 
“I suppose that’s one way of looking at it, but I prefer to consider myself more of a liaison, between them and you.”
“And who are they exactly?” What hold do they have over you?
Nash glanced at his soldiers. “They have no name. At least not that they’ve ever told me. I know them only as Seekers. They’ve been on a quest for a very long time.” He pointed to the sphere. “Legend has it that this was hidden millions of years ago, in this sleepy part of the galaxy.”
Nash stepped toward the artifact and put his hand on it. “That’s how they found me four years ago. They were searching the nebula for clues.”
“Inside a nebula?”
“There was a clue in that cacophony of gases that day. The Seekers were after the same thing as us.”
Jason furrowed his brow. “The Bombay. Tyrell?”
Nash nodded. “Benjamin Tyrell. He wasn’t a Centauri rebel. He was a scientist at the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences, just like Professor Petit and Doctor Tai, his eventual replacement.”
Jason regarded the pair standing beside Captain Marquez.
“Doctor Tyrell was on the run because he’d threatened to expose work on the discovery of an intelligent extraterrestrial life. Unfortunately, like the crew of the Raptor, we found nothing.” He turned to the sphere. “But good things come to those who wait. Who would have guessed that it would have been humans who discovered it?”
“What does it do?” Jason asked.
Nash bit his bottom lip, finding the words. “It’s the beginning and end of everything.”
“Sounds like mumbo jumbo,” Tyler said.
Nash stepped toward Tyler and examined him as if he were a pet. “And this must be your brother. Jason spoke of you a lot when we served together.” 
Tyler seemed surprised at that. 
“Mumbo jumbo?” Nash continued. “To those who can’t perceive more than what their five senses tell them, I guess that’s a fitting way of describing it.”
“How were you aware we’d discovered it?” Petit asked him.
“Ah, Professor Petit.” Nash approached him. “As I’d said, the Seekers have been keeping a constant eye on this region of space for quite some time. We’ve also been listening. We were naturally curious with a commlink sent to Earth regarding the discovery of an object beneath the surface of Orion V.” 
“But those communications were encrypted.”
“Your codes are child’s play for us.” He chuckled. “You’re now wondering why we didn’t attack immediately after we found you?”
Petit shook his head. “It’s because you needed more than the sphere. You needed that as well.” He pointed to the container. 
“You aren’t known as the foremost human mind for nothing, are you, Professor?” Nash moved on to Captain Marquez. “I am sorry we had to destroy your ship in the process.”
Fury built up in Marquez’s face. “Did you have to kill so many people for this?” 
Nash shook his head. “Understand when I tell you we didn’t want it to be this way.” He seemed genuine. “To the Seekers, humans are very much inferior. We have no gripe with your species. The bombardment of the facility was to ensure the safest extraction of the sphere. Your ship, well, once it fired upon us, it gave us little choice.”
Jason couldn’t believe what was coming out of his friend’s mouth. It wasn’t the same Christian Nash he knew. What had these so-called Seekers done to him? Have they brainwashed him? He wondered whether it might be Stockholm Syndrome.
“Well,” Nash said. “Now it is time that we come to the final act.” He walked over to the other side of the container and peered inside it.
 “And you’ve begun the thawing process already. That should speed things along nicely.”
He pressed at what appeared to be a small terminal. The container opened fully, and everyone stepped back. A cold mist escaped from it.
Something… Someone was inside.
A cryogenic chamber?
“The genetic key?” he overheard Marquez say to Petit. 
A hand rose out first and took hold of the side of the container. The skin was almost golden brown, with slight scaling. But it was the hand that got Jason’s attention. There were six fingers.
Nash helped the body from the chamber while it finished waking from its long sleep. He was hairless. His eyes were slightly bigger, his ears slightly smaller, and his limbs slightly longer. For a human at least. He stood at nearly seven feet tall dressed in nondescript black coveralls. His eyes opened, and he stared around in shock. 
Nash gazed upon him with wonder. “Hello, Kione.”
The being’s eyes narrowed. “Who are you?” he said in English. 
He wasn’t a little green man, a tall grey, or any of the other aliens Jason had seen in all the movies he’d watched as a kid. But nonetheless, there he stood. An extraterrestrial. 
It now made sense to Jason. Doctor Tyrell worked with this being, and for whatever reason wanted to release the information to the public, which any government of their day would be wary to do. So, when the war ended, they simply put him on the taskforce’s kill list to keep him quiet. 
“I believe I asked a question?” Kione reiterated.
“Remarkable. You have no idea how important you’ll be to us.” Nash nodded to a pair of his soldiers. “Take him.”
The soldiers clutched the alien by each shoulder and dragged him toward the sphere while Nash instructed some of his other cronies to coral Jason and the others to the far side of the antechamber.
Once they were herded over to one of the large rock formations, Marquez stared across at Jason. “How do you know that man? Nash, did you call him?”
Jason chuckled. “Out of all the questions you could ask, with all of this going on, you ask that one.”
Marquez wore a serious expression. “We have to start somewhere.”
Jason guessed it was as good an answer as any. “He’s Lieutenant Christian Nash. Or at least he was.”
“Nash?” The captain’s mind seemed to be making sense of it all. “Of the Raptor?” Realization dawned on him. “The Nebula TPA-338 incident.”
Jason nodded.
“That’s where I know your name from. You were on board the Raptor.”
“That’s right.”
 “I recall hearing about your departure from the service after the war.”
“Yes, well, that’s not really pertinent at the moment.”
“You’re right,” Marquez said. “What is pertinent is that Lieutenant Nash should be dead. And he’s not.”
They all gazed at the sphere. The soldiers held Kione before it. After a few moments, he fell to his knees and clutched his head in agony. He let out a scream and raised his hands in the air. His twelve digits spread as wide as they could. 
The sphere made a loud thumping sound. The pictographs glowed bright orange.
The square section of metal liquified, and a long horizontal aperture appeared. What in the world?
“It seems you were correct, Professor,” Jason overheard Marquez say to Petit. 
The professor frowned. “I wish I hadn’t been.”
Nash stood by the opening and peered inside. He instructed his soldiers to pick Kione up. 
His old friend was the first to enter. The soldiers and Kione followed. Jason could only imagine what was inside.
 



Chapter 9
 
 
 
