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Chapter 1
 
 
 
June 24, 2209
UECS Raptor
 
Three years. Forty million dead. Unparalleled destruction. Who knew one of the most catastrophic wars mankind had ever waged would end on the backdrop of such beauty?
As Lieutenant Jason Cassidy walked onto the command deck of the UECS Raptor, the colors of the great nebula mesmerized him. Its official designation was Nebula TPA-338. It wasn’t a fitting name for something of such artistry. The blues, greens, yellows, and reds of the gaseous emission nebula created a spectacular display that showed just what the universe offered beyond the small blue jewel of Earth. 
“Are you just going to stand there?”
Jason snapped out of his trance-like state at the deep voice of the Raptor’s Chief-of-the-Boat, Chief Lin, who stepped from the hatchway beside him.
“You better get to the helm, sir,” Lin said to him with a wry grin.
Jason shared a smile with the chief then walked along the circular upper deck of the Raptor’s command center to take a seat at his station. To his left, the Raptor’s navigator, Lieutenant Christian Nash, was looking at him expectantly.
“You took your time,” Nash said. “Usually it’s you who beats me up here.” 
Jason opened his mouth to say something, but Nash beat him to the punch. 
“Not Ensign Robinson again?”
Jason tried to hide his smile. “Well—”
“I knew it! You couldn’t help yourself, could you?” Nash read Jason like a book. 
The pair had gone to the academy together and graduated just as the Earth-Centauri War began. They’d risen through the ranks and had become the best of friends.
“She’s nice.” While Jason saw nothing long-lasting coming out of the relationship, they were a comfort for each other in a dark time.
“She also has a fiancé back on Cerberus,” Nash pointed out.
“You know what they say about different ZIP codes?”
Nash chuckled as Commander Riggs broke up their childish conversation.
“Lieutenant Nash, how long until we’re within weapons range?” the Raptor’s first officer asked from the pit, below the upper level of the command deck.
“Four minutes, Commander.”
“And what’s their ETA to the outer edge of the nebula?”
“Twelve minutes. We’ll reach them well before they get there.”
Jason looked down at his monitor at the ship they were pursuing. A Foulke-Class freighter. It’s designation: SS Bombay. He smiled. The Bombay wasn’t just any ship. It represented the end of a conflict.
While the Earth-Centauri War had officially ended five months earlier, a task force had been put together to hunt down the remaining civilian and military leaders of the Centauri Rebellion. The Raptor had been tasked with spearheading the mission. So, while the bulk of the force’s servicemen and women could get the rest they deserved, the war raged on for the crew of the Raptor. 
Five hundred rebels had been tracked down in the months since the surrender. But one had been the most elusive. Doctor Benjamin Tyrell was a minor player in the rebellion war effort, but one deemed extremely dangerous with orders to kill on sight. Jason often wondered what the man had done that didn’t justify bringing him to trial. Tyrell’s official file had been sealed tight. None but those at the very top of the United Earth Commonwealth and the Defense Force would ever know his real story.
“Lieutenant Ortega, when we’re within range I want a firing solution on the Bombay.”
Jason looked into the command pit. The steely gaze of the Raptor’s commanding officer, Captain Pizzeri, connected with the ship’s combat officer. Lieutenant David Ortega nodded at the ‘old man’.
“Sir, the Bombay is trying to open a commlink,” came the voice of Ensign Kennebeck from the communications station on the opposite of the command deck.
“Block the link,” Riggs said to her. Along with a prompt destruction order, under no circumstances were there to be any communications.
“Commlink blocked.”
“Two minutes until weapons range,” Ortega noted.
“So, what are you going to do with your furlough when we get back home?” Nash whispered to Jason.
That remained a question Jason hadn’t asked himself. He didn’t know where home was anymore. The service was now all he knew.
“Perhaps you could take Ensign Robinson to Lake Osiris on Cerberus. I think that’s where her fiancé proposed to her.”
“Ha-ha.” Jason rolled his eyes, returning his attention to his monitor. A new bogey on the scanners. 
Ortega had seen it first. “Sir!” he said. “The Bombay has launched a torpedo. It’s armed with a tritonium warhead!”
Jason didn’t wait for the captain’s order. He slowed the forward trajectory of the Raptor and turned hard to port, showing the destroyer’s well-shielded underbelly to take the brunt of the fire. The maneuver churned the bottom of his stomach, even with the artificial gravity masking the worst of the g-forces. 
Then the explosion struck. White light filled the command deck as the warhead exploded before them. The blast threw the Raptor off its axis and sent her into a spin. Jason grabbed hold of his console, doing his best not to launch from his seat. The Raptor’s hull squealed, bending and twisting from the blast. Sparks flew, and lights flickered.
The last thing Jason remembered was the helm console exploding in his face.
 
*
 
“Cassidy!”
His eyes slowly opened, and some light appeared through the blurriness.
“Cassidy, can you hear me?”
The voice was unmistakable. “Nash…” Jason blinked, allowing his vision to get used to the light above the concerned face of his friend. 
“Where… How?” Jason stuttered.
Nash dragged him to his feet and sat him in his chair in front of the helm. His console was burned to a crisp. It all came back to him. He touched his face.
“That would explain why my head feels numb.”
“You were lucky.” Nash inspected him closely. “Doesn’t seem like any major damage to that face of yours. Ensign Robinson will be pleased.”
Jason ignored him. “What the hell happened to us?”
“The Bombay detonated a tritonium torpedo off our bow,” Nash said to him.
“Off our bow? It didn’t hit us?”
“No.”
Jason couldn’t make sense of it. “It’s as if they didn’t want to destroy us.” 
Nash nodded in agreement. “It did enough damage. When you were knocked out, I transferred the helm to my station and brought the ship back to equilibrium.”
Jason surveyed the command deck. A team of medics had arrived from the Sickbay. One came up to him and sprayed a healing agent on the gashes and burns on his face. After waving the medic away, he peered down into the command pit. He immediately leaped from his seat at the scene of destruction.
The fallen ceiling had crushed the central command station at the center of the pit. Beams, cables, and twisted metal sat in a pile. On the other side of that pile were four medics and Chief Lin. Jason rushed down there. He watched the medics put sheets over the bodies of Captain Pizzeri and Commander Riggs.
Chief Lin stopped him before he could reach them. The numbness of Jason’s face now ran down his body with the realization hitting him. “I’m in command.”
Lin nodded, clearly doing his best not to show any emotion. “Yes.” 
Everyone around the command deck stared at him. He gazed at his two fallen superiors while the medics put them on their own separate stretchers and walked them off the command deck through the hatchway. 
Lin grabbed him by the arm. “We can mourn the fallen later,” he said. “Now it’s time to finish what we started.”
It was sage advice as usual. Jason straightened his back, cleared his throat, and turned to Ensign Kennebeck, who seemed more than a little flustered.
“Ensign, damage report.”
She waved away a blonde lock of hair. “Propulsion and weapons are down. Three decks are crippled, but emergency bulkheads are holding. Damage control teams are en route to all pertinent areas of the ship.”
“Casualties?”
She did a double take on her monitor, doing her best to keep her composure. “Current projections are at least twenty people.”
Jason closed his eyes. Grieve later. He reopened them and turned to Ortega. “What about the Bombay?”
“They’re still on the same course. Heading straight for the nebula. They’ll enter the outer layer in four minutes.”
“It got them the time they needed.” The realization hit Jason all at once.
Lin raised an eyebrow as if a lightbulb went on in his head. “The torpedo. Tyrell didn’t want to destroy us, he wanted to give himself time to escape.”
Jason couldn’t answer why someone from the Centauri rebellion wouldn’t want to destroy their enemy. It was a question for another day.
“If they enter that nebula, we’ll lose him,” Nash said from the upper level.
Jason had already studied TPA-338’s profile knowing it was impervious to scans. Once an object entered the nebula, they’d be unable to find it. And considering it measured three light-years across, it was a great hiding place.
“Then we won’t let him get away.”
Nash and Lin looked at each other. “What plan are you cooking up, Cassidy?” Lin asked.
Without answering, Jason hurried up the steps to the upper level and activated the ship’s intercom on Ortega’s console. “Cassidy to Hangar Deck.”
Over the din of activity, the Raptor’s gruff but loveable deck chief responded. “Howe here. Go ahead.”
“What’s your situation down there?”
“We took a hell of a beating—”
“Is the hangar door still operational?”
“It’s one of the few things down here that does work.”
“What about a pod?”
There was a brief silence. “Most of them were thrown around down here when we were hit with the shock wave. But I can probably rustle one together for you.”
“Thank you, Chief. Make it quick. I’ll be down soon. Cassidy out.”
On the scanners the Bombay was moving ever closer to the outer layer of the nebula. Jason would have to be quick.
“You’re going after him in a pod?” Nash said incredulously. “Your scanners won’t work. You’ll be blind as a bat in there.”
Jason tried not to roll his eyes at Nash stating the obvious. “You’re right, but with any luck, considering how dense that nebula is, the Bombay should create a wake in its path.”
Lin smiled. “Like an old ship on one of Earth’s oceans.”
“Exactly.”
Nash shook his head. “It’s risky.”
Jason couldn’t argue with that. “Yes, but they’ll be just as blind as me. If I can find the Bombay, I’ll be able to attach a homing beacon on their hull. When they come up for air, whether it be tomorrow, next week, or next month, we’ll have their position. That is unless you have any other ideas.”
His friend brushed sweat from his brow and shook his head. “I guess it’s our best bet.”
“There is one problem,” Lin remarked.
“Oh?” Jason turned to the chief.
“The pilot of the pod,” he whispered. “It can’t be you.”
“But—”
“We’ve lost our commanding officer and XO, we can’t afford to lose our second officer as well.”
Jason hadn’t even considered it. It was his plan. His life to risk. He’d never had to make the decision to send anyone in his place before. And, frankly, didn’t want to start now.
“It has to be me,” Nash said.
Jason turned to him. He especially didn’t want to send his best friend.
Lin nodded. “He’s right. He’s the next most senior pilot.”
Jason thought about fighting it. He was, after all, in command, but Lin was also right. He was always right. The commanding officer needed to be on the command deck of his ship. And they couldn’t give Tyrell any more of a head start.
He turned to Nash, his eyes piercing his friend’s. “Go get the bastard.”
It’d been over an hour since Nash had left the Raptor and entered Nebula TPA-338. With the command station a wreck, Jason had transferred all command functions to the navigation station. He paced the upper level, occasionally eyeing the scanners. He wasn’t looking at anything in particular. With Nash’s pod inside the nebula, their scanners were useless. But it somehow felt like he was doing something.
While Captain Pizzeri had discussed Jason’s willingness for a pathway for command after the war, it was now the furthest thing from his mind. He just wished he could be in that pod, in his friend’s place.
“Lieutenant,” Kennebeck said, “I’m getting a commlink from inside the nebula.”
“Nash?”
She nodded.
“Let’s hear it.”
“Nash… Raptor… in.”
Jason breathed a sigh of relief along with everyone else on the command deck. It was good to hear his voice even if the commlink was riddled with interference.
“Can you clean that up?” Jason asked.
Kennebeck nodded and ran her hands over her console.
“Can you read us, Nash?”
“Loud and clear. Mostly,” came Nash’s voice. The transmission was stronger, but there was still a lot of static.
“Report.”
“I’ve been able to follow the Bombay’s wake; the farther I go in, the less it’s dispersing.”
Jason liked the sound of that. “You must be getting close.”
“Agreed.” The static crackled again. “I…”
There was silence. Jason turned to Kennebeck. “What now?”
Her eyes narrowed at the readings before her. “I don’t know. It’s as if something else is interfering with the commlink.” Lin came up behind her and studied her monitor. 
Jason turned to Ortega. “Can you trace it?” 
The combat officer looked at his station and shook his head.
“Nash, have you found the Bombay?” Jason asked.
There was more silence. Then something came through. “I’ve found—”

A loud boom cut off Nash’s voice. No static. Just silence. 
“What the hell?” Jason’s eyes darted to the forward viewport. Light and gas blasted outward from the nebula. Everyone on the command deck fell silent watching the debris disperse from the focal point. 
Ortega prodded at his console and magnified an image of a large chunk of debris. There could be no doubt what it was. On its side, it read: POD-3.
Nash’s pod…
The debris danced against the gaseous backdrop. Jason’s mind seemed to leave his body. His mouth quivered with realization.
You son of a bitch, Nash. You son of a bitch.
 