The mysterious soldiers stood there as if statues watching over the group with their weapons pointed. 
“What do you think they look like under those helmets?” Tai thought out loud.
“Well, we can rule out three heads and tentacles,” Jason assumed.
“Three heads and tentacles?” Tyler raised a brow. “Invasion of the Octopus Men?”
“I loved that movie.” 
“Do you really think this is the time?” Tai said to them.
“You don’t want to talk about favorite films? Fine.” Jason pondered. “You didn’t bring Hungry Hungry Hippo with you by any chance?”
Marquez steered the discussion toward something not so childish. “How long has our government known about the existence of extraterrestrials, Susan?”
There was concern on her face. She was obviously worried about what Nash was doing to Kione inside the sphere. “A little over thirty years. He was discovered as an infant in orbit of a moon in the Galilei System.” 
Jason wondered how subsequent governments could cover up something of such magnitude for so long. Humans had looked into the sky for millennia pondering whether they were alone in the universe. If it were up to their elected officials, they would probably never know.
“And you left the service to oversee the study of this being?” Marquez almost appeared betrayed. “What did you know about Doctor Tyrell?”
“Only that he was my predecessor and that he’d gone off the rails. He was attempting to release all the information on Kione to the public.” 
Many assumed Tyrell was the one responsible for Nash’s death. Jason wanted nothing more than to dole out the justice he deserved. But now everything had been turned on its head. He was glad the man had got away.
While all these questions about Kione were fascinating, Jason’s only thoughts were of his friend. He was of course happy that he was alive, but at the same time he couldn’t help but wonder whether it was the same Christian Nash who’d died in the nebula that day.
Everyone stopped and turned to the sphere as it wailed a metallic, high-pitched scream. They covered their ears, and Nash strolled out. The soldiers followed, dragging Kione along. He appeared unconscious. The door sealed itself shut, and the wailing turned into a loud humming. 
“What’s it doing?” Tyler yelled over the cacophony.
As if to answer his question, the sphere steadily rose into the air. The rock beneath shattered from the vibration, and it broke free. 
Everyone stepped backward while it ascended toward the antechamber’s ceiling. It’s going to crash! But instead of colliding, the sphere moved through the rock, as if it were a hologram dissipating through a solid object. That’s different.
Jason assumed whatever Nash had done inside the sphere, with Kione’s help, it now had new instructions. He imagined once it’d risen to the surface, it would be taken aboard his ship.
Moments later, the sphere was gone, and Nash approached the group. “Well, it has been good catching up with you, Jason.” The insincerity was glaring. “Unfortunately, reunions aren’t meant to last forever.”
“What about Kione?” Tai asked, watching him get dragged from the antechamber into the outer tunnel. 
“Kione?” Nash glanced over at him. “Well, we still have lots of work for him to do.”
Jason put a hand on Nash’s shoulder. A soldier aimed his gun barrel in Jason’s face. Nash waved the weapon away.
“You don’t have to go with them,” Jason said.
Nash smiled. “I belong with the Seekers now. There’s nothing left here for me anymore.”
“Goddamnit, Nash, you belong with us.”
His friend shook his head. “You just don’t get it.”
“No, I don’t. Make me understand.”
“Sometimes you can’t know it all.” Nash shrugged off Jason’s hand and walked away. 
Jason tried to break through the soldiers to stop him, but they pushed him to the ground with their weapons.
“No!” Nash commanded. “Hold your fire!”
The soldiers held back, and Nash let Jason up. 
“I’m sorry,” Jason said to him.
“Sorry?” Nash looked at him, bemused. “For what?”
“I should’ve been the one to go on that mission. I should be standing where you are now.”
Nash chuckled wryly and marched toward the antechamber exit. “Goodbye, Cassidy.” 
He followed the last of the soldiers out, and Jason watched him disappear again. This time probably for good.
“Seal them in!” Nash barked. 
The soldiers aimed their weapons high above the entrance and fired. The ceiling rumbled, and rock came tumbling down. Just as it began six million years ago, the antechamber had once again become a tomb.
A dead end. Typical. 
Conrad Althaus had hiked five hundred meters down into another dark tunnel and once again found no other escape to the surface. He stopped and hunched over to grab his right knee. He struggled to remember the last time he’d done so much walking. Even in the Argo’s cargo hold, he had machinery to help with his job. He’d refused to believe it, but at times like this, he knew he wasn’t young anymore.
He got up and turned around, making his way back to the worksite. In the distance was the sound of marching feet. Moving as close to the side of the tunnel wall as he could, he continued to creep toward the worksite entrance. He stopped and took cover behind a large stalagmite. 
Peeking around the corner, he surveyed the area. There were soldiers, with strange-looking rifles hanging down their arms. They were all dressed in black, their heads shielded by equally dark helmets.
There was at least half a dozen standing guard at the top of the elevator. I told you not to go down there.
He thought of Tyler. Since Jason had returned, he’d been nothing but a bad influence on him. Now, he’d probably got him killed. 
Conrad crept farther up and then crouched behind a smaller rock formation. The soldiers hadn’t spotted him. He took his chance and crawled toward the giant excavator between him and the soldiers. He jumped behind the machine’s large bucket just as one of the soldier’s heads turned. Did they see me?
Sweat drenched his brow. He waited a few moments before looking back toward them. They hadn’t moved. He was in the clear. Now what the hell am I going to do?
If he stayed out of sight, he could get away scot-free and return to the Argo without a scratch. But then that wouldn’t help Tyler. He sighed.
Before he could come up with any semblance of a plan, there was a noise. He poked his head around the excavator’s bucket. The elevator car was returning to the top of the shaft. Whoever had gone down were on their way up.
More soldiers came out followed by one who wasn’t wearing a helmet. It was a man. Their leader maybe. His gaze drifted when he spotted something even stranger. A tall…thing being carried by a pair of the soldiers. It wasn’t a human. His features were all wrong. What the hell is that?
The leader pointed to the line of carriages on the tracks. All the soldiers filed into them, taking the ‘thing’ with them. 
Conrad shuffled to the other side of the excavator to see if the coast was clear. He grabbed hold of the bucket but instead found a loose wrench sitting on top. It clanged down to the ground at his feet. He eyed past the bucket. Two soldiers hopped off their carriage. They directed the others to go ahead of them.
Christ!
The sound of their footsteps trudged toward him. They knew where he was and were coming for him from either side of the excavator. Damn, I’m trapped. Conrad surveyed the bucket of the machine. It was sitting slightly above the ground. He wondered if he’d be able to fit under. What choice do I have?
He slinked beneath it, ripping his shirt and grazing his face against the rocky ground. But he made it and slid farther back until he’d come out of the rear of the excavator. The door of the large earthmover was open and the key in the ignition.
If he ran, they’d chase him. Instead, he climbed the excavator’s footholds and took a seat at the controls. He turned the key, and the engine buzzed to life. 
The two soldiers had rounded the corner to find there was no one behind the bucket. With the engine fully engaged, they stared up and saw Conrad in the operator’s seat. They raised their weapons but were too late.
Conrad pushed the levers forward, and the bucket extended, knocking them to the ground. As they tried to get up, Conrad tugged another lever and plunged the bucket on their heads. Their helmets cracked, and the pair went tumbling like a sack of potatoes.
He jumped from the excavator and bent down to behold his handiwork. Both bodies were sprawled, faceup. Conrad picked up a rock and held it with one hand while he pulled the helmet off with the other. His mouth opened, agape, and he dropped the rock to the ground.
“What the hell are you?”
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The antechamber was large, but even Jason realized there would only be so much air for the nine remaining souls buried alive. While Marquez, Tai, and Petit paced back and forth trying to figure a way out, the Marines were doing their best to move the avalanche of rock that was blocking their exit.
Everyone had already attempted shifting the collapsed boulders, all without any luck, but the stompers, being stubborn, weren’t likely to give up. Even if they budged some out of the way, it would likely cave them in further.
“If we just had a commband,” Tyler said, “then we could contact the Argo.”
“It wouldn’t matter.” Jason shook his head. “We’re surrounded by decium deposits. It jams all wireless communications at this depth.”
“If Conrad survived, he’d be able to get word to them.”
“Maybe. Even if he’s not dead, it’d depend on how long Nash’s ship is hanging around up there. The Argo can’t come out of hiding until they’re gone or they’ll be—”
“Detected. Yeah.”
“We’d run out of air before they have the chance to rescue us.”
Tyler nodded. “Why didn’t he line us up and shoot us?”
Jason tilted his head. “What?”
“Nash. Why didn’t he have his soldiers kill us? From everything we’ve seen so far, he hasn’t wanted any witnesses. He could have shot us like everyone else.”
Jason wasn’t sure how to answer that. Tyler was right. Why didn’t he kill us? Before he had another chance to ponder the question, Captain Marquez walked over to him and Tyler.
“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” he asked Jason.
“Not at all.”
“This will probably be of little solace to you guys, but I wanted to thank you for coming to our aid.”
Jason chuckled. “We made a really good hash of it, didn’t we?”
“They had the numbers on their side. I’m sorry I was a jackass when you first came down here.”
“It’s okay, you weren’t to know.”
There was a moment of silence before Marquez continued. “I was friends with Captain Pizzeri. We went to the academy together. Seems like a lifetime ago now. Back then, no one would ever have guessed either of us would’ve got a command of our own.”
Jason remembered the former captain of the Raptor fondly. His lifeless body was still seared into his memory. “He was a good skipper.”
Marquez nodded. “Yes. His death… Well, I read what happened when you were going after Tyrell. The service lost a good man.” 
“And a few more.” Jason wasn’t in the mood to go to his grave rehashing the past. And it looked like Marquez realized that. He put a hand on Jason’s shoulder.
The cave entrance rumbled. Then again. Some of the rock shifted. Everyone stepped away while the boulders rolled toward them. A small gap emerged. 
On the other side, a machine appeared. An excavator! It pushed its way through the heavy curtain of rock. At the controls was a familiar face.
“Althaus?” Jason couldn’t have been more surprised at how relieved he was to see the old bastard.
The excavator punched a hole straight through the caved-in entrance. Althaus peered through the cab at everybody. “So, you are alive?”
“Who is that?” Marquez asked Jason.
Jason shook his head. “One son of a bitch I’m happy to see.”
“Don’t get mushy with me, kid, I couldn’t handle it.” Althaus stepped down from the excavator. “While you don’t deserve it, I thought I’d bring you some gifts I picked up along the way.”
Everyone walked around to the back of the digger. Upon the storage shelf lay two bodies. Both were wearing the black armor of Nash’s soldiers. 
“Are they both dead?” Tai asked.
“They didn’t give me a choice.”
One had their helmet off. Staring up at the group was the face of the dead being. It had a thick cropped beard, with slightly larger ears than a human and a pronounced forehead. His eyes were small, with dark-brown irises, and his chin was almost square with a chiseled jawline. His skin was olive in complexion, while his hair was jet-black.
Jason looked up at Althaus, who seemed rather pleased with himself. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”
 