Chapter 2
 
 
 
August 1, 2212
Decium Ore Mining Facility - Orion V
 
Erik Koeman looked out of the large viewport over the mysterious landscape of Orion V. With its dim singular celestial satellite, the majority of light that reached the surface was that of the Orion sun. The lengthy shadows of the rocky mountain ranges created an eerie scene. 
At the edge of the horizon, a massive front of wind pushed up the fine dark dirt on the almost tarmac-like surface. He’d been on Orion V long enough to know a storm was brewing. Whenever the lightning struck and the tornadoes twisted, he couldn’t help but think of home. When was the last time I was in Kansas?
Erik shivered. While he was inside under climate-controlled conditions, he knew how cold it was outside. Too cold for humans to endure. Hence why the mining operations took place underground with the help of an extensive network of climate-control systems.
He picked up a data tablet from the top of the pile sitting on his desk and signed off the next day’s duty roster with his thumbprint.
“Don’t you get sick of never sleeping?” Aaron Bloch asked. Erik’s younger assistant was sitting at the communications station. “What time did you start? Like five o’clock this morning?”
Bloch had his feet up on the console beside him, all the while throwing a small blue rubber ball in the air. Erik’s assistant had got lucky and had drawn the night shift for the next two weeks. It was a popular job. One where little work needed to be done.
 “What I get sick of is listening to you whine every time I come up here.” Erik glowered at him with the most deadly expression he could muster.
“You wouldn’t have it any other way.”
Erik signed off on his final report and placed it on the outgoing pile. He turned from his desk. A wide grin filled Bloch’s face. 
“Well, if you’re not getting worked hard enough up here, I can give you a change of scenery. Bishara’s been screaming for more staff down in Worksite Eight. I’ll send you down there if you like?” He walked over to Bloch and grabbed the rubber ball out of midair.
The smile dropped from the young man’s face. “I’ll be good.”
Erik shook his head, trying to hide his smile. “I’m going to get some shuteye. I’ll see you in the morning.” Just before he reached the exit, Bloch’s console alerted him to an incoming commlink.
Erik stopped in his tracks. “What is it?”
“It’s Worksite Fifteen,” Bloch read off his console. 
“I thought Bowers had packed up for the night.”
“Apparently not.”
Erik returned to Bloch’s side. “Chris, it’s Koeman. What’s going on down there?”
“Hey, Chief, we’ve got something you might want to take a look at,” Bowers said over the commlink.
Worksite Fifteen was west of the main complex and had been fast-tracked due to the discovery of a magnetic disturbance below the surface. Erik had hoped it would be another meteor fragment similar to that found at Worksite Ten, which was rich in decium ore. 
“What is it, Chris?”
“Well, we were able to cut through the upper layer this afternoon and found the same issue that the boys were having down in Twelve and Thirteen.”
“The bedrock?”
“Yeah. We’ve broken three drill heads and gone through a few tonnes of explosives.”
“Great. The board back home will love that.” Erik had already blown the monthly budget. “Did you make a dent?”
“We did better than that. We found a weak point and punched our way through.” 
“I feel a but coming on.”
“You’re not going to believe it.”
Erik’s fatigue was setting in. “Chris, it’s late, please get to the point.”
“Well, we found what seems to be a tunnel.”
“A tunnel?” Bloch said, stunned.
Erik’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure it’s not a dried-up underground reservoir? There’s a frozen sea only thirty kilometers from your position.”
“That’s what I thought at first,” Bowers replied. “But we sent a down a geoprobe, and well, there was no trace of moisture anywhere. It was sealed tight.”
Erik furrowed his brow. It made little sense. Even in the most confined spaces, there would be traces of condensation buildup. “What do you make of it?”
There was a long pause on the other end of the commlink. “You’ll think I’m crazy.”
“We’re all nuts, Chris, we wouldn’t be out here otherwise. What’s your theory?”
“I don’t want you to laugh, but if I had to guess, I’d say this tunnel was not of nature.”
“Not of nature? As in, man-made?”
“That’s right.”
Bloch snickered. It was hard to blame the kid. To suggest something man-made had been discovered on Orion V was laughable. Since Yuri Gagarin ventured out into space all those centuries earlier, humanity was yet to come across any extraterrestrial life outside bacteria and some small animal life. It wasn’t to say that no one believed intelligent forms of alien life didn’t exist, it had just become par for the course that none did in their tiny corner of the galaxy.
“I think you’ve been off Earth for too long,” Erik said to him.
“We’re prepping an elevator down the shaft to take a look. We’ll have a definite answer in an hour.”
While Erik didn’t believe the tunnel was man-made, he couldn’t help but be a little curious. If there’s no meteor down there, what’s creating the magnetic disturbance? Sleep would have to wait.
“All right, I’ll head on over.” 
“Right, Chief.”
 
*
 
After transversing the subterranean rail network beneath the surface of Orion V, Erik’s carriage came to a halt at the end of the line. There awaiting him was Chris Bowers and his team. Some of them were doing repairs on the large drill head while others were doing their final inspection of the elevator that had been installed down the drilled shaft. 
“We’re ready to go.” He handed Erik a helmet, which he put on.
The pair stepped into the elevator. Bowers closed the safety rail and pressed at the controls. Within seconds they were in darkness as the elevator car lurched downward. Both turned on the lights on their helmets. 
The top of the shaft was now little more than a pinprick of light. The elevator slowed and within seconds came to a halt, touching down with a slight thud. 
Bowers opened the safety rail. “After you, Chief.”
Erik walked out onto the rocky surface. He kneeled and touched it with his hand. It was like most of the rock on Orion V they’d been boring through, but there was a difference. It was smooth. Too smooth. And shiny. “It’s as if it’s coated in some kind of protective layer.”
“Like a waterproofing material.” Bowers rubbed his hand against the walls of the tunnel. “What’d I tell you?”
That explains the lack of condensation. It was definitely not the remnant of an underground reservoir system lost to time.
They continued down the tunnel until they found an opening at the end. Erik stepped through, stumbling and falling flat on his face.
“Chief!” Bowers came up behind him and pulled him to his feet. “Are you okay?”
Erik nodded and looked behind him, curious to see what the culprit had been. “Steps?”
 Clear as the light of day in the middle of the dark were steps. Someone had fashioned them into the rock.
Erik turned around. “What is this place?”
The lights of their helmets illuminated an expansive underground chamber. But it was what was sitting at its center that made Erik’s jaw truly drop.
Stepping toward it, he couldn’t help but feel he was now indeed farther away from home than he’d ever been before. 
I’m not in Kansas anymore.
 



Chapter 3
 
 
 
April 12, 2213
Outpost Watchtower
 
Commander David Ortega looked up from his desk as a transport pod whizzed past the viewport to his office. Taking a sip of his coffee, he stared down at the planet beyond. The dark-green world of Delta-Hera IX was as entrancing as ever. Sometimes he imagined the surface was covered with lush rainforests, like the remaining jungles of the Amazon back on Earth he’d visited when a schoolboy years earlier. Somehow it made him feel like home wasn’t that far away.
Unfortunately, he could only fool himself so much. Delta-Hera IX’s had an average temperature of two-hundred and sixty degrees below zero. It was a frozen marble amongst the stars. And Earth was a whopping twenty light-years away. 
One sometimes forgot that beyond the orbiting Outpost Watchtower there lay Frontier’s Reach. The outer rim of the United Earth Commonwealth and the great unexplored mass of nothingness that signaled the boundary of humanity’s grasp.
“Ah, Commander…”
David had forgotten to close his door properly. Ensign Erwin had nudged it ajar and peered around it. 
“Yes, what is it Ensign?”
Erwin pushed the door wide open, and the meek young officer walked in. The ensign had been stationed at Watchtower for six months. It was his first assignment since graduating from the academy. As Watchtower’s executive officer, David oversaw all the new assignments of officers and civilian staff at the facility. 
He remembered the day Erwin arrived from Earth so well. Clutching his bag, the fresh-faced officer seemed out of his element. He didn’t appear to know what to expect by his surroundings or his fellow officers. David didn’t know how he’d got through three years of his cadetship with his strange idiosyncrasies and wondered how long he’d actually last out on the Reach.
He’d taken Erwin under his wing and in the last half a year saw the socially awkward man blossom. Now, David couldn’t imagine what the outpost would be without him.
“We have data from one of the deep space probes we sent out last week,” Erwin said. 
David took another sip of his coffee and placed it back on his desk. “Which one?”
“Probe one-four-nine.”
David thought back to the report he’d looked over a week earlier. “That was sent into sector three-two-seven, wasn’t it?”
“Three-two-eight, actually.”
Well, I was close.

“What has it come back with?”
“It might be best you see for yourself, sir.”
David finished the last of his coffee and followed Erwin out into the buzzing operations center of the outpost.
The ensign took a seat at one of the central stations while David stood behind him, studying the information scroll down the monitor.  
David glossed over a lot of the numbers he was seeing. It all seemed relatively standard. Low-density particles, low-level electromagnetic radiation, and with almost everywhere in the vacuum of space, dust. He was glad he had people like Erwin to do this job because he couldn’t think of anything more boring.
“Am I missing something, Ensign?”
“Wait for it,” Erwin said excitedly.
David rolled his eyes but kept them locked on the monitor. Then he saw it.
Erwin looked up at him, grinning. “It appears to be a large buildup of unknown particles. I’ve seen nothing like it.”
David had to blink twice. Erwin hadn’t realized what he’d found. While he may have seen nothing like it, David had. “I hate to burst your bubble, Mister Erwin, but the science bureau back home won’t let you name this after yourself. This isn’t something new.”
“Sir?” The ensign’s shoulders slumped, and his smile faded.
David took a seat next to him and rang up the data bank archives. He typed in four letters.
“Iota?” 
David nodded as the archive brought up a slather of information. “Iota particles. Studied nearly four years ago. Only one discovery.”
“Until today.” Erwin had a quick read of the text. “There doesn’t seem to be a great deal of data here, sir. Only that it was encountered in Nebula TPA-338.”
“The original readings were given to the eggheads back on Earth. By the looks of this file, they didn’t get very far with it.” David put a hand on Erwin’s shoulder. “Can you confirm the readings from the probe?”
Erwin fumbled with his console and nodded. “It’s confirmed. It’s definitely a large buildup of Iota particles.” He glanced at David. “If I might ask, sir, how did you know about these particles?”
“Because, Ensign, I was there when they were first discovered.” He remembered back all those years ago. It felt like only yesterday. “I want pinpoint coordinates of where those particles are.”
The coordinates flashed up on the monitor. David sighed. “Would I be right in saying it’s outside pod range?”
Erwin nodded. “There wouldn’t be enough fuel reserves for a return trip.”
Damn.  
David strolled over to the viewport and contemplated Delta-Hera IX and the darkness beyond. Right at that moment, there seemed to be so much between him and perhaps solving a dogged mystery from the past. 
“Can I ask what’s so important about this?” Erwin asked.
“A puzzle that’s missing a piece.” 
The ensign seemed confused.
“It’s a long story. When’s Captain Lang due to begin duty today?”
“At oh-nine hundred.”
The clock on the wall read only oh-seven-thirty. He’d still be asleep. “Wake him.”
Erwin’s face went pale. “You want me to wake the captain, sir?”
“That’s what I said.”
The young ensign hurried over to the communications station, clearly not looking forward to one of the most difficult tasks he’d ever been assigned.
David returned to the science station. The readings of the Iota particles stared him in the face. Memories of the day at Nebula TPA-338 flooded back to him. So many lives lost. So many friends. And now, perhaps, there would be an answer to the death of one in particular.
 