*
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
As Jason stepped out of the Maybelle’s airlock, Aly nearly squeezed the life out of him in her embrace. “I didn’t know whether you were going to get out alive.” 
She blushed for a moment, realizing she was the center of attention. Tyler appeared behind Jason. 
She immediately hugged him as well. “It’s good to have you back, too.”
“If it hadn’t been for me, we wouldn’t be here at all,” Althaus grumbled, exiting the pod and passing everyone.
Kevin appeared from the elevator chute and walked toward the group, now comprising the personnel they’d rescued from the surface.
“Captain Marquez, Doctor Tai, and Professor Petit. This is Alyssa and Kevin Rycroft.” Tyler introduced the parties. They also exchanged pleasantries with the four surviving Marines.
Aly noticed the professor, and her eyes lit up. “You’re Professor Petit? The Professor Petit? Wow, I, um… I’m a big fan.”
“Smooth, Aly, very smooth,” Jason teased her before receiving a playful slap on the arm.
“I’ve read all your works,” Aly continued. “Comes in real handy when you’re trying to keep the Argo in one piece.”
Petit smiled politely. The Marines broke up the party bringing the two dead Seeker bodies out of the Maybelle on stretchers. Aly jumped backward and shrieked. 
“What are they?” she asked with a combination of awe and disgust.
“Thought your dad might like them.” Jason grinned cheekily.
Kevin eyed the Seekers. “You really shouldn’t have.” 
Tai stepped forward. “I’m a medical doctor, Mister Rycroft. If I can be of any assistance—”
“I think I’m going to need all the help I can get.” He led the way to the elevator. The Marines, Marquez, and Tai followed him.
“I assume you kept an eye on them when they departed?” Tyler asked Aly. 
She nodded. “Before they left scanning range, the unidentified ship took a parallel course to the planet.”
“There were no signs they detected us?”
“It didn’t appear so.”
“I think Nash’s got bigger fish to fry now,” Jason added.
“Nash?” Aly appeared confused. “Your friend, Nash?”
“Yeah.” Jason did his best to fill her in on everything that had happened on Orion V as they waited for the elevator car to return and take them up to A Deck.
They entered the infirmary and joined the others watching Kevin and Tai through the infirmary’s observation screen. They were in the process of removing the armor from one of the Seekers on the bed.
“Wow!” Aly said.
Wow is right.

Kevin turned to Tyler through the screen. “I need them out of here,” he said of the Marines that were crowding him inside the small medical bay. “They’re already dead anyway.” 
Without Tyler saying a word, Marquez instructed them out, allowing Tai and Kevin to begin their examination of the Seeker. 
“How exactly did Althaus say he killed this…being?” Kevin asked.
“The bucket of an excavator,” Jason told him.
“That would explain it.”
While Jason continued watching the examination, he thought how peaceful and fragile the Seeker appeared. But then he remembered that it was his people who’d decimated the Orion V mining facility and destroyed the Vanguard with a force and power he’d never seen.
“We should do an autopsy.” Everyone looked at Jason with raised eyebrows. “I want to know what makes them tick.”
“Uh,” Tai began, “Outpost Watchtower has much more adequate facilities for a medical examination of that kind. We are going to Watchtower, aren’t we?”
Marquez glanced at Tyler who nodded to the affirmative.
“She’s right, Jason,” Kevin said. “We should leave this to the professionals.”
Jason pointed at Tai. “If there’re any professionals on alien beings, it’s her. What’s there to do? Get a knife and cut him up.”
“There’s a little more to it than that.”
“There won’t be an autopsy, not on the Argo.” Tyler put his foot down. “We’re in far enough with all of this as it is. When we reach Outpost Watchtower, we can hand it over to the authorities.”
Before Jason rebutted him, Althaus’s voice came over the ship’s intercom. “Bridge to Tyler.”
“Go ahead.”
“I’ve been doing a sweep of the system with our scanners. There’s something up here the kid might want to see.”
Jason’s curiosity was piqued. “What is it, Althaus?”
“Iota particles. Lots of them.”
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Jason was the first to the bridge, but he let Tyler enter before him out of courtesy. Marquez and Petit trailed not far behind. They found Althaus standing over the operations station checking the scanners.
Jason sidled up beside him. “Well, I’ll be damned. They really are Iota particles.”
“What exactly are these Iota particles?” Marquez asked.
“The answer to a question that’s has been bugging me for four years.”
Marquez’s reaction told Jason he hadn’t been very helpful. 
Professor Petit joined Jason and Althaus to study the scans for himself. “Iota particles were first discovered in Nebula TPA-338.”
Marquez pointed at the monitor. “You’re saying these were detected in the same nebula where Lieutenant Nash supposedly died?”
Petit nodded. “The data from the Raptor was handed to TIAS. While I wasn’t on the team that investigated it, I did see the results.”
“And they were?”
“Unfortunately, because of the particles’ half-life, the Raptor was unable to retrieve a physical specimen. The scientists at TIAS only had their scans to work off. My colleagues were unsure what to make of them. They eventually had to put the project aside for other work.”
“Put in the ‘too hard’ basket then?” Jason did his best not to sound vindictive. 
“Not at all. The war was over, and the commonwealth was in the process of rebuilding. It was simply not at the top of the Institute’s agenda. And, frankly, from the data I’d seen regarding it, without a physical sample, there was nowhere else to go.”
“Well, now we have the chance to investigate.” Jason stepped to Tyler’s side, who’d taken his seat at the center of the bridge. “It can’t be a coincidence that these particles were discovered when Nash was abducted. Then again, in Frontier’s Reach, not far from here. And here at Orion V where Nash has shown up again.”
“What are you suggesting?” Tyler asked.
Marquez seemed to be connecting the same dots. “You think the Iota particles might be a by-product of the Seeker’s ship?”
Jason nodded. “Perhaps. We’ve determined one of their ships was in Nebula TPA-228 four years ago. Obviously their vessel was here today, and if they had to travel via Frontier’s Reach to get to Orion V, that would explain why a particle reading was discovered out there.”
“What do you think, Professor?” Marquez asked Petit.
“It’s all speculation at this point. Until we get a closer look at this concentration of Iota particles, we won’t be able to tell.”
All eyes turned to Tyler. Once again, as ship’s captain, the ball was in his court. “You know where the helm is, Jason. Plot a course.”
Althaus took a seat at operations while Jason sat at the helm. It’d been a long time since he’d taken the conn of the Argo. If the ship was anything like he remembered, he’d find riding a bucking bronco an easier proposition. 
Jason turned to Althaus. “Can you send those coordinates my way?” His console beeped, and a moment later they appeared on his monitor. “Thank you.”
He plotted a course and maneuvered the Argo out of Orion V’s orbit. The sky-high view of the mining planet disappeared, and he punched the thrusters to full. It might have been ten years, but it seemed like he’d never left. The touch of buttons, the feel of the lever. He smiled. It brought back good memories.
In the distance, something appeared before them. I wasn’t expecting that.
“Slow us down, Jason.”
He did as Tyler ordered, bringing the old cargo ship to a full stop in front of the anomaly ahead of them. No one said a word as they gazed at it in awe. Large spirals of purple and red-colored energy shot from the center of a black aperture. 
“It’s…a hole.” Jason had seen nothing like it and wagered nobody else on the bridge had either. It seemed a recurring theme of the day. 
“What do you see on the scanners, Conrad?” Tyler asked his uncle. “Something a little more scientific would be helpful.”
Althaus was clearly baffled, even if he was trying to hide it. “I, uh—”
Jason turned. “Perhaps, Professor Petit, you’d be so good as to look for us?”
Althaus offered him his seat. 
Petit smiled in appreciation and sat at the console. “Well, we’ve definitely come to the source of the Iota particles.”
“But what is it exactly?” Marquez asked.
Petit prodded at the console before him. “Difficult to tell, but from what I can determine with the scanners and the naked eye, we’re observing an energy vortex of some kind. And it’s shrinking.”
“Shrinking?” Tyler wondered.
“Yes, and quickly.”
“The Iota particles,” Jason said. “They have a half-life. Once they’ve decayed, they’re gone.”
“Just like the vortex,” Petit added.
“So, are you’re saying this vortex was at Nebula TPA-338 and at Frontier’s Reach?” Marquez asked.
“That seems most likely.”
“Okay, but that still doesn’t tell us what it is?”
“No, it doesn’t,” Jason said. “But it would seem to confirm that it has something to do with the Seekers’ ships.”
“Is there anything else we can do to make any more determinations?” Tyler asked the professor.
He shrugged. “No offence, but I’m dealing with near obsolete scanners here. Perhaps if we got closer, I’d be able to take more detailed readings.”
Althaus glanced warily at Tyler. 
But Jason’s brother had a determined gaze. “Jason. Take us closer. One-eighth thrust. Nice and steady.”
Jason smiled. When he’d walked onto the Argo, he hadn’t known whether Tyler would punch him or hug him. It had grown over the months to be something in between. Their relationship had come so far, and their bond had strengthened to the point that Tyler was now doing everything he could for Jason to solve this mystery.
“Aye, Captain.” He put in the commands, and the rear thrusters fired, setting the cargo ship on its way. 
The tendrils of energy burst from the center of the hole and pulsated as if they were waves smashing down on a beach at high tide. It was the most beautiful sight Jason had ever seen. But it had an angry side. 
The ship shook around them. “I’m getting a lot of disturbance here,” Jason said.
“Are the scanners giving you any more data?” Tyler asked Petit.
Petit’s eyes darted between the monitors on the operations console with him doing his best to take it all in. “I’m detecting huge amounts of energy being generated from the center of the vortex. However—”
Before he finished his sentence, the Argo rocked hard from side to side.
“Jason, full reverse now!” his brother ordered.
The shaking of the ship reverberated throughout the bridge. Jason’s hands wouldn’t move. 
“Jason!”
“We’re caught in an energy wake!” Petit said. 
Everyone around the bridge grasped hold of something.
“Jason!” Tyler howled at him again. 
Jason snapped out of whatever daze he was in and tugged the thrust lever into full reverse. But it was too late.
“The forward thrusters are firing, but there’s no reverse movement. We’re being pulled in! I’m going to try the port thrusters!” If he couldn’t haul the ship away, he might be able to veer her off. “Firing thrusters now!” 
The power of the Argo fought back, her hull clanging and screeching against the force of the giant anomaly. But it was of no use; the hold at the center of the vortex got greater and greater. The ship turned on its axis and spun towards it.
The shuddering was unbearable. Jason’s teeth jangled. He clutched at the helm and covered his eyes. The brightness of the purple and red energy tendrils nearly blinded him.
“Brace for impact!” Tyler roared.
But the impact never came. Only darkness.
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Jason’s stomach grumbled, and a searing pain shot up his neck. When did I fall asleep in a chair? He opened his eyes. The helm console sat before him.
The vortex…
The bridge was concealed in darkness with the odd flicker of light from the console monitors. From the shadows, everyone appeared to be unconscious.
In their chairs slumped over were Tyler, Althaus, and Petit, while behind the captain’s chair Marquez lay on the deck. Jason activated his commband.
“Jason to Aly. Can you hear me? Kevin, come in.” No reply came. “Is anyone on the ship receiving?”
Nothing. He stood and walked over to Tyler to check his pulse. He was breathing. As was everyone else. He went back to the helm to establish their position. The scanners were down, but the rotating starfield out the viewport told him the Argo was spinning through space. 
Jason put his hands on the controls. Several systems were offline, but it seemed like the maneuvering thrusters were in working order. They’ll have to do.
He fired them one by one. It took a few minutes, but he set the Argo back on its normal axis. 
A groan made him jump up. He turned. Captain Marquez picked himself off the deck. 
“You okay? Jason asked him.
“Yeah.” The captain was groggy. “What about everyone else?”
“Still unconscious.”
“What happened to us?”
“Well, I don’t know about you, but the last thing I remember was the Argo being pulled into the vortex. I must’ve blacked out after that.”
“Me, too.” Marquez approached the helm. “So, where are we?”       
Jason got another fright as the lights on the bridge flickered on. He glanced toward the hatchway. Aly stood with her hands inside an open terminal.
“A little warning would’ve been nice,” he said to her.
“You’ll live.” Aly walked over to the systems station.
“What’s the damage down in the engine room?”
“That’s a good question.” Aly surveyed the monitors as they blinked to life. “I haven’t been there yet. The last thing I remember was finding quarters for the Marines before waking up with my head smashed against the deck plating.”
She got a fright of her own when Althaus regained consciousness on the chair in front of her. His eyes were like daggers for Jason.
“What the hell did you do to this ship?” Althaus wailed.
“I don’t know what you were watching, but it was that vortex—”
Before he finished his sentence, Tyler’s head lifted from the arm of his chair. “I ordered you to pull away from that vortex.” He stood and surveyed the damage around him. 
It came back to Jason. I was too late to push the button. There was no one to blame but himself. He’d frozen. I never freeze. He went to say something, but Kevin cut him off over the speakers.
“Infirmary to bridge.”
“Tyler here.” His brother activated the intercom from his console, still very much incensed. “What’s going on down there?”
“I was about to ask you the same thing.”
Tyler peered around the bridge. Petit was also coming to. “We’re all fine up here. A few bruises and some bumped heads, but that’s about it.”
“Okay, I’ve got the Marines coming into the infirmary now. I’ll see how they’ve fared.”
“Bridge out.” Tyler turned to Aly. “Have we got scanners?”
“Should be coming back online now.” She studied the readings. “Well, we’re certainly not in the Orion system anymore. You might want to rotate the ship one hundred and seventy degrees to port.”
He rushed back to the helm and fired the starboard thrusters. A beautiful green sphere lay before them. It was definitely not Orion V. On it were three large green continental land masses and vast blue oceans in between. Outside of Earth, Jason had never seen a planet so spectacular.
“Stunning,” Aly said.
“What about the Seeker ship?” Jason asked.
Petit shook his head. “There’s no other ships on scanners.”
“Could this planet be their homeworld?”
“There doesn’t appear to be any structures on the surface or space stations in orbit.”
“Then it’s uninhabited?”
“More than likely. The planet itself has just the one natural satellite. Going over the numbers, it’s about three quarters the size of Earth, and the moon about twice the size of Luna.”
Jason checked the helm. The chronometer caught his attention. “Has anyone else had a look at the time?”
Everyone stared at him blankly. 
“Seventy-nine hours have passed since we entered that vortex.”
“We were out cold for over three days?” Marquez said, rubbing his face. He had stubble all over it. As did Althaus, Tyler, and Petit.
The operations station beeped. 
“The navigation computer has calculated our position based on the surrounding stars and constellations.” Petit’s eyes widened at his readings. “In that time, we’ve traveled three hundred light-years.”
“That’s impossible,” Althaus scoffed. “It’d take the Argo fifteen years to make a trip of that length.”
“While I don’t dispute that, we are where we are. In three days we’ve traveled at twenty-seven thousand times the speed of light.”
“It’s a far cry from the Argo’s top speed of twenty times the speed of light,” Aly said.
“Indeed.”
“So where exactly are we?” Marquez asked.
“The star maps have it designated as the Psi-Aion system. We’ve well and truly journeyed beyond Frontier’s Reach.”
“No one has ever come this far before,” Tyler said.
“Tritonium-fueled engines,” Jason mumbled.
Tyler raised his eyebrows. “Jason?”
He met his brother’s eyes. “We travel interstellar distances by using engines that require a tritonium-plasma reaction to reach faster-than-light speeds. Without it, we’d be confined to our own star system. The Iota particles have been wherever the Seekers ships have been. They obviously have something to do with the vortexes, so it stands to reason that the Seekers don’t use tritonium to travel at FTL, they transverse space through these corridors. And by doing that they cover space farther and quicker than we can.”
“Trans-space.”
Everyone looked at Petit while he pondered. “About fifty years ago, a scientist by the name of Walter Ransom came up with a far-flung theory that beneath normal space there was another plane of space. One that undulated with currents that moved faster than that of the normal vacuum of space. He called it transient-space, or trans-space for short. He theorized we’d never again need to use FTL engines and instead ride currents to our interstellar destinations.”
“It almost sounds fantastical,” Tyler said.
“Doctor Ransom’s theory made him a pariah. It was one among several very different concepts he’d come up with. For the rest of his career, he was perceived as nothing more than a crackpot. But with all things fantastical, they have a way of coming true.”
“What about the blackouts?” Marquez asked.
“When humanity broke the FTL barrier, we needed to develop gravity stabilization technology on our vessels so our bodies wouldn’t liquify whenever we jumped. Trans-space is something different. The speeds we’re dealing with are monumentally faster. At twenty-seven thousand times the speed of light and six hundred and fifty times faster than that of our newest Mark V engine, I would assume our bodies struggled with the stress.”
“Can we replicate these conditions to take us back into trans-space?” Tyler asked him.
Petit shook his head. “From what I can tell, the vortex is gone, but for a small concentration of Iota particles, which are continuing to dissipate. This technology is centuries if not millennia ahead of our own. I simply don’t have the expertise. Unfortunately, we’re going to have to make the trip home the old-fashioned way.”
There was silence around the bridge. Jason let it sink in. Fifteen years aboard the Argo. That was if the old cargo ship could handle a journey of that length and if they’d be able to continue to replenish their supplies and tritonium, while been jammed in with another six crew members. Jason figured it could’ve been worse. They could be dead. Or be Nash.
The operations station beeped again. Petit studied it with a curious expression. 
“What is it, Professor?” Tyler asked.
He ran his hands over it, and noises played from the speakers. It was a series of loud and soft beeps. Jason knew what it was straight away.
“That’s an automated Defense Force distress beacon,” Marquez said.
“All the way out here?” Althaus didn’t seem to believe it.
“What’s its location?” Tyler asked.
Petit checked the readings. “It’s coming from the surface of Psi-Aion. The western continent.”
“What do we know about the planet?”
“Mostly subtropical in nature. Heavy concentrations of vegetation and several freshwater bodies. It is viable for human life.”
“Can you pinpoint the signal within five kilometers?”
“I believe so.”
Marquez walked to Tyler’s side. “We’ve already asked a hell of a lot from your ship and crew, Captain, but if there is someone down there, we have to investigate.”
Tyler glanced at Jason and nodded. “We’ll help in any way we can.”
 