Chapter 4
 
 
 
April 16, 2213
Odyssey Station
 
The barman put the beer down. Jason Cassidy watched its frothy head run down the side of the glass. He’d lost count of how many he’d had for the evening. Thirteen? Fourteen? Twenty? He didn’t even know what time it was. Who cares.
“Put it on my tab,” he said to Vic, the slovenly publican of The Bended Elbow. It was one of the more seedy establishments in one of the more seedy areas of Odyssey Station.
Vic leaned over the bar. Jason could swear the man brushed his teeth with garlic and only bathed on alternate days. “Your tab is getting close to its limit, Cassidy.”
Must be at least twenty beers then. Jason was surprised his math had been so accurate, considering how crappy he was feeling. “You know I’ll pay you back, right?”
“Uh-huh. It took forever for you to pay the last one. This’ll be your last drink, and then I’m cutting you off.”
Vic ambled away to help another patron while Jason took a large gulp of the amber fluid. Turning on his bar stool, he surveyed the almost toilet-like conditions of his local tavern. While everyone usually only came to the establishment once then never returned, Jason didn’t have that luxury. The Bended Elbow was located only a short distance down the promenade from his apartment. It was the most convenient tavern to stumble home from. 
Jason brought the glass to his mouth and polished off the last of the bland lager. He looked over to Vic. Should I try my luck again? With his head spinning, he decided against it. Even he knew when to quit. Sometimes.
Before he could get up, he watched a leggy blonde walk in and sit beside him. Either she was very attractive, or his beer goggles were working in overdrive. Jason assumed the latter because no one with that much class would enter this hole. Regardless, he thought, there was no harm in trying.
“Hello there,” he said, laying on the charm. Or at least what he thought was charm. 
The woman looked him up and down. Even in his most drunken state, Jason thought he still had the goods.
She smiled at him. “Doing what everyone else is, I guess. Just trying to get a drink.”
“Can I ask why?” Jason said, bemused. “You’ve seen this place, haven’t you?”
She laughed. “Well, there’s only so many places open at this time of the morning where I can find some fun.”
Yep, I’ve still got it. He put a hand on the back of her bar stool just as a shadow appeared over him. 
“Is this piece of scum bothering you?” 
Great. A boyfriend. “I’ll have you know, I’m not a piece of—” Jason turned. The shadow belonged to a hulking figure of a man. His shoulders were wider than Jason was tall. Damn. Jason smiled weakly at him. “Well, I guess I’m a little scummy.”
Crunch. With one punch to the side of the head, Jason fell to the floor. The whole right side of his face went numb with pain. 
“Hey, you can’t do that in here! Get the hell out before I call the cops!”
Ah, the siren song of Vic’s tobacco-stained voice. Jason watched the Mister Universe figure of his attacker take the blonde by the arm and hightail it out of the bar. “C’mon, this place is a dive, anyway.”
Vic kneeled by Jason’s side. “Are you okay?”
Like smelling salts, Vic’s breath pulled Jason from the floor. “I’ve felt better.”
“You want me to call the station medics?”
Jason felt the side of his face. It hurt, but he imagined it would’ve hurt a lot more if he wasn’t so drunk. “I’ll live.” He brushed off the grub that had manifested itself on The Bended Elbow’s floor and stumbled to the exit.
“Oh, Cassidy,” Vic called.
“Yeah?”
“I’ll expect that tab paid tomorrow.”
Jason chuckled and set off down the promenade, which was empty apart from a few other drunks like himself. Passing the large viewports, he gazed down at Vesta III. It was rather barren but was only in the second stage of terraformation. While it appeared little more than a lifeless rock now, in another fifty years it would be the rival of Centauri or even Earth. I’ll be well and truly dead by then.
But it was the stars around the orange planet that caught Jason’s attention. He stopped and put a hand on the viewport as if trying to touch them. Not a day went past when he thought about his former life in the Commonwealth Defense Force. It felt like a lifetime ago.
“Hey, you! Keep moving!”
A pair of Odyssey Station’s local constabulary stood behind him. Jason put his hands up in surrender and continued on, zigzagging all the way through the promenade until he reached his apartment.
He climbed the stairs and opened his door with his thumbprint. Entering his home, he decided against activating the main lighting. Mainly because he didn’t want to see the mess he’d left, but also because his eyes were in no state to take it.
His head was spinning furiously from the drink and throbbing from the punch. Falling to the floor in his bathroom, he wrapped his hands around the toilet and deposited most of what he’d drunk at The Bended Elbow. Plus some of what he assumed was his dinner or lunch. He couldn’t quite remember. Why the hell do I do this to myself?
Jason gently heaved himself up with the towel rail and stumbled over to the washbasin. He flicked the light on the lowest setting and looked into the mirror. His bearded and very bruised face stared back at him. 
He opened the medicine cabinet and pried out two aspirins from the near-empty container. He swallowed them and washed them down with a glass of water. After closing the medicine cabinet, he stared harder. A red flashing light reflected in the mirror. A message? For me?
He made his way into the living area, almost tripping over… something. “Open message,” he instructed his computer, taking a seat on the sofa. The display activated, washing the living area in color. As his eyes adjusted, Jason was more than a little surprised. 
“Ortega?”
Sure enough, there sitting on a chair in some office, was his old colleague from the UECS Raptor, David Ortega. “Hello, Jason. It’s been some time. I hope this message finds you well.”
Jason chuckled. Yep, life’s great.
“I have information that will interest you. I’m stationed at Outpost Watchtower. It’s a facility based in the Delta-Hera System, near Frontier’s Reach.”
Jason knew of it but had never visited. Not that he’d wanted to. It was nothing but a star system of lifeless rocks on the edge of nowhere.
“As well as being a port for ships out here in deep space, one of our missions is to send out probes into the Reach and perform general scans,” Ortega told him. “Well, one of those probes found something. Particles.” He paused before continuing. “Iota particles.”
Jason let the words sink in. It took him back to his final days aboard the Raptor and that fateful moment when he’d lost his best friend. He wanted to vomit again.
“The readings were identical to the ones we found in Nebula TPA-338 after the destruction of Christian’s pod.”
The memory was seared into Jason’s mind. 
“We’ve sent this information to HQ. We asked if they would spare a ship to investigate, but they’ve decided it wasn’t worth the equipment or manpower. Same old story. We’re still feeling the brunt of rebuilding the fleet since the war. Or so the excuse goes.” Ortega leaned forward in his seat. “I’m sending you the coordinates where they were found and all other pertinent information I can give you. Do with it as you wish.”
A little notification in the corner of the monitor advised Jason that a data packet downloaded into his computer.
“I know this will be like opening an old wound, but maybe there’s closure to be had. For you. For all of us.” He gave Jason a casual salute. “Good luck.”
Ortega’s face disappeared from the monitor. Jason opened the data packet and studied the coordinates. As Ortega had told him, it was inside Frontier’s Reach, a long way from Vesta III. A long way from anywhere. It’d be very costly to pay for transport, let alone finding anyone willing to take him.
“Bring up my bank balance,” he instructed the computer.
On the display, his balance came up at a little under five thousand credits. It surprised Jason that he had that much. But it was still way off what he needed. His mind wandered to all his possessions. The bond on his apartment. Some stuff he could pawn. And that was after paying Vic’s tab. He would never find the money to get out to the Reach.
He dropped his head and pondered. Something came to him, though it wasn’t a pleasant thought. Am I that desperate? 
“Log me on to the Commonwealth Shipping Network.” 
The monitor displayed an access screen, and it logged him in with vocal recognition. Wow, it still works after all these years.
He stared at the monitor, considering long and hard whether he wanted to do it. He sighed. “Locate Cargo Ship
Argo.”
An astronomical map of the region appeared. There was a blip in the top corner. It was the Argo, and it wasn’t too far away from the Vesta System. 
His memories of the Argo flashed before his eyes. He remembered the day he’d left. All the arguments. 
He reached down into the side of the sofa and found a small flask. He shook it. There was something inside. He pulled the cap and took a long swig. Whatever was in it, burned all the way down. 
“Open a commlink to the Argo.”
God help me.
 



Chapter 5
 
 
 
April 18, 2213
Herald Clinic - Massachusetts, Earth
 
“What took you so long?”
The hollow eyes of Lewis Keene stared up at Captain Nicolas Marquez as he entered his room. Putting on a brave face, Nicolas did his best not to look down at the thinned, gaunt body of his friend.   
“Well, I took a while to find your brew.” Nicolas pulled a bottle of McKinley Oak scotch from behind his back and handed it to Keene. 
He nearly jumped from his bed when he saw the bottle. “Put that away. If my wife or any of the docs see that I’ll be in serious trouble.”
Nicolas took the bottle and hid it behind the plethora of flowers and get-well-soon cards on the windowsill. He turned and took a seat at Keene’s bedside. It had been the fifth time he’d visited his former Chief-of-the-Boat since the Vanguard came into port. Every time he felt like another part of the chief had slipped away.
“How are you feeling?”
“How do I look?” Keene questioned back.
“Well, you, uh—”
“I look like hell, don’t I?”
While Nicolas could see how much he was struggling, he couldn’t fault the chief’s mind. “Yeah, I guess you do.”
“Would you believe I feel about ten times worse?”
Three months earlier, Chief Keene had been diagnosed with the dreaded Jung’s Disease, a horrific condition that eats away at every living part of the body from the DNA upwards. There was still no cure for it. Just therapy to stave it off. There were cases where some people could beat the disease for years.
When the Vanguard had reached port two months earlier for its refit, Keene had begun his therapy. Though Nicolas didn’t want to admit it to himself, he didn’t think his friend would break any records. “Well, I hope you’re being nice to the doctors.”
Keene snorted. “Kids, the lot of them. It feels like a kindergarten around here.”
“I’m sure they’re having a ball caring for a crotchety old bastard like yourself.”    
“Just trying to keep them on their toes.” Keene chuckled. “How much longer am I going to have you visiting me anyway? Surely the Vanguard will be due to depart soon.”
“The refit is on schedule. It won’t be too much longer.”
“Good, you’re making the place look untidy.” Keene smirked. “And what of my replacement?”
 Nicolas straightened his back at the question. “I—”
 “You haven’t evaluated any of the candidates yet, have you?”
 “I haven’t had the time,” Nicolas lied. 
 “You know I’m not coming back.” Keene wasn’t asking a question. “And at some point you’ll need to decide who’s taking my place.”
 Nicolas had served with Keene a long time. Replacing him was not something he wanted to think about, especially with his friend on his deathbed.
“Commander Perera to Captain Marquez.”
Nicolas activated his commband. “Go ahead, Commander.”
“Sir, a message from HQ. You’re to report to Admiral Mueller immediately.”
Nicolas dropped his head. “Very well. Inform HQ I’m on my way.”
“Aye, sir.”
Keene whistled. “It’s not every day you get called to the principal’s office.”
 Admiral Mueller, the Admiral of Fleet Operations, came with a reputation, and not a very good one. “I’ll be sure to send you her love.” He stood from his chair. “Don’t drink all that scotch on your own.”
 “I’ll save you a glass.”
 
*
 
CDF Headquarters - Miami, Earth
 
Nicolas looked out of the cockpit at the view below. His transport pod swept low over the city of Miami and he took in all the colorful views of the art-deco buildings that continued to stand the test of time. 
He’d always found it amusing that the Commonwealth Defense Force based their headquarters in the warm climate of Florida. Officially it was due to the historical significance regarding the early space programs. But Nicolas knew better. 
The sun was out, the sky was blue, and the beaches were full of people taking a dip in the clear waters off the coast. Nicolas was envious. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d gone for a swim.
The pilot of the transport pod flew over the water and toward Key Biscayne, the home of the CDF Headquarters. The vast complex appeared to rise out of the ocean, like something from an old Jules Verne tale. 
The pod closed and gently descended, touching down on its extended struts. Nicolas unbuckled himself from his seat.
“Thank you, Ensign.” He gave a nod of appreciation to the pilot, and the rear airlock opened. He stepped onto the landing pad, and waiting for him was a man in a navy-blue admiral’s uniform. 
His eyes examined Nicolas as if he were a first-year cadet. 
Nicolas straightened his back and saluted. “Captain Nicolas Marquez, reporting as ordered.”
A grin curled on the side of the admiral’s mouth, until it became a full-blown smile. “It’s good to see you, Nicolas.” They shook hands. “It’s been a long time.”
“Too long, sir.” Nicolas had the honor of Admiral Gerald Foster being one of his instructors at the academy. He’d been the mentor to thousands who had gone through the system over the years. 
“So, working in the Fleet Operations office?” Nicolas smiled as the admiral ushered him toward the door. “Get sick of the academy, did we?”
“Hardly.” They walked through the entrance of the building and strolled down the elaborate corridors of HQ. “I just wanted to be promoted to admiral before you so you couldn’t beat me to the top.”
“Still time yet.”
Foster chuckled. “I’ll keep an eye on my back.” They turned a corner and entered the command wing of the building. “How’s the Vanguard’s refit proceeding?”
It’d been a whirlwind couple of months back on Earth. While the bulk of Nicolas’s ship’s refit had been the installation of the new Mark V FTL engine that could propel vessels at forty times the speed of light, there was now the upgrade of ancillary systems to deal with.
“They installed the new computer network this morning. Everything is proceeding as scheduled.”
“I read your FTL trials went off without a hitch.”
“There was the odd kink that had to be ironed out, but mostly it was a smooth transition from the old Mark IV.”
“Good. The admiral will be pleased to hear that.”
Nicolas stared at his old teacher with concern. “Anything I should know before going in there?”
Foster squirmed at the question, but he kept a straight face. “You’ll be informed once we’re inside.”
Nicolas eyed him suspiciously all the way to Admiral Mueller’s office. Foster opened the door, and they both walked in. At the end of the room was a large granite desk in front of an oversized window that overlooked the grounds of HQ. 
On the left was a sitting area with a pair of sofas in front of a small library of old leather-bound books. And on the right a bank of several monitors with all kinds of information scrolling down them.
From a side entrance, Admiral Janice Mueller entered. Nicolas stood at attention, and he watched her pass, sipping away at her mug of coffee. Taking little notice of him, she sat in the chair behind her desk. Nicolas had only met the admiral on a few occasions. He found her blunt. Cold. Not much of a conversationalist. And not exactly laissez-faire. 
Mueller put her mug on the table, and Nicolas saluted. “Captain Marquez, commanding officer of the Vanguard, reporting as ordered, Admiral.”
She eyed him much like Foster had on the landing pad, yet this wasn’t a friendly ribbing by a mentor. He felt like he was being interrogated. Nicolas was never one to be intimidated, but Mueller had an aura about her that made him feel uncomfortable.
She pointed at the chairs in front of her desk. “Take a seat.” 
Both Nicolas and Foster did so.
Mueller put her hands together and rested them on the desk. “No doubt you’re wondering why you were summoned here today?”
It was atypical to be called to the top office unless it was important. And as far as Nicolas knew, the Vanguard’s next mission had already been locked in. “You could say that, Admiral.”
“You have new orders.” Mueller pressed a button on the panel in front of her. The windows behind her tinted to black, and a holographic image of a planet materialized above the trio. “What do you know about Orion V, Captain?”
Nicolas looked up at the holographic representation of the dead ball of rock. He’d never been but at least knew of its existence. “Home to a decium ore mining operation. Near to Frontier’s Reach, if I’m not mistaken.”
“Indeed.” The hologram zoomed out to show a topographic representation of the United Earth Commonwealth, with Orion V near the very edge and Frontier’s Reach beyond.
Mueller deactivated the hologram, and the windows returned to their normal shade. The light of the sun once again soaked the office in a beautiful warmth. She took a data tablet from her desk drawer. “The Vanguard will be taking a little trip.”
Hardly a little trip. Even with their new engine it would take six months there and six months back. “What’s our assignment?” he asked.
Mueller handed him the data tablet. “You will deliver a package to Orion V.”
Since when did we become a courier service? “What are the contents of this package?”
Mueller looked to Foster and then back at Nicolas. “The contents are classified.”
Nicolas waited for her to elaborate, but she wasn’t forthcoming. “Surely as commanding officer of the Vanguard, I have clearance.”
Her brows furrowed so much they almost knitted together. “I’m sorry, Captain.”
He tried to put his words as diplomatically as possible. “You want me as the captain of my ship to deliver… something having no knowledge what it is?” He turned to Foster whose eyes told him to tread carefully. “It’s highly irregular, Admiral.”
 “Perhaps so, but there are allowances for it in the regulations. And under the delicate circumstances, it is necessary.” 
Nicolas was about to say something else, but Mueller cut him off. “You’ll also have a team of Marines accompanying you to ensure the security of the package.”
Stompers. Great…
“From what I’ve read of your reports, the Vanguard will be operational in seventy-two hours.”
“Yes, Admiral.”
“You will depart in forty-eight hours. Is that attainable?”
Nicolas knew it wasn’t a question. He nodded to the affirmative.
“Oh, and one more thing.” Mueller handed him another data tablet. It was a personnel file. “Doctor Susan Tai of the Tokyo Institute of Advanced Sciences will join you on your voyage.”
Nicolas froze. It felt like the face from the file was staring into his soul.
“Admiral Foster will brief you on all the other relevant matters pertaining to the mission,” Mueller said finally.
“Aye, Admiral,” Nicolas said, still unable to look away from the data tablet.
Foster stood and led Nicolas out of the office. “It was touch and go for a while, but mostly you did pretty well in there,” his mentor said with a cheeky grin.
“I know you couldn’t tell me any of the mission parameters before going in there. But to not tell me I’d have to take my ex-wife to Orion V. That was low.”
Nicolas stared back down at Susan’s face on his data tablet. This will be even harder than the war…
 



Chapter 6
 
 
 
April 20, 2213
Odyssey Station
 
As Jason moved among the hundreds of vessels on the station’s expansive hangar deck, it was then he realized what he was doing. He closed his eyes. What am I going to say?

He stopped. Maybe I can turn back. He opened his eyes and breathed. No. He knew it was the only way he would get to Frontier’s Reach.  
He walked toward one of the many computer terminals and was nearly bowled over by a hover lifter operator, who thought he was some sort of pod racing champion.
“Hey! Watch it!” Jason flipped him the bird and continued on his way. He put a hand on the console.
“What can I do for you today, Jason Cassidy?” the polite, sultry voice of the computer said.
“Where can I find the Cargo Ship Argo?”
The terminal processed his request. “The Cargo Ship Argo can be found in Bay Seventeen. Section D.” A graphic map appeared on the display. 
“Thank you.” He put it to memory and set off.
After what felt like an eternity, he reached Bay Seventeen and approached a pair of new L-Class Cargo Ships - the most modern and technologically advanced civilian cargo haulers money could buy. They were impressive. Then that was when he saw her. A thorn between a pair of roses. 
It was the E-Class Cargo Ship
Argo. He looked up at the sixty-year-old vessel between the two freshly painted ships. Its hull was like a patchwork quilt with repaired plating as far as the eye could see. Time had done it little favors. 
There were random scorch marks, scratched hull plating, and some sections that had no paint on them whatsoever. He walked toward the stern where the rear access ramp was down. At least thirty large cylindrical containers were at the foot of the ramp, amongst several dozen smaller crates. 
In front of the cargo, a pair of men stood talking. Both had data tablets in their hands. They were doing a transaction. He had to do a double take, but one was recognizable. It was Conrad Althaus. His uncle. Half uncle, really. Not that he ever called him by the title. He’d never respected the man enough, even when he was a child. 
Althaus hadn’t aged well. His hair had all but disappeared. What was left was grayer than gray. His face had become wrinkled, and he had a hunch in his back that Jason never remembered him having. But he was still built like a war crusher and had a deep furrow in his brow that always made him appear angry.
Jason sidled between a pair of the cylindrical containers, ensuring Althaus wouldn’t see him. He rushed up the ramp and into the cavernous empty cargo bay of the Argo. 
C Deck. The belly of the beast. At its center was an elevator. He stepped onto it, and the old lift ascended. He stopped at B Deck and peered down the corridor. On each side was a row of closed doors. The Argo’s living quarters. Four rooms on one side and three on the other. At the stern was the communal bathroom facilities. 
He sniffed the air. It was the smell of his childhood. Has it been so long?
Jason started up the elevator again, and it climbed to A Deck. The galley and infirmary were to port, while the rec room was to starboard. The engine room was astern and toward the bow was the hatchway, which led through to the bridge. 
“I’m not sure about the beard.”
Jason turned his head. Leaning on the door to the galley was Kevin Rycroft. The man was ten years older, but he still had a youthful glint in his eye, even if he looked a little tired.
“Kevin Rycroft. You old space dog.” Jason strode from the elevator and shook his hand before Kevin pulled him in and they hugged it out. Jason respected him a lot. He’d been his father’s best friend for most of their life, and Jason felt he was more of an uncle than Althaus had been.
Kevin tugged at Jason’s beard. “What kind of fashion statement are you trying to make with this?”
“Is laziness a fashion statement?”
Kevin chuckled. “When I taught you to steer this old girl,” he said, banging on the Argo’s bulkhead, “you were no taller than a table. It took dedication and a hell of a lot of hard work. Laziness was never a word I associated with you.”
Jason frowned. “I guess things have changed.”
“Sometimes the more things change, the more they stay the same.” Kevin leaned his arm on the door. “What brings you back to the Argo?”
“Yes, why are you back here, Jason?” came a voice from outside the door.
They both spun around. Standing there, with his arms crossed and a somewhat steely gaze, was his brother.
“Hello, Tyler.” Jesus, he looks like Dad. There was a confidence about him. A resolve. While two years younger than Jason, Tyler was the more apprehensive of the pair. The one who played it safe. He’d never been a terribly confident kid when they were growing up, but with everything that had happened, it would toughen anyone up.
“It’s good to see you,” Jason continued, not quite sure what else to say. “Thanks for responding to my message so quickly.”
“As you could tell downstairs, we were due to take on some cargo here,” Tyler said.
“I guess I was lucky you were in the neighborhood then.”
There was an awkward silence before Kevin broke it up. “How about I leave you to it?” He quickly slinked away down the corridor toward the engine room.
Tyler uncrossed his arms. “Let’s talk.” He led Jason into the rec room where nothing had changed. The ping-pong table was still the main feature. Alongside it was a card table, while in one corner was a small table with a chess set, and in the other a pair of old two-seater sofas. 
Tyler sat on the end of the ping-pong table. They locked eyes with each other. Jason thought he should be the one who broke the ice, but Tyler beat him to it.
“What do you need, Jason?” 
Right to the point.
“I’ve come here for a favor.”
“A favor? From me?”
“Pretty much, yeah.”
Tyler chuckled wryly. “You waltz in here, ten years after Dad died, and you come back expecting help?”
Jason had known from the get-go this would be difficult. He didn’t want to rehash the past. “If you remember correctly, I’d just turned eighteen. They’d accepted me into the academy before Dad had died?” He frowned. “Dad dying was just—”
“An inconvenience?”
This is going about as well as I expected. “Bad timing,” Jason countered. “If I didn’t go then, I may never have gone. As it turned out, with the outbreak of the war they needed everyone they could get.”
Tyler said nothing and let Jason continue his plea. “You and I both know I didn’t want to command this ship.”
“The Argo wasn’t good enough for you?”
Jason peered up at the ceiling, seeking some divine intervention. “That’s not what I meant.” He walked over to the chess table and picked up the black king. “I didn’t want to leave the way I did.”
“Yet you did anyway.”
“Yet I did anyway.” Jason put that chess piece back down. “To be fair, it looks like you’ve done pretty well for yourself. The old girl still seems to be in one piece.”
Jason was hoping to get a laugh from his brother out of that. No such luck. Tyler wasn’t in the mood. 
“What do you need, Jason?”
Jason was surprised he’d got this far. “I need transport.”
“Where?”
“Frontier’s Reach.”
Tyler’s mind seemed to tick over. “Why would you possibly want to go to Frontier’s Reach? There’s nothing out there.”
“There may be something.” 
Tyler looked at him expectedly. Jason knew he wouldn’t get anywhere without explaining himself. 
“At the end of the war, the Raptor was hunting for a war criminal by the name of Benjamin Tyrell. They attacked our ship, and I ordered my friend to go after him.” Jason paused. “Nash never made it back.”
“Tyrell killed him?”
“That’s what’s in the official report. However, the wreckage of his pod was soaked in what has become known as Iota particles.”
“You think something else was responsible for your friend’s death?”
Jason frowned. “I don’t know.”
Tyler was confused. “So, what has this got to do with Frontier’s Reach?”
“A few days ago, I got a message from an old buddy. Those Iota particles have reared their head again. In the Reach.”
“And you want to go there? Why?”
It was a question Jason had asked himself for some time. “I don’t know. Closure, I guess.” He knew he wasn’t producing a strong case. “Look, I have money. It’s not a lot, and it wouldn’t get me transport aboard another ship, but it’s yours if you take me.”
Tyler bit his bottom lip. “I could very well tell you to just get off this ship and never come back again.”
Jason nodded. “You could. And I’d understand.”
Tyler sighed, grabbing at the bridge of his nose. “I’ll need time to think about this.”
“I’m not going anywhere.” With a nod of understanding, Jason left the Argo to find a bar that would open a line of credit for him while he awaited his fate.
 