Chapter 13
 
 
 
October 25, 2213
 
The Marines were being armed with the remaining rifles from the Argo’s weapon locker. They wouldn’t be the top-of-the-line G-74s they’d been stripped of on Orion V, but they’d be better than nothing. 
Susan watched as Nicolas spoke to them. It’d been the first time he’d been able to since the death of Major Ripken. After passing out his condolences for their fallen comrades, Nicolas put Corporal Higgs in command of the four-man team. He was the obvious choice over Corporal Burns, who’d only recently been promoted, and the two privates, Dalton and Utkin. With an understanding of their new orders, the Marines filed off and walked into the Maybelle through the side airlock. 
Nicolas looked fatigued, despite the fact everyone had been asleep for over three days. Susan knew the pain he must be bottling up inside with the loss of the Vanguard and its crew.
While fighting for survival on Orion V, they hadn’t had time to think about it. Since coming aboard the Argo, it’d been different. Especially with everything that’d happened. And now to be so far from home on a strange cargo ship, she couldn’t blame him for feeling the way he did. Or anyone else for that matter.
Her thoughts turned to Kione. She’d been the lead project coordinator on his studies at TIAS for four years. He’d become like family. To see what the Seekers had done to him on Orion V… All she could hope was that he survived whatever they were going to do to him. 
Nicolas led her inside the Maybelle and sat in the rear cabin of the craft. She sat opposite him and went to say something, but stopped, hearing a ruckus getting nearer from outside the pod. Tyler Cassidy stepped through the airlock.
“It’s not happening, Jason.”
His brother walked in after him. “There’s a commonwealth distress beacon coming from the surface of that planet, and you’re not taking me?”
Tyler gestured inside the pod, specifically at Nicolas and the Marines. “I’ve got enough people here. Luckily for me they’re actually in the Defense Force.”
Susan had the sudden suspicion they’d got caught up in the middle of a family squabble. She glanced at Nicolas who appeared to do his best not to chuckle. There was a least some humor still left inside him.
“I need you here helping with the repairs,” Tyler continued.
“This has nothing to do with repairing the ship. You’ve already got Aly, Kevin, and Althaus up here. Not to mention Professor Petit.”
“Okay, you’re right, I don’t need you here to do the repairs. Do you want to know why you’re not going?”
Jason couldn’t speak before he got his answer.
“You stuffed up!”
Now this is really awkward.
“If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t be here in the first place!”
As the Cassidys continued their slanging match, Susan thought back to the incident at Nebula TPA-338. She’d heard about the task force that was sent to find the remaining Centauri war criminals. Benjamin Tyrell’s inclusion on the list had always concerned her. When she’d been brought in to take over his role, the unofficial story at TIAS was that he was planning to reveal the details of Kione and the project to the remaining leaders of the Centauri rebellion, to use it against Earth. Kione hadn’t been convinced, and she’d never been certain herself. 
“You’re not going.” Tyler put his foot down, and the two stared coldly at each other. 
“All right, fine,” Jason finally relented. “Just watch that port thruster, it was a little sluggish when we came back up from Orion V.” 
Tyler nodded in appreciation, and Jason turned, sealing the airlock behind him. Tyler took the helm and fired up the Maybelle. It rumbled to life beneath them and detached from the Argo, maneuvering toward the newly discovered world below.
Kevin was hunched under the helm console working inside the small maintenance panel when Jason strolled onto the bridge. He glanced up momentarily before returning to his work.
“Where’s Petit?” Jason asked. 
A spark flew from the panel. Kevin quickly pulled his hand away to avoid any shock. “He’s down in the engine room. Alyssa hyperventilated when the professor agreed to help her.”
“So, you’re relegated to getting the bridge controls up to spec again?”
 “Well, I figured it was this or clean up the mess down in the cargo bay. I thought I’d leave that to Althaus.”
Jason smirked, stepping closer to the helm. 
“Can you pass me those circuit cutters?” Kevin asked. 
Jason took the small tool from the box on top of them helm console and passed it to him. 
“So, what happened up here when I was down in the infirmary? Seems like I missed all the fun.”
Jason took a seat. “Well, there was this hole and—”
“Yeah, I got the rundown on that,” Kevin said. “Why’d we get sucked in?”
“We got too close.”
“We got too close?” 
“I got too close.”
Kevin cut the faulty circuits from the main monitor to the key pads. “Hand me those connectors.”
Jason gave Kevin another small tool to reconnect the console’s vital components. 
“Could we have got away from the vortex?”
Jason seemed unsure. “If I was quick enough. Yeah, I guess.”
“I never taught you to be slow. You’re the best lever jockey I’ve ever seen. What really happened?”
The helm controls lit up. “Is it working?” Kevin asked.
Jason ran his hands over the console. “Seems good.”
Kevin pulled himself up from deck and brushed himself off. “So?”
Jason turned away. “I guess I just froze.”
“That doesn’t sound like you either.”
“A lot has changed since I was here last.”
“I realize that.” Kevin closed up the toolbox and took a seat at the operations station. “It’s not a crime to admit that you froze because of everything that’s happened. To believe your friend had been dead for so many years and then—”
“Yeah.” 
Kevin knew him too well. Jason hadn’t really changed that much.
“What is a crime is I’ve let everybody down. I could’ve got everyone killed. And now we’re stuck three hundred light-years from home.”
“Well, everyone didn’t get killed, and even if it does take us fifteen years, we’ll get back eventually.”
The systems console beeped, and Kevin stared at the scanners. “A blip.” He checked again. “It’s gone.”
“A blip? Where?” Jason stood and peered over Kevin’s shoulder.
“Let’s see.” Kevin replayed the scans.
“There!” Jason pointed. 
Kevin froze the image. “Whatever it is, it appeared from the dark side of the moon, before slinking back behind it.”
“The Seekers. That would explain why we haven’t seen them since being spat out of the other side of the trans-space corridor. They’ve been hiding.”
“Hiding? From us?”
“Unlikely. But they’re obviously here for a reason.” Jason began to ponder.
Kevin glanced up at him with an unimpressed expression. “I’ve seen that look before. What are you planning?”
Jason smirked.
“You’re not seriously considering going out there, are you?”
“It’s worth checking out. I’ll take the Julieanne,” Jason said, speaking of the Argo’s second pod.
Kevin rolled his eyes. “I would much rather you didn’t. You don’t need to piss off your brother any more at the moment.”
“Tyler’s already pissed with me, this won’t make it any worse.”
“It won’t make it any better either.”
“Nash’s still on that ship. If there’s any chance—”
“What do you plan on doing?”
Jason shrugged. “I’ll figure that as I go along.”
Kevin shook his head. He didn’t want to see Jason get himself killed. “I don’t like this. We were lucky to get away with our lives at Orion V. I can’t see them taking too kindly to people snooping around into their business.”
“I’ll be careful.”
Kevin relented. He knew he wouldn’t talk Jason out of it. “You better be. If you don’t come back alive, I’ll kill you myself.”
Jason smiled and slapped Kevin on the back before heading toward the hatchway. “Don’t wait up.”
 