Chapter 7
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
“He wants us to go where?”
Tyler Cassidy stood in the middle of the cargo bay as Conrad bellowed at him. His uncle’s hands had clenched into fists. Tyler prayed he didn’t use one of the cylindrical tritonium containers as a punching bag. 
After Jason left the Argo, Tyler did some thinking about his brother’s request before asking Conrad and Kevin to join him. He’d filled them in on everything Jason had told him and why he wanted to go to the Reach. Conrad’s reaction had been exactly what Tyler anticipated.
“It’s out of the question,” Conrad continued. “Do I need to remind you I’ve secured a consignment of forty thousand liters of this stuff?” He banged on the tritonium container beside him.
“No, you don’t.” Tyler considered the fully stocked cargo bay around him.
“That’s not to mention the thruster assemblies, the guidance systems, the—”
“I get the point.”
“Do you? This is a big payday I’ve got lined up. And we have to get this stuff to the Tau-Zeta System on time if we want to cash in.”
Tyler couldn’t argue. It’d been one of the better consignments the small cargo crew had secured in a long time. For years the Argo had been scrimping and scraping for work, but occasionally something like this came along that would make them enough money to see them through the next financial year.
Kevin had been unusually quiet. “What do you think?” Tyler asked him.
Kevin put his data tablet by his side. “Well, we know we have to get this order to Tau-Zeta. That in itself will be a long journey,” he said with all the reason Tyler expected from him. “If we took a detour to the coordinates Jason has given us, we would add a month onto our trip.” He looked at Conrad. “You could ask if we can get an extension on the delivery.”
Conrad’s eyes rolled. “How did I know you’d side with him?”
Kevin ignored him. “How much did you say Jason would pay us?”
“He claims to have twenty-seven thousand credits,” Tyler said.
“If we were going transport someone out that far, how much would we normally ask? Thirty-five thousand? We wouldn’t go out there unless we’d make good money out of it. But even with what Jason pays, we’ll still make money.” Kevin shifted his gaze to Conrad. “I need not remind you that every penny counts at the moment.”
Both had good points. They’d been great mentors since his father had died and years later were still dishing out good advice. But their differing points of view weren’t helping Tyler.
He glanced over at Conrad. “Rebuttal?”
His uncle’s face was red. He knew the value of money just like everyone else on the Argo. It didn’t take an FTL professor to realize that he didn’t want Jason back aboard.
“You do remember what he did ten years ago, right?”
Tyler didn’t have to be reminded. But he knew he would be told again, regardless. 
“Your father died, and your so-called brother flew off for the academy-”
“Is it really necessary to go over this again?” Kevin interrupted.
“It is necessary, because now he comes back. And what does he want? To go to Frontier’s Reach to chase some ghost from the past? It’s ridiculous.”
Tyler rolled his eyes. He’d already had it out with Jason and didn’t need to go over it again with Conrad. He and Jason were raised in a world without their mother, and their father had taken care of them. Benjamin Cassidy had been a far from perfect dad, but he did the best job he could while being captain of his cargo ship. 
To help was Kevin and Conrad. Both men vastly different to one another. Conrad was an unusual man. Hard but fair. Mostly, Tyler had always got on with him. And Kevin. Well, everyone got on with him. 
If it hadn’t been for those two when Jason had left for the academy, there was no way Tyler would’ve grown up to be the man he was today. The ship would have been sold for scrap, and everyone would be out of a job on some backwater planet somewhere. He respected the hell out of them, and that was why he valued their opinions so much.
“Ultimately it’s up to you, Tyler,” Kevin said. “This is your ship, and you’re its captain.”
Tyler weighed up all the pros and cons in his head. They could use the money. But having Jason aboard for so long would be problematic. It’d take around six months to get to the Reach. And then he’d likely stay aboard through to Tau-Zeta until they brought him back to Vesta III. 
“Don’t forget that no matter what’s happened, he is your brother,” came a voice from the elevator chute.
All three men turned. Stepping from it in her overalls, with her sleeves rolled up, and grease in her blonde hair was Alyssa Rycroft. She put her hands on her hips and stood straight across from Tyler. Kevin’s daughter may have been shorter than him, but she cut an imposing figure.
“Any reason I wasn’t invited to this little meeting?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.
“I knew you were working on the climate-control system. I didn’t want to disturb you,” Tyler lied.
“Uh, huh. Well, now I’m here, you can ask my opinion.”
“We know what your opinion will be,” Conrad said.
“That must be why you didn’t ask me then,” Aly said matter-of-factly. She’d got him. 
He didn’t want her up there because she had an even softer spot for Jason than her father. 
Tyler, Jason, and Aly had grown up together, but her and Jason, being the older of the three, had shared a special bond. And Aly always had a knack for getting her way. She’d been the sole female amongst a group of boys and men. Tyler didn’t want her to make his decision any harder than it already was.
He began to say something, but Aly cut him off. “So, now we’re all here. Where are we at? Two for Jason coming aboard,” she said, looking at her father. “One against.” She glanced at Conrad.
“This isn’t a democracy, honey,” Kevin told her. “Tyler’s the captain. It’s his decision.”
“Well, what’s it to be then, Tyler?” Aly stared into his eyes. Most of the time she was the sweet, innocent sister he’d never had, but other times she was the ship’s grease monkey who was like a dog with a bone. 
He bit his bottom lip, knowing he would be the bad guy with whatever decision he made. Maybe I should have sold this ship for scrap after all.
 



Chapter 8
 
 
 
UECS Vanguard
 
There were a lot of new names on the Vanguard’s updated personnel files. A near fifty percent turnover of the crew. The most Nicolas had seen since the end of the war.
He frowned. The Vanguard had been a storied vessel during the Earth-Centauri War, full of hardened veterans who fought many campaigns. Now it was a ship of peace with a crew that had barely ever seen a sin fired in anger. While Nicolas would never want to return to the dark days of the war, he worried about how things had changed. 
Even though he was only reaching his late forties, he was concerned that something someone had told him years earlier was coming true. Space is for the young. 
There was a knock at his door. “Come in.”
The door opened, and the Vanguard’s executive officer walked into the captain’s office. Commander Perera looked exhausted. Nicolas couldn’t blame him. He felt like hell himself. The last forty-eight hours had been grueling for everyone.
“What have you got for me, Commander?”
Perera handed him a data tablet, which Nicolas scanned over. “The last of the refit crews left an hour ago.”
“Good. What about the crew recall?”
“All personnel are accounted for. Our new Chief-of-the-Boat did his inspection of the enlisted crew two hours ago.”
In all the commotion of the last few days, Nicolas had forgotten about Chief Keene. He felt ashamed but knew the old codger would understand. 
“So, I guess that means—”
“Doctor Tai and the team of Marines arrived thirty minutes ago with their package.” Perera smiled. While the commander had only been Nicolas’s XO for a year, they’d gotten to know each other well, and he knew about the captain’s past with Susan Tai. He was clearly finding it most amusing.
Nicolas glared at him. “How have you gone with the little project I assigned you?”
Perera’s smile faded. “Nothing concrete, but I found out some interesting tidbits.”
“I’m listening.”
“Well, for starters, every nine months there’s supposed to be a crew rotation at the Orion V mining facility. The last one was scheduled for three months ago.”
“Let me guess, there wasn’t one?”
“Right.” Perera nodded. “It gets better. Normally the decium ore they dig up gets loaded onto specialized landing vessels on the surface of the planet. Due to an apparent issue with the landing pad at the mining facility, all ore is being transported to the ore haulers in orbit.”
“And their landing pad hasn’t been repaired?”
“Apparently not.”
“So no one in and no one out.” Nicolas pursed his lips. “What about communications from the facility?”
“There’s been no blackout if that’s what you’re asking?”
“Which means nothing. They could be screening communications.” Nicolas looked up at his XO. “What do you make of it?”
Perera shrugged. “A medical quarantine perhaps. Makes sense if they’re sending a doctor out there. If there is something going on, they’ve hidden it well.”
Nicolas nodded as a knock sounded at the door. “Come in.”
The door pushed open, and she walked in. Tall. Dark-haired. Deep-blue eyes. She hadn’t changed a bit. Nicolas stood out of courtesy.
“Hello, Susan,” he said, doing his best to be nonchalant about it.
Susan stepped toward his desk. “Captain Marquez.”
Nicolas frowned. She never called him by his title. Somehow being called Captain by someone who was once his wife just didn’t sound right.
Perera stepped backward toward the door. “I’ll be on the command deck making preparations for launch.” He took one last knowing look at his captain and closed the office door behind him.
Nicolas motioned to the chair in front of his desk. “Please.”
They both sat. 
A brief silence ensued before Nicolas broke the ice. “You didn’t have to come up here.”
“I may not be in the service anymore, but I know protocol. Even civilians need to report to the commanding officer of the ship they’re traveling on.” She stopped and regarded his office. There was a wry smile. “And anyway, I was curious to see the ship. It’s been a long time since I was aboard. There are a lot of new faces.” Her smile faded. “I’m sorry to hear about Keene.”
“Yes, well… we’re all pulling for him.” Nicolas wanted to change the subject. “I trust my first officer has found adequate quarters for yourself and the Marine compliment?” His mind flashed back to when they’d shared his quarters together.
Susan nodded. “Commander Perera has done an excellent job.” 
“And the package?”
“It’s stored in cargo bay nine. The Marines, with some of your own security staff, will be on a rotating roster to keep it under guard.”
“It must be important.” Nicolas couldn’t help but sound a little sarcastic. 
Susan noticed.
He tried to laugh it off. “Come on, Susan, I’ve been given orders to courier a container halfway across the commonwealth, without knowing what’s inside it. You must know how that makes me feel.”
“You’ve been around long enough to know there’s a reason for all orders. If you weren’t comfortable with that you wouldn’t still be in the service.”
A stab in the heart. “We’re not going to dig up the past for the next six months, are we?”
Susan rolled her eyes. “Believe me, that’s the last thing I want to do.”
An awkward silence ensued. Nicolas wasn’t sure what to say. Luckily, he was saved by his ever reliable first officer.
“Perera to Marquez.”
He activated the intercom on his desk a little too quickly. “Marquez here.”
“Sir, we’re ready. Station control has given us the green light for departure.”
“Excellent. I’ll be there shortly. Marquez out.”
He looked over at Susan. “You’re welcome to join us.”
She seemed to consider it for a moment then shook her head. “I think I’ll head to my quarters.”
“Fair enough.” 
They both stood, and Nicolas opened the door for her. As he stepped over the threshold, Susan put a hand on his arm.
“We’ll be out here for a long time,” she said. “I don’t want things to be like this.”
Nicolas smiled at her. “Me either.” 
They exchanged one last glance and entered the Vanguard’s command deck. Susan exited through the hatchway while Nicolas made his way down into the pit.
Commander Perera was waiting for him at the central command station. Nicolas watched the readiness reports come in. There were green lights across the board. He couldn’t have been prouder of what his crew had accomplished, rushing to get to Admiral Mueller’s deadline.
“I must pay Engineer Devers a visit,” Nicolas said. “He’s gone above and beyond the last two days.”
“I believe he mentioned something about a bottle of scotch.” Perera grinned.
Nicolas had almost forgotten. When he’d been down at HQ, he’d called up Devers and told him he’d give him and his engineering team a bottle of his prized McKinley Oak scotch whiskey, should they get the Vanguard out of port on time. 
“That’s right. Damn.” His experience as a CO taught him that bribery was a valuable tool to get what he wanted. But he’d only had one bottle left. At the time it seemed like a good deal. “I guess I wouldn’t be too popular if I reneged, would I?”
Perera chuckled. “I think it’s fair to say you’d have a mutiny on your hands.” 
Nicolas looked toward the empty hatchway, remembering the many times he and Susan had shared a glass. He frowned then turned to his first officer. 
“Well, we better get moving. Would you like to do the honors, Commander?” he asked Perera.
His XO nodded. “Ensign Xi,” he instructed the Vanguard’s communications officer. “Inform all hands to prepare for departure. Helm, detach docking couplings and actuate reverse maneuvering thrust.”
Ensign Worthington ran his hands over the helm, keying in the commands, bringing the vessel to life. “Aye, Commander. Couplings detached. Actuating reverse thrust.”
Nicolas watched through the forward viewport. The deck vibrated beneath his feet as the ship proceeded away from the docking network of Alpha Station.
“Turn to port,” Perera ordered. “One hundred and thirty degrees. One-quarter thrust.”
“Aye. One hundred and thirty degrees. One-quarter thrust.”
The Vanguard pulled away from its home for the past two months and rotated on her axis. The forward viewport revealed the black starfield of space beyond Earth’s orbit.
“We’re clear of the station,” Worthington informed his superiors.
Perera looked down at the scanners, ensuring the path ahead was clear of any vessels. “All exit lanes are open,” he said. “The Vanguard is yours, Captain.”
“Set a course through the exit lane,” Nicolas instructed Worthington.
“Course laid in.”
“Take us to one-half thrust.”
“Aye, Captain, one-half thrust.”
The Vanguard powered away from Earth and sailed past the orbit of Luna. 
“We’ve cleared all major gravitational fields, sir,” Worthington noted.
“Lieutenant Kovak,” Nicolas said to his FTL navigator, “plot FTL trajectory to the Orion System.” He knew she would have already done it, but calculating the correct course while traveling at FTL speed was a precise science. No one wanted to shoot through a star or a rogue comet.
Kovak gave him a thumbs-up after doing the final checks. “Course plotted, Captain. FTL ready.”
Nicolas smiled. “Ensign Worthington, engage FTL drive.”
Worthington shared the captain’s smile and punched in the command. A hum resonated around the command deck. The ship pulsated beneath Nicolas’s feet while the tritonium and plasma reaction took place inside the Vanguard’s engine room. 
Even after the last few hectic days everyone had had, he couldn’t help but get a kick out of these moments. This was why he’d signed up all those years ago.
In a flash the stars began to contour, twist and bend. In a thunderous roar, the Vanguard boomed into FTL.
Nicolas looked over to the empty hatchway. His smile faded. How am I going to manage the next six months out here with her all over again?
 



Chapter 9
 
 
 
Odyssey Station
 
What the hell am I thinking? 
Jason knocked down another shot of tequila. The bar he’d stumbled into was a damn sight prettier than The Bended Elbow. Bright lighting and flashing colors bathed the walls, while the bar stools were so soft they didn’t leave a flat spot on his ass. 
Maybe I should come here more often.
The young barwoman was also a breath of fresh air. Literally. She had none of the offensive odors that Vic emitted. Nice to look at, too.
“Another?” she asked. 
Not even a lecture about my tab.
“Please.”
She filled the shot glass with more tequila and walked away to another customer at the end of the bar. Jason eyed his drink and shook his head. He felt like a complete idiot. What have I done?

He’d returned to the home he’d abandoned and begged his brother to take him to far-flung depths of space. It amazed Jason his ass hadn’t been kicked all the way back down the Argo’s rear access ramp. Tyler had every right to hate him. They all did. What must they think?

He picked up his tequila and knocked it back. 
“So, the prodigal son returns after ten years, and you can’t even come and say hello?”
Jason put the glass down and turned around. He shouldn’t have been surprised. “Aly?” Like Tyler, she was all grown up. No longer a girl. Now a woman. 
Her blue eyes sparkled, and her blonde hair radiated under the warm lights. It was in contrast to her grimy overalls. 
She took a seat beside Jason. Her eyes narrowed. “What’s with that beard?”
Jason grabbed at it. “Yeah, your dad wasn’t too fond of it either.”
“It makes you look like a hobo.”
“Not far off, to be honest.” 
The barwoman walked back over. 
“Do you want a drink?” Jason asked Aly.
“Water’s fine,” she said to the barwoman. 
Jason slid the shot glass across the bar. He’d had enough tequila for one day. “I’ll just have a beer.”
“So, are you going to answer my question?” Aly said.
Jason tried to remember if she’d asked one. 
“You didn’t come to see me.”
“Oh? Well, you know, I didn’t come back to the ship for a reunion.” He could tell she wasn’t convinced. “I’m sorry.” He tried to change the subject and prodded at her overalls.
“So, you’ve become the Argo’s engineer.”
She wiped some grease from her clothes. “Well, someone had to take the reins when your dad died.” She stopped and corrected herself. “I didn’t mean that. You leaving—”
He put his hand up at her. “It’s okay.” When his father had been the captain of the Argo, he was also responsible for keeping it flying. When he’d passed, someone had to replace him. Jason was glad Aly had filled the void.
“You’ve done a good job. It’s still in flying order. You don’t see many of the E-Class ships running anymore.”
“Just takes a bit of TLC,” she said with a smile. “And a hell of a lot of work.”
The barwoman came back with Aly’s water and Jason’s beer. 
“I’m surprised you haven’t upgraded by now. There’s some serious hardware out there these days.”
“Replace the Argo?” There was genuine shock in Aly’s voice.
“Well, yeah. It’s—”
“Jason, the Argo’s our home.”
“Yeah, but—”
“It was yours once, too.”
“Yeah, I know.” Jason felt guilty for saying it. When everything was all said and done, he’d been born and raised on that old rust bucket.
“And it’s not like we have the money. Just upgrading to a Mark IV FTL engine was expensive.” Aly took a sip of her drink. “Those new ships cost a bomb.”
“Business hasn’t been great?”
“We have good times. We have bad times. It’s difficult with a crew of four.”
Was that a hint?
“Tyler’s a good captain, my dad still steers the old girl and mends our bumps and bruises, and Althaus still gets us all the jobs he can wrangle, but it’s a lot of hard work,” she said. “There’s more competition out there than there used to be.”
“Have you ever thought of hiring help?”
She chuckled. “Again, we don’t have the—”
“Money. Right.” He took a long gulp of his beer. “Sometimes you’ve got to spend money to make money.”
Aly put her glass down. “Are you really the person who should be giving business advice?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you’ve been out of the service, what, three years now? Instead of coming back to the Argo or, say, going back to Earth to make a go at it, you’ve come to Vesta.”
She was no longer being jovial. Jason didn’t like it.
“What have you been doing with yourself here?” she asked.
“Mostly courier work. A lot of big corporations run out of here.”
“Who are you with at the moment?”
Jason hesitated. “I’m between jobs right now.” 
Aly smiled, but he saw she was genuinely feeling sorry for him. He didn’t like that either. 
“And why Odyssey Station?”
Jason slammed his glass down with a violent bang. “Because I can be alone here!”
Everyone around the bar stopped and looked in their direction. Jason glared at them. They quickly returned to their business. 
Aly leaned in toward him. “And how’s that been working out for you?”
The question caught him off guard. Not very well. In the mirror on the opposite side of the bar, he stared at himself. They were no longer children, and a lot had happened since they’d last seen each other.
Her voice softened. “Tyler filled me in with what happened before you left the service.”
Jason didn’t want the world to know about Nash and what’d happened that day in Nebula TPA-338. But he had little choice if he had any way of convincing Tyler of taking him to Frontier’s Reach.
“Is that why you came here?” she said. “I mean to Odyssey Station.”
Jason polished off his beer in another sip. She seemed astonished at how quickly he’d drank it. He waved down the barwoman for another. “You think I ran away?”
She opened her mouth to speak, but Jason cut her off. “You think I ran away from the Argo when Dad died, and you think I ran away from the service when Nash died.”
“You said it, not me.” Aly was straight down the line. Honest. 
Just like her father.
“It’s not that simple, Aly.”
She put her hand on his. “Tell me.”
The warmth in her hand bled into his. “I sent him out there. It should’ve been me in that pod. I should’ve died, not him.”
“You can’t blame yourself.”
He pulled his hand away. “You don’t understand.” 
The barwoman returned with his beer, and he stared down at it, doing his best not to make any eye contact with Aly. 
There was quiet between the pair for several moments. 
“See, this is why I didn’t come and see you. It’s all too hard.” He sighed. “Just walking back onto the Argo again was agony. Remembering Dad. Not being able to remember Mom.”
He looked into Aly’s eyes. He almost got lost inside them. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to come at you like that. I just miss you. We all miss you. We’ve been waiting for you to come home for a long time.”
“Even Althaus?”
“Well, I suppose not everyone.” They both laughed. “You’ll get yourself out to the Reach any way you can, won’t you?”
“I have to.” He nodded. “There’s more to Nash’s death. I know it. Maybe, just maybe I’ll find out what.”
“Then you’ll have your closure?”
That was a question Jason couldn’t answer. “We’ll see.”
Aly drank the remains of her water and put it down on the bar. “Well, make sure you’re at the Bay Seventeen tonight at oh-twenty-one hundred.”
He cocked his head sideways. What?
She smiled at him. “Tyler’s decided to take you to the Reach.”
Jason couldn’t believe it. “Thank you.”
“You’ve got nothing to thank me—”
“I know you had something to do with it.”
She stood and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t forget. Bay Seventeen.”
“I’ll be there.”
With that, she walked from the bar, like an angel into the night.
 



Chapter 10
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
With a bag on each shoulder, Jason strode into the Argo’s cargo bay. He’d brought with him the only possessions he had left. Everything else had been sold or pawned so he could get the money he needed to pay his brother. 
He thanked his lucky stars for Tyler’s compassion. Short of hijacking another ship, he wasn’t sure what other way he could get to the Reach. And he didn’t particularly want a criminal record. 
He stepped toward the elevator and saw Althaus out of the corner of his eye. His uncle was doing a final inventory check of the fully stocked cargo bay.
The pair caught a glimpse of each other. Althaus looked at Jason as if he were a parasite. Nothing has changed. Jason wondered if he should be the bigger man and say something. Anything. Hello perhaps?