Chapter 14
 
 
 
Psi-Aion
 
It’s all so green.
The tall, lush trees towered a hundred meters above Nicolas’s head. He wondered if this was what Earth’s large rainforests were like before they’d been touched by the hand of man.
Usually new worlds of the commonwealth would either be terraformed to near-Earth conditions or have their settlements constructed under massive domes to keep out harsh environments. But Psi-Aion was something else. It felt almost like home. 
He pondered whether the commonwealth should have sent expeditions past Frontier’s Reach all along. The vast distances from Earth would pose problems, but if this was anything to go by, there might be more similar worlds out there.
Beside him, the others were equally in awe of what they saw. “This is amazing!” Tyler said. 
“And that smell,” Susan added. 
Nicolas put his nose to the sky. Rain was coming. He spun his head to a buzzing sound. It was getting closer. In the distance a large insect, the size of a dog, hopped between the trees.
Corporal Higgs raised his rifle, as did the other Marines. The insect took no notice and buzzed off farther into the forest.
“Watch out, Susan,” Nicolas said, “you don’t want to get bitten.”
“Or eaten.” Her eyes darted around warily.
Nicolas chuckled. “How far away are we?”
Tyler waved about his handheld tracker. He pointed slightly to the west. “Eight hundred meters in that direction.”
Nicolas had been impressed with Tyler Cassidy’s piloting. The cargo captain had found a small patch in the tree line where he’d squeezed the old-style pod through and landed it within two kilometers of the beacon. He may not have had the reputation of his brother, but Nicolas assumed jockeying must run in the Cassidy blood.
He turned to Susan to say something, but she wasn’t there. She’d stopped meters behind. “Susan?”
She put up a finger to shush him. “Can you hear that?”
Nicolas tilted his head upward and around. “I think you’re imagining things. Maybe you—”
Susan raised her hand up again. “Listen.”
She was right. It was faint. It sounded like rustling. But then as quickly as Nicolas heard it, it vanished. “Might be just those insects.”
Susan didn’t seem so sure.
“The signal’s over this rise.” Tyler read from his tracker.
The rest of them caught up with the cargo captain and stopped at the top of the small hill. They looked upward. Wreckage hung from some lower-lying branches of the tree above. Below was a field of gray-colored alloys, scattered over two hundred meters in diameter. 
Tyler led the way. His tracker beeped at increasing intervals as they marched closer. Nicolas kneeled and picked up a large chunk of the debris. 
“It’s definitely one of ours,” he said, rolling the sheet of metal alloy over. The letter C was painted on it in the same bold font marked on the outside of all CDF vessels.
“Over here!” Higgs called out.
Nicolas, Susan, and Tyler followed the call. Higgs stood over something yellow sticking out of the ground. 
Tyler pointed his tracker at it. “We’ve found our beacon.”
Nicolas kneeled again and dug with his hands through the muddy soil. With some help from Higgs and Tyler, he pulled at the object. It was a yellow cylinder, measuring half a meter. They heaved until they yanked it from the muck. 
“A flight recorder.” Nicolas brushed the mud from one side. He read the faded lettering from its casing. “UEC. Raptor. Pod-3.”
“Nash’s pod?” Susan said.
Nicolas nodded. “Seems so.” 
Tyler switched his tracker off. “How could debris from his pod have traveled all the way here? From what Jason told us, they found his wreckage in the nebula.”
“Some. Not necessarily all.” Nicolas added up all the clues in his head. “With what we now know, a Seeker ship was in Nebula TPA-338 that day. They destroyed Nash’s pod and abducted him in the process. We know they generated a trans-space corridor to leave the nebula.”
Susan nodded, seeming to be on the same page. “They came to the Psi-Aion system.”
“Yes, and if that’s the case, some debris from his fighter may have got caught in the vortex’s wake, pulling it through the trans-space corridor until it came out the other side. Psi-Aion’s gravitational field would’ve drawn it into orbit, until it finally landed on the planet’s surface.”
“I guess that makes sense,” Tyler said. “The bigger question, however, is, what exactly is in the Psi-Aion system?”
Higgs raised his brow. “What do you mean?”
“Well, if the Seeker ship came here four years ago after looking for Benjamin Tyrell, what are they doing back here? What’s so special about the Psi-Aion system?”
A cold chill blew across the forest floor. Tyler had asked a superb question, one Nicolas didn’t particularly want to hang around for to find out the answer. 
“Come on, let’s get out of here.”
 