Jason treaded warily toward him. Before he could open his mouth to speak, the older man turned his back on him and disappeared off down to the other end of the cargo bay. Jason shrugged. 
Screw you, too.
Jason walked back to the elevator chute and ascended to B Deck. The corridor was empty. He hadn’t expected a welcoming committee, with everyone preparing for departure, but it gave the habitat section of the Argo an eerie feeling. He could feel the ghosts of the past around him. When they were kids, he, Tyler, and Aly would chase each other up and down the corridor, hiding in all the nooks and crannies getting up to no good.
Letting the nostalgia pass, he headed toward his quarters. He hadn’t expected to be given his old room, but guessed when he left and Dad had died, Tyler would’ve taken the captain’s quarters. 
Struggling with his bags, he leaned down and pressed the terminal beside the door. The door unlocked, and he pushed it open.
It was almost pitch black, save for some light coming through the viewport. Jason felt around the corner to the inside door terminal and flicked a switch. The lights blinked on, illuminating his quarters in a dull luminescence. He raised his eyebrows. It was as if he’d entered into a time machine. His room had not changed from when he’d left the Argo, ten years earlier.
The bed had the same blue-and-white patterned sheets on it. The two posters of swimsuit models Sky Jensen and Anabelle Pearl were still plastered on the bulkhead behind his bed. While on the opposite wall was his giant poster of the Neptune LC Land Speeder. A knock on the door interrupted him as he put his bags down.
“Come in.”
The door opened, and Tyler walked in. He immediately twisted up his nose. “It’s a bit stale in here.”
“I guess that’s what happens when you keep a door locked for a decade.” Jason waved his hands around his quarters. “Did you leave my quarters like this?”
“Well, you up and left, remember? You took what you needed, and the rest stayed here. What did you think, I’d pack it away for you?”
“Fair point, I guess.” He knew his brother would never admit to being sentimental. All the same, Jason was surprised that after he’d gone to the academy, Tyler hadn’t come in and ripped everything down, packed it all into a crate, and blown it out an airlock. “Thanks.”
“For your room?”
“For taking me to Frontier’s Reach.”
It seemed Tyler didn’t want to be thanked. “Aly had to convince me.”
“I know.” Jason walked to his closet and opened it up. The musty smell was even worse than the rest of the room. There hanging up were jackets, pants, and sweaters from yesteryear. They were now desperately out of fashion.
Under the clothes were several small crates sitting on the floor. Jason picked one up and placed it on his bed. He yanked off the lid and peered inside. There were more clothes, an E-Class technical manual, some flight instruction books, and a photo frame. 
Huh, what’s this? He flipped it over and brushed the dust from it. Inside the silver frame was a family photo.
Jason shook his head in disbelief. It was a picture of him as a toddler. His father… and his mother. “Well, I’ll be damned. Come and look at this.”
He turned, but Tyler was gone. Jason sighed and regarded the photo. It’s faded color was just as faded as the memory. The fateful day she’d died was from a time before he could remember. But sometimes he would gladly take it if it meant being able to see her face when he closed his eyes.
Jason put the photo frame back in the box and returned it to the closet. With the crates secured, he opened his bags from Odyssey Station. All he had left were a few changes of clothes, old rank pins from the service, and a small box containing the medals he’d won during the war. He’d wondered why he’d even bothered to keep them. He rummaged to find something a little more to his liking.
A bottle of Blue Jacket bourbon. Jason had brought it from Vic, just before he’d left the station. The top was still sealed. He thought about opening it, but a rumble beneath his feet stopped him. The Argo’s engine was humming to life. 
It sounded just as sluggish as he remembered it. Out the viewport, he saw the other ships disappearing as the Argo lifted off and made her way through the access lane of Odyssey’s hangar deck. Jason looked at the bottle of bourbon and stashed it inside his bedside table. Maybe another time.
He wondered how welcome he would be on the bridge. It’d been a long time since he’d been on a ship of even the Argo’s size. The courier transports on Odyssey Station just couldn’t compare. To hell with it.
Jason left his quarters and took the elevator to A Deck. As he approached the bridge, the ship’s engines started pulsating with the full might of its power. 
His eyes lit up stepping through the hatchway. Like the rest of the ship, it had changed little. Tears to the upholstery, scorch marks on the consoles, and dimmed monitors. It was worn and near obsolete. But there was a strange warmth to it. And it wasn’t because the climate-control system was up too high.
Through the viewport at the front of the bridge, the Argo had cleared the station and passed the final marker. She was now in orbit of Vesta III.
“Take us to half thrust.” Tyler was sitting in the captain’s chair, giving his orders to Kevin, who was at the helm in front of him. 
Kevin did as instructed and pulled the ship to starboard. Vesta III disappeared, and all that lay ahead of them were the stars. 
Tyler activated the intercom on the small command console next to his chair. “How is it down there, Aly?”
“The engine’s making all the right noises. At least for now,” she said from the engine room. 
“Good enough. Get strapped in down there.”
“Will do.”
On the starboard side of the bridge, Althaus was sitting at the operations station, staring daggers at Jason. He assumed he was taking exception with him being up on the bridge. 
“Is the course plotted for Frontier’s Reach?” Tyler asked. 
Kevin did one last check on his navigation monitor. “Course plotted.” 
“All right, everyone. Standby for FTL.” Tyler buckled up and swiveled around in his chair, noticing Jason standing at the hatchway. “You might want to take a seat. These things aren’t as smooth as the cruisers you’re used to.”
Jason had spent too much time on CDF ships where the gravity network would keep your body firmly planted during an FTL jump. He forgot that the Argo wasn’t quite as modern. He pulled down one of the emergency seats from the wall and strapped himself in. He could swear he saw a smirk on the side of Tyler’s face before he returned his attention to the viewport.
“All right. Let’s go.” 
Kev punched in the FTL sequence and pushed the lever on the helm. The power from the engines heaved, shaking the whole ship around them. The stars through the viewport spun and twisted. With one final rumble, the Argo exploded into FTL. 
The force of the jump slammed Jason into the back of his seat. He smiled. Maybe this trip won’t be so bad after all. As he looked across at Althaus, his smile faded. 
Or not…
 



Chapter 11
 
 
 
August 1, 2213
 
Jason peeked at his cards. He was on a roll tonight. With a seven, nine, and jack in his hand, and a queen, six, eight, and ten on the board, he’d landed a straight. Looking across the table, he knew he had Kevin easily beat. Jason assumed he had a pair, two pair, possibly trips. And Kevin only had so many chips left.
To his right, Aly wasn’t fairing any better. She, however, had been smart and had withdrawn from the last round of betting. Kevin was stubborn. He was taking it all the way. Jason waved casually toward the middle of the table at the growing pile of chips.
“I’ll put you all in,” he said.
Kevin shook his head. “Your luck has to run out sometime.” He peered down at his hidden cards and then at the community cards on the table before turning toward his daughter, who merely smiled and shrugged.
“Hey, no coaching,” Jason told him jovially.
“All right, all right.” Kevin grabbed the rest of his chips and pushed them in. “Let’s see them.”
Jason put his cards on the table. 
“Unbelievable!” Kevin’s head dropped, and he mucked his cards into the middle of the table in disgust. 
Jason pulled the pot toward him and stacked his chips up high. “A pleasure doing business with you.”
“This is the third night in a row you’ve cleaned me out.”
Aly giggled. “You’d think you’d have learned by now when to quit.” 
“You can’t talk.” Kevin pointed at her stack. “It’s only a matter of time.”
Aly put a hand over her chips. “Oh, no, I’m running while I can.”
Jason’s stack resembled large Centauri skyscrapers. “Where’s your sense of adventure? You might be able to win your money back.”
“You’re incorrigible.”
“Thank you,” Jason said with a large grin.
Kevin got up from his chair. “Well, while you continue being incorrigible, it’s time for this old guy to hit the sack.”
Jason put all the cards together in one nice neat pile. “I trust you’ll be back tomorrow night?” 
Kevin rolled his eyes. “I’ll see you both in the morning.” 
With Kevin gone, Jason waved the deck of cards in Aly’s direction. “Are you sure I can’t convince you to a few more rounds? It’s difficult playing Cerberan Poker by one’s self.”
“You’ve got enough from me for one evening.”
“What about some ping-pong?”
Aly checked the clock above the chess table. “I don’t know, there are a few things I need to get done in the engine room in the morning. I should probably go to bed.”
“Damn.” Jason put the cards in the middle of the table. “You used to be fun. What happened?”
She laughed. “I got older. I have responsibilities now.”
Jason nodded, remembering the simpler times that were his teenage years aboard the Argo. He heard footsteps from the corridor. Tyler walked past and peered in with a sideways glance. He quickly continued on his way.
Jason turned back to Aly, who appeared to notice the uneasiness on his face. “You haven’t talked much, have you?”
Jason frowned. “Here and there. The odd word over dinner and on the bridge. I didn’t want to force anything, you know?” He tried to put a spin on it. “It’s more than I talk to Althaus.”
Aly smiled. “It’s not like you can overturn ten years in a few months.”
“I know that, and if I were in Tyler’s shoes, I’d probably feel the same way.” Jason leaned back in his chair. “Frontier’s Reach can’t come soon enough. Once it’s all over, things can go back to normal, and I’ll be on my way.”
Aly went quiet. 
“What?” Jason asked.
“Nothing.”
“Come on.”
She sighed. “Well, I’ve just been thinking, what would be so wrong with staying?”
Jason wondered if she was being serious. “I don’t think that’d be wise.”
“Why not?” Aly sat up in her seat. “This is your home, and as you can tell by now, we could use the extra pair of hands around here.”
“This place stopped being my home a long time ago, Aly.” 
She seemed insulted. 
He tried to be more concise. “There’s just too many bad memories here.”
“You seem to have got back into a good routine since coming back. I can’t remember the last time Dad was so happy. And Tyler. He’ll come around. You two just have to work at it.”
“I would never place him in that position.” Jason chuckled. “Then there’s Althaus. Somehow I don’t think this ship would be big enough for the two of us.”
They both laughed. 
Aly stood from her chair. “Well, I’m going to go to bed.” She put a hand on his back. “Seriously, though, please think about it.”
Jason humored her by giving her a nod and watched her walk out. He frowned. There was no chance he’d stay aboard the Argo after his mission to Frontier’s Reach had concluded. He felt like a jerk giving Aly even a little false hope. He yawned and stood, passing by the ping-pong table and through the door into the A Deck corridor.
Proceeding down the elevator, he stopped at B Deck and strolled toward his quarters. He stopped. What is that noise?
It was coming from the elevator chute. Music? They were the twangs of an acoustic guitar. A familiar tune. It sounded good. Really good.
Jason got back on the elevator and made his way down to C Deck. He searched the entire cargo bay wondering where the sounds were coming from. 
As he listened to the music bouncing off the bulkheads, he had his answer. The pods. He made his way over to the port side of the cargo bay while the song broke out into its chorus. 
Through the circular airlock he spotted Tyler sitting in the pilot seat of the Maybelle, one of the Argo’s two pods.
Tyler was facing toward the controls with his eyes closed. Jason decided not to disturb him until he’d finished his song.
Unfortunately, Tyler must have sensed his presence. He turned in his chair and opened his eyes. The song came to an abrupt end.
“Don’t stop on my account,” Jason said, raising his hands. 
Tyler put the guitar down at his feet. 
“That’s the old man’s guitar, isn’t it?”
Tyler nodded. “Still works after all these years.”
The guitar had different colored strings. “I see you’ve had to make repairs.”
“Here and there.”
“It’s still got a great sound. Helps to have a talented person wielding it. I don’t think I’ve heard Over the Titan Moon played so well.”
Tyler blushed. “Plenty of practice, I suppose. It gets quiet out here, you know?”
“Oh, I remember all too well.” Jason immediately realized he’d put his foot in it. “I didn’t mean—”
“Yes, you did. The slow-paced life was never for you. That’s why you left.”
Jason almost lamented how smart Tyler had got. “You’re probably right.” Jason folded down one of the seats in the aft cabin and sat. “When Kevin taught me how to fly, that’s all I ever wanted to do. It felt like there was so much more beyond these bulkheads.”
Tyler twirled the guitar around in his hand. “It hurt Dad you never wanted to stay. He wanted you to take over from him one day.”
Jason knew all of that. “You’ve made a better go at it than I ever could. You should be proud, Tyler. I know the old man would be.”
Tyler blushed again.
“You know, maybe you could give me a lesson on that thing.” Jason pointed at the guitar. “I always wanted to learn how to play.”
Tyler held the guitar close to him. “You teach me how to play cards, and we’ll call it a deal.” 
Jason smiled. “Done.”
With that, Tyler left, leaving Jason to ponder that all the nights since he’d returned, he’d never thought to invite his brother to play with them.
 