*
 
Transport Pod Julieanne
 
The moon of Psi-Aion was not unlike Earth’s natural satellite. It was barren, gray, and crater-ridden. As the Julieanne’s viewport filled with it, it reminded Jason of his childhood when the Argo would sometimes do the Earth-Luna-Mars run. There wasn’t as much to do on Luna, but he loved going down to the surface and walking on the same patch of dirt where the first astronauts had done so centuries earlier. It was overly commercialized, but they’d still done a good job of preserving the past.
Jason ran his hands over the controls doing the final calculations—he figured that the only chance he had of not being detected by whatever was on the dark side of that moon was to go in completely unpowered. To do that, he would have to do a final burn on the correct trajectory so he could slingshot from one side of the moon to the other. 
The numbers on the helm all added up. With a push of a button, he punched the pod’s aft thrusters. The Julieanne lurched to the right of Psi-Aion’s moon and entered orbit. With another command, he stopped the pod’s thrust. He was now at the mercy of gravity.
Above his head he flicked open the pod controls and toggled every switch, including climate control. He’d have enough oxygen until he reached the other side of the moon. The interior and exterior lighting deactivated. His console dimmed, and the engine powered down. If he didn’t feel like an astronaut as a kid on the surface of Luna, he certainly did now.
I hope this works.
With every kilometer the Julieanne rounded the moon, the pod’s cabin darkened, leaving Jason bathed in nightfall. 
He swiveled his chair and opened the bulkhead compartment beside him, pulling out an old coat. The lack of climate control created an instant chill. His nose upturned at the ancient piece of fashion. It smelled like Althaus’s aftershave. Jason put his pride aside and threw it on. Better than freezing.
Continuing to round the moon, Jason kept his eyes peeled. After several minutes of nothing, he thought his trek had been in vain, just like it’d been when he’d reached Frontier’s Reach. Perhaps the blip was an optical ghost.
But before he doubted himself any further, it appeared, as large as life itself. The Seeker ship. Nash’s vessel. It sat in a geostationary orbit. But there was something else. He leaned forward in his seat. Another ship?
It became clearer the closer the Julieanne got. It was the same sinister black, but it was even larger than Nash’s vessel. It shared none of its characteristics. Instead, it resembled a giant cigar inside a web-like network of metal frames and supports. Jason assumed it was still under construction. But what is it?
He squinted at his dimmed helm controls. Did he dare turn on his scanners? He was halfway around the moon and hadn’t been detected. But without them, he’d be unable to take any concrete data back to the Argo, to explain why he’d gone on his little jaunt. 
Screw it. He flicked the switch, and data ran down the monitor. Incredible.
The Julieanne shuddered. Jason peered through the viewport. Have I been hit? He couldn’t see anything. But the stars began moving in the wrong direction. He was being pulled. Checking the scanners, something was emanating from the new ship he’d discovered. A tractor field?
Jason wasn’t sure, but either way he was being jerked against his will toward it. He opened the terminal above his head and toggled every switch back on. The lights reactivated, and the engine roared to life.
He punched at the helm controls and fired the Julieanne’s forward thrusters. His course didn’t change. He was still been pulled in. Crap!
Jason fired the thrusters again. The Julieanne shook around him for several moments. Warning lights blared at him. He’d burn the ship out if he kept it up. The small pod was fighting a much stronger force. With a push, he deactivated the thrusters and allowed fate to take its course.
Well, Nash, I guess I’ll see you again after all.



Chapter 15
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Aly slid out from under the main junction beneath the Argo’s FTL engine. She felt like pinching herself at the sight of Professor Petit in her engine room. He was, after all, one of the brains behind the Mark IV drive. 
“This is unbelievable.” Petit shook his head, standing over the maintenance console.
That wasn’t a word Aly had heard describe the ship for a long time. If ever. She walked to the professor’s side.
“This ship was originally fitted with a Mark III engine, was it not?” he asked.
Aly nodded. “About five years ago it broke down. We picked up a secondhand Mark IV at a decent price. Took a while to iron out the bugs, but I got there in the end.”
“And you installed it yourself?”
“More or less.”
“You’ve done a great job keeping this ship going. E-Class cargo ships are few and far between these days.”
Aly blushed. Such praise. “Thank you, Professor.”
Petit pointed to the monitor on his console. “Well, it seems like everything’s in order. Are you ready to start up the FTL engine?”
Aly studied the data herself. It seemed good from where she was standing. “Sure.” 
Petit flicked the switch, and the engine reverberated, finally taking hold and sparking to life. Aly touched the side of the engine’s housing. Something was wrong. She felt it in her bones. As the vibration intensified, she grabbed hold of the main engineering console. Sparks blew out of it and threw her to the floor.
Luckily, she avoided any injury, and darted her eyes up at Petit. “Shut it down!”
He was way ahead of her. The vibration subsided, and the engine went into shutdown mode. Aly pulled herself up and walked over to Petit, who was surveying the readings. 
“What happened?” she asked him.
“I don’t know.” Petit stopped. “Wait. Look at this.” He scrolled to the relevant data.
Aly checked it. “A blockage in the plasma exhausts? What could be doing that?” 
Petit resumed his dissemination of the information. 
“Whoa, what’s that?” Aly said, telling him to stop. 
“Iota particles,” they both uttered in unison.
Petit nodded. “When we traveled through the trans-space corridor, they must have got lodged in the exhausts.” He stopped himself before continuing. “Do you see the same thing I’m seeing?”
Aly studied the data. She’d had no experience with the particles apart from what Jason had told her. “Enlighten me.”
“They’re not decaying.”
Realization dawned on her. The Iota particles had a half-life. That was why the vortex would shrink over time and why Jason hadn’t been able to detect them at Frontier’s Reach.
“What do you think’s the cause, Professor?”
Petit shook his head. “I’m not sure, but it has to have something to do with the plasma.” He smiled. “This is a great find. The biggest reason that they weren’t studied in more depth four years ago was that we didn’t have a physical specimen. Now we do.”
“We’ll have to find a method of storing the particles. If we can’t expel them from the exhausts, the FTL drive won’t ever work.”
“Agreed. Do you have any spare plasma storage cylinders?”
“There should be a few lying around in the cargo bay.”
“Good. Now we just have to figure out a way to extract the Iota particles without losing them.”
Aly thought it best to leave someone much more qualified to decide on how to do that. “I’ll find a storage cylinder.”
 
*
 
Transport Pod Julieanne
 
Until yesterday Jason hadn’t seen anything as monstrous as the Seeker ship in orbit of Orion V. But this new cigar-shaped craft had blown that record out of the water. 
Or is it a space station? He figured one way or another he’d find out soon enough. That was if the Seekers didn’t shoot him on sight.
The tractor field took the Julieanne to the underside of the peculiar vessel and upward through a large aperture. Jason didn’t think the dark side of the moon could get any darker, but it had. Up through a labyrinth of shadowy black passageways, the pod hurtled farther inside the ship, until it approached another wide entry. A strange, almost-translucent curtain stretched across it. 
Knowing he was going to collide with it, Jason sank in his seat. But instead, the Julieanne passed through the curtain as if it were a wall of soap bubbles. He assumed it was the Seeker’s version of an airlock. Remarkable.
Beneath him appeared a landing area. A hangar deck? It was huge. Several football fields in length and width. Dozens of smaller craft were scattered over it. 
He descended toward it, and without so much as a thud, his journey came to an end. He stood and waited for the inevitable.
A tinkering emanated outside the Julieanne’s side airlock. A moment later it opened. The next thing Jason knew he was being grabbed by the legs and dragged out onto the alien hangar deck by a Seeker welcoming party.
Four of the black-clad soldiers threw him to the deck and trained their weapons on him. Jason raised his hands in surrender. I’m really in the crap now…
The soldiers parted, and another figure walked toward him, flanked by two more of the Seeker henchmen. 
“You couldn’t leave well enough alone, could you, Cassidy?” Nash wore a grim expression.
Jason pulled himself to his feet in a manner that wouldn’t get himself shot. “What did you expect I’d do?”
“I had hoped you’d die at the bottom of that godforsaken hole in the ground.” The message was blunt. More forthright than Jason expected.
“Then why didn’t you kill us all and be sure of it?”
Ever since Jason had seen his friend down in that antechamber on Orion V, Nash had radiated an air of confidence. He had an answer to every question, but in that instance, his arrogance escaped him. 
It quickly returned. “An oversight. Not one I’ll repeat.” Nash turned to his soldiers and nodded. 
A moment later, Jason found himself with a brute on each side of him. They walked toward an exit at the end of the hangar deck. 
“You would kill me? After coming back to rescue you?” 
Nash chuckled. “I never asked you to come and rescue me, Cassidy.”
They moved into a corridor. The walls were black, like the exterior of the vessel. Soft light radiated from the floors. And appearing every so often on the bulkheads was a symbol. It looked like an S, but backward with a horizontal line through it and a dot above. A letter in the Seeker language?
“You don’t really mean that.”
“You don’t understand anything, do you?” Nash said as four of the soldiers peeled off down one end of the corridor. The other two remained by his side. “The Christian Nash you knew died in the nebula that day.”
They all entered an elevator. One soldier waved his hand over a small circular panel. It scrolled through several Seeker letters. Deck numbers?

The elevator ascended. Jason regarded his old friend and started to doubt himself. Did he believe his friend was still there, or was he believing it because he wanted it to be so? Without Jason being able to give it another thought, the elevator stopped, and they all filed out. 
There was another letter on the wall. Three horizontal strokes with two dots beneath. They walked along the corridor and at the end through a door. Inside was a large room. Throughout were a row of smaller rooms. All sealed shut by pale-yellow barriers. Jason knew a brig when he saw one, even on an extraterrestrial ship.
“Put him in the cell,” Nash instructed.
The circular terminal near the cell was waved at by a soldier, and the pale-yellow barrier dropped. The two soldiers manhandling Jason threw him in on his face. He glanced back and watched as the barrier reactivated. 
“I wish you’d not come here.” Nash shook his head and turned, leaving the brig with his men.
Jason stood and contemplated his new surroundings. It was just as black and spartan as the rest of the ship. While he wondered where he’d have the privacy to pee, a groan wailed from the cell opposite his own. He peered through the barrier and saw…
“Kione!”



Chapter 16
 
 
 
Psi-Aion
 
Tyler remembered back to when he and Jason were children. They would always try to see who the first one off the ship would be when they reached a different port. As the elder brother, Jason had a knack of beating him most of the time. But it didn’t diminish the amazement a small child would have stepping onto a new world. As an adult, those feelings were still there. 
While Psi-Aion had been welcoming, as the sun set on the majestic green forest, it no longer resembled a vast tropical Eden. Instead, it now seemed like something from a nightmarish fairy tale. After completing their mission to find the CDF beacon, the adult inside Tyler was happy to be heading back to the Maybelle. 
Up in the trees, more and more of the large insects they’d seen earlier were coming out for the night. Tyler wasn’t too fond of bugs. On the Argo, he rarely came across them, unless they had an infestation in a contaminated shipment. 
He shuddered remembering the time a food consignment filled with dormant Perseus Spider eggs spoiled. No one realized until three weeks later when the pests had grown to the size of dinner plates. He tried to take his mind of it and turned to Captain Marquez, who was fiddling around with the small datapack he’d taken from the data recorder.
Marquez hadn’t said a great deal since coming back from the wreckage. Tyler could only imagine what the captain was going through. He’d lost his ship and crew. The old saying said the captain should go down with his ship. From what Tyler understood, it was especially so for a military man.
“Do you think the data will be readable?” Tyler asked him.
Marquez shrugged. “Those recorders are almost unbreakable. I’m sure we’ll get something from it.”
“Hopefully Professor Petit finds it useful to further determine his theory regarding trans-space. It might even get us home quicker.”
Marquez nodded. Though he didn’t look so sure. Doctor Tai walked up beside them. Tyler strolled farther ahead to let them have a conversation to themselves.
With the sun almost gone, the Marines switched the flashlights on at the ends of their rifles. Even with the old weapons on hand, the four beams still did a serviceable job at cutting through the darkness.
A sound echoed against the trunks of the great trees. Everyone stopped. It was the same noise they’d heard when tracking the beacon. A loud rustling. Everyone stared at each other. The Marines waved their rifles around trying to find where the source of the din was.
But there was no trace of anything in the vicinity. 
Then the drums started. It was at that point Tyler realized they weren’t dealing with animals. The noises were being made deliberately.
“We should get to higher ground,” Marquez said as he and Tai walked up beside Tyler. 
They briskly proceeded up the hill, following the Marines who’d fanned out into a staggered formation. 
Tyler’s blood pumped, and his chest pounded. They reached the top of the rise. The sunlight had dropped over the horizon. The Marines continued searching around, but there didn’t appear to be anything ahead of them. The drums endured.
“Where is that sound coming from?” Tyler focused into the distance. If he hadn’t felt uneasy before, he did now. It seemed like they were on the set of an old horror film.
“How far away are we from the ship?” Marquez asked.
“Five hundred meters at least,” Tyler read from his tracker. 
The drums continued to get louder, resonating around them.
“We need to move quicker.” Marquez started running.
Higgs and Utkin took point while Burns and Dalton guarded the rear. Tyler, Marquez, and Tai kept their hands firmly on their sidearms as the beat got louder still.
They were being followed. But they couldn’t see by who. The hairs on the back of Tyler’s neck rose. At the top of a familiar rise, the silhouette of the Maybelle was in the distance.
“Come on! Nearly there!” Marquez boomed at everyone. As if on cue rain started tumbling down around them. 
Down the hill and through the scrub beneath, they reached the pod. At the airlock, a large animal, like an elk with more pronounced and sharper horns, lay in a pool of its own blood. A wooden spear at least two meters long protruded from its abdomen. 
The Marines waved their rifles over the pod. The red ooze had been splattered on the hull. The shock left everyone speechless. 
The drums then stopped. They all froze.
Tyler spun around. Torches, lit with fire, dotted the night. Dozens of them. And holding those torches were the same aliens under the helmets from Orion V. 
Seekers!
“Uh, guys…”
Everyone else turned. Private Dalton raised his rifle, and an arrow came from above through the darkness. It impaled him straight through his head. He fell to the ground in a heap. 
“Keep your weapons down!” Marquez ordered. 
Tyler peered up. They were in the trees as well. They were everywhere.
He eyed everyone in confusion. “They don’t look like the Seekers we saw on Orion V.”
Tai nodded. “Spears, bows, and arrows. Their clothing…they almost look like cavemen.” 
They wore little more than loincloths, and war paint covered their bodies.
“How could these people build spaceships and travel through interstellar space?” 
“That’s hardly relevant,” Marquez said. “They’ve got a dozen arrows pointed at every one of us, and we’re on their home turf.” He stepped forward. “Follow my lead.”
With his sidearm in his hand, he slowly placed it on the ground in front of him and raised his hands in the air. Everyone else did the same. While Tyler didn’t think it a great idea to disarm, there seemed to be little choice. He didn’t want to end up like the dead Marine beside him.
“My name is Captain Marquez.”
One Seeker stepped forward. He was slightly taller than the others and had more elaborate war paint on his body. He seemed a hell of a lot meaner, too. 
He approached Marquez. His beady eyes studied the captain and then stared over to the rest of the group.
Marquez put out his hands with an open gesture. “We mean you no harm.”
In the blink of an eye, the Seeker swung his right fist upward, and Marquez went barreling to the ground. The other Seekers moved past him and took everyone else by force.
Tyler gazed at the unmoving body of Marquez as they roped his hands up behind his back. Maybe those spiders weren’t so bad after all…
 
The Frontier’s Reach series continues with Book 3 – Dark Side of the Moon



Author’s Notes
 
 
 
Thank you for coming back and reading the second book of the Frontier’s Reach series. I must be doing something right! I hope Beyond Nightfall resolved some questions left unanswered from Orion’s Dawn while keeping you entertained once again.
 
As I write this watching the rain pour down, lamenting another summer gone, I’ve concluded an extremely busy month. Not only have I released my first two books, but I’ve had the fourth edited, readied installments five and six for editing, and drafted book seven. 
 
April will be another hectic period with two more launches. In one week Book 3–Dark Side of the Moon will go live. This means you won’t have to wait long to find out what happens to Jason and Kione on the Seeker ship, and the rest of the crew on the surface of Psi-Aion. 
 
I hope you’re enjoying reading this episodic format as much as I am writing it. As mentioned in the previous book, with this concept I feel I can write a fast flowing story within a certain word limit, while telling a fulfilling tale. My goal is to present Frontier’s Reach like a binge-able TV show. Hopefully, while you kick back with this, whether it be in the comfort of your own home, commuting to work, or on your lunch break, you’re able to enjoy it just as much as the next big show on your favorite cable channel or streaming service. 
 
Once again, thank you for reading Beyond Nightfall. I look forward to you returning for Book 3-Dark Side of the Moon. For future information on new releases, you can sign up to my mailing list where you’ll never miss an update. And as always if you have any time to spare, a review over at Amazon would be greatly appreciated.
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