Chapter 12
 
 
 
September 9, 2213
UECS Vanguard
 
As Susan Tai walked by a pair of ensigns in the corridor, she noted their long faces. The night was still young, but she knew it was going to be a quiet one for a lot of people on the Vanguard. 
She stopped at one of the many doors lining the corridor and knocked. No response. She put her ear to the door. There was music playing inside. She knocked louder. 
“Come in!”
Susan pushed the door open and walked over the threshold into the dark confines of Nicolas’s quarters. The only illumination was of the passing stars from the viewport. 
Nicolas was sitting on the sofa with his eyes closed. Susan listened intently to the music. She knew the tune but couldn’t put a name to it. All she knew was that it was classical. Which seemed odd because Nicolas was no music buff, much less a classical one.
“Nicolas…” she whispered.
“Susan?” he sounded surprised. 
During their journey to Orion V, she’d given him a wide berth. She didn’t want to make the trip any harder than it was. 
“You’re up late.” 
“As are you.”
“Yes. Well…” Nicolas trailed off and looked at her with a brave face.
She pointed toward the speakers in the ceiling. “What are you listening to?”
“This?” He sat up on the sofa. “Symphony Number Nine. Beethoven. This particular part is the Ode to Joy.”
Now Susan knew why it sounded familiar. It was a famous piece of music. A beautiful tune. One that had transcended centuries. 
“This was one of Chief Keene’s favorites.” Nicolas chuckled. “How he tried to get me to like this stuff. I guess I never had an ear for music like he did.”
Susan took a seat next to him. “I’m so sorry.”
“Yeah…”
Being a doctor herself, she’d seen Jung’s Disease firsthand. While no disease was pleasant, this was the daddy of them all. She hated to think how painful Keene’s last days were.
“Do you remember that time we had his birthday at Vega Station?” she said, remembering.
Nicolas chuckled. “He actually thought the woman who jumped out of his cake was real.”
“You were in a lot of trouble after that.”
“He didn’t talk to me for days.”
They both laughed. Susan had many fond memories of the chief when she’d served on the Vanguard. But what she loved most of all was the friendship he shared with Nicolas. It was almost a father-son relationship. One that Nicolas hadn’t enjoyed when he’d been a child. 
“I just wish I’d been there,” he said, watching the stars go by.
“There’s nothing you could have done.”
“I know. It’s just…”
“Believe me, I understand.” Susan pulled out a small flask from her jacket pocket and shook it about. “I thought perhaps it might be the right time for this.” 
Nicolas’s eyes widened. “Is that McKinley Oak?”
“Of course.” She’d always known how fond he was of that particular spirit. For whatever reason when they’d divorced, she’d ended up with a bottle of the fine liquor. All that was left was in the small flask. “I think the chief would have liked us to have it.”
She detected a slight smile on Nicolas’s face. 
“You know where the glasses are.”
Susan walked over to the quaint old-fashioned liquor cabinet and took out two square-sided glasses. She poured one each and took a seat beside Nicolas on the sofa. 
She held up her glass. “To Lewis.”
Nicolas nodded solemnly. They both drank it down in one mouthful. 
“Another?” Susan asked after letting the burning sensation finish tingling her throat.
He seemed amused. She knew it was a stupid question and filled the glasses. They sipped at their drinks and reflected. Being the doctor she was, she couldn’t help but notice the fatigue in Nicolas’s eyes. 
“When was the last time you got a decent sleep?”
He chuckled, closing his eyelids. “I wish I could remember.”
“You know you can talk to me?”
Nicolas’s eyes shot open. He nearly laughed, doing his best to hide it.
“I am a doctor, remember?”
“I have my own doctor should the need arise.”
“Well, the offer’s there.”
Nicolas grunted and took a taste of his drink. “Can I ask you a question?”
“Always.”
It appeared Nicolas was trying to find the right words. “At the end of the war, if I’d taken that job at HQ, would we still be together?”
Susan nearly choked on her scotch. They’d said so little to each other since leaving Earth, particularly on the subject of the breakdown of their marriage. She guessed the passing of Keene had made him think. “I…” She trailed off. 
But Nicolas continued to hold her gaze. He’s been thinking about this for a while…
She took a mouthful from her glass to build up her courage. “You didn’t want a desk job. If we’d stayed together, I’d have felt guilty for the rest of our lives. We were on different paths, Nicolas. You know that.”
At that moment, however, she began to wonder. Susan’s heart raced. Perspiration beaded above her brow.
The intercom interrupted them. “Command Deck to Captain Marquez.”
“What is it, Lieutenant?” Nicolas said, more than a little grumpily.
“Captain, you wanted to know when the evening readiness reports were in. I’ve downloaded them to your quarters.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.”
Susan stood, believing the time was right to make a getaway. “I think I better call it a night.”
He raised his glass, seemingly a little embarrassed from their deep and meaningful. “Thanks for the drink.”
She smiled. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
Susan exited his quarters into the corridor. She leaned back against the wall, her heart beating just as fiercely. 
What just happened in there?
 
*
 
October 14, 2213
Decium Ore Mining Facility - Orion V
 
“Thanks, Gene.” 
Erik Koeman licked his lips as the large bowl of steaming hot chicken soup was handed to him. Behind him, he noticed the queue in the vast mess hall getting steadily longer. He hurried to the side, grabbed the shaker of pepper, and plied a nice thick layer on top before getting a spoon and finding a table.
It’d been his first meal of the day after skipping breakfast, and with the climate-control network having issues in the past couple of days, he was looking forward to a nice hot meal. Erik stirred it around and brought a large spoonful to his mouth.
“Operations to Koeman.”
Erik closed his eyes in frustration. He fought the temptation to throw his spoon across the table but thought better of it. He activated his commband. “What is it, Bloch?”
“There’s an anomaly on our scanners up here.”
I can’t even get something to eat anymore.
“Fine. I’ll make my way up.” He got up from his seat and headed to the door, throwing his soup in the garbage. 
Bloch was sitting at the scanners when he arrived in the operations center. 
Erik tugged at his collar. “Why’s it so warm in here?”
“The techs downstairs have been getting the climate-control back to capacity again, but they can only do it a few sections at a time. I may have told them that the operations center was top priority,” Bloch told him with a cheeky grin.
“Of course you did.” Erik couldn’t complain. At least it was up and running again. The malfunction was among a litany of faults that had reared their ugly heads throughout the facility. 
“What was it you wanted to show me?”
Bloch pointed to one of his monitors. “Look at this.”
Erik grabbed an empty chair from the adjacent station and took a seat next to him.
“These readings have come through from our satellite in orbit to Orion VIII.”
The tracking satellite was the facility’s quasi-early warning system to incoming ships entering the system. But the question was: why was he looking at it? Erik only saw an empty screen. “And?”
“Watch this.” Bloch pressed in a few keys, and a small blip appeared on the outer edge of scanning range. Then just as it appeared, it disappeared. “This came across our scanners two hours ago. And then this thirty minutes ago.” 
He brought up another reading of the blip showing up again at the edge of scanning range, but in a different position. It promptly disappeared. “Both sets of coordinates are just on the outer edge of the Orion System.”
Erik furrowed his brow. “It seems to be little more than a blur.” He moved over to the monitor on the wall near the door. It had a list of outgoing and incoming ships scheduled for Orion V in the next three months. 
“We don’t have a supply ship due for three weeks, an ore transport two weeks after that, and the Vanguard’s still eight days away. What in the hell could it be?” Erik pondered. “A glitch perhaps?” 
“It’s possible.”
Erik returned to Bloch and watched him replay the scans on the monitor. “Is there any chance it could be Marauders?”
Bloch brought up a file on his monitor. “The last reports we received from the CDF was that there was heightened Marauder activity about two light-years away near the Collus System. Would they venture all this way?”
“We’d be a tempting target,” Erik said. “The question is, would they be ballsy enough to hit us?”
Bloch shrugged. He had no more answers than Erik did. “If it is Marauders, I’m glad the Vanguard isn’t far away.”
Erik nodded. “Okay, keep an eye on it. If you pick up anything, let me know.” He patted the young man on the shoulder and headed out of the operations center. 
As Erik made his way toward the elevator, he couldn’t help but think back to a year ago to when they’d found that… thing down in Worksite Fifteen. The secretive project beneath surface had taken its toll on him and all his people. The last thing they needed was Marauders knocking on their door.
    The Vanguard can’t come soon enough.
 



Chapter 13
 
 
 
October 20, 2213
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Jason lay on his bed, staring up at the same stain on the ceiling that’d been there since he was a kid. Even back then he’d never been able to figure out what it was. Most likely relay lubricant. Apart from the stains and smells of the old ship, he was astonished at the condition of the Argo and how it was still hauling cargo after so many years.
He wanted to get up, but he’d been feeling lethargic the last few days. Six months had been a long time. He never remembered being exhausted when he was in the service. Perhaps it was because he was always doing something. Like staving off a defeat from some Centauri battle squadron. 
Jason looked over to his bedside table where his unopened bottle of Blue Jacket bourbon sat. He’d be lying if he hadn’t had a drink since he’d come aboard, but he hadn’t drunk to excess. No wonder I’ve been having all these sweats. He’d been tempted more than once, but this mission was far too imperative not to be at his best.
“Bridge to Jason.” It was Kevin.
Jason whacked the intercom on the wall beside his bed. “I’m here.”
“We’ve reached the coordinates.”
He dragged himself up and leaped off the bed like a tiger and hurried out the door, taking the elevator to A Deck. Suddenly he didn’t feel so tired anymore.
On the bridge, Tyler was sitting in the captain’s chair. “Disengage the FTL engines,” he instructed Kevin at the helm.
Jason strapped himself in at the operations station, and Kevin pushed in the commands. The old ship groaned, pulling out of FTL and going to sub-light speed. 
Tyler turned to him. “Frontier’s Reach.”
Jason unbuckled himself and stepped toward the viewport at the front of the bridge. It was often said the Reach felt even more vast and mysterious than anywhere else. There was a darkness about it that was indescribable. “Here be the dragons.”
Tyler ambled up beside him. “What now?”
Jason surveyed their position on the scanners. They had indeed arrived at the coordinates that’d been transmitted to him by David Ortega. “Now it begins.” 
With the first initial sweeps of the area on the scanners completed, data rolled in. Space was a vacuum, but it was filled with all kinds of matter that scanners could detect when so charged to do so. When the minutes started stacking up, he realized there was no sign of what he’d come for. 
“I’m not detecting any Iota particles.” Jason didn’t let it phase him, though. “We need to start a concentric search pattern.” Forgetting himself, he glanced at his brother. “With your permission, of course.”
Tyler gave the go-ahead, nodding toward Kevin to plot a course. Within moments, the Argo was on the move. 
Tyler peered over Jason’s shoulder. “Don’t forget we’ve got a consignment to deliver. I doubt we’ll get another extension. You’ve got forty-eight hours.”
Jason nodded, keeping his eyes firmly on the scanners, while his brother left the bridge.
“The helm’s on auto.” Kevin got out of his chair. “You might have to make an alteration here and there. If you need anything just—”
“I think I can still remember the buttons.” He smiled at his first flight instructor. “Thanks.”
“Good luck.”
Jason hoped it wasn’t needed.
 
*
 
The minutes turned into hours. Aly came along with some coffee. Then some biscuits. Then some lunch, all the while seeing if he’d had any progress. Kevin even dropped by from time to time, to check on the Argo’s course. But Jason knew he was really coming to check on him to see if he hadn’t lost his mind. 
He knew they saw his frustration mounting while the clock continued to tick. As long as there was still time, there was hope.
“Any luck?”
Jason looked up and readjusted his eyes after straining them for so long. Tyler was standing by the door.
“Not even a bite.” Jason frowned. “I now know why this area of space has been left for so long. There’s just nothing out here.”
“Well, there’s still time,” Tyler said, appearing upbeat. “I know you’re pretty focused up here, but I thought you could use the company.” From behind the door, Tyler revealed their father’s acoustic guitar. “You told me you wanted to learn how to play.”
Jason chuckled.
Tyler walked over the threshold and took a seat on the captain’s chair. He strummed the guitar. “I can show you a few chords. We’ll start with the basics.”
“I’m probably a lost cause.”
“That I already know,” Tyler said, tongue-in-cheek. He put the guitar beside the chair and threw a deck of cards at Jason from his pocket. “Poker then.”
Jason smiled. “All right.” He opened the pack and shuffled. He dealt three cards to Tyler and three to himself. “Okay, this is difficult without chips, but you’ll get the idea.”
He spent the next few minutes going over the basics of Cerberan Poker and then began. 
Tyler glanced at his cards. “I know it’s probably not something you’ll want to discuss, but have you thought about what you’ll do if you find nothing out here?”
Jason looked at his three hidden cards. “I haven’t thought that far ahead, to be honest.” He placed the two community cards in the middle on the command console between them. “I’m broke, but I guess I’ll head back to Odyssey Station. I still have business contacts who could find me work to tide me over.” 
Tyler studied the community cards. “So, this is the point where we can either keep our cards or replace them, right?”
Jason nodded. Tyler mucked one of his cards, and Jason handed him a replacement. After viewing his cards again, Jason decided to keep them all. He had a flush draw.
“It doesn’t seem like you’ve planned this out.”
“I guess not.” Jason put the third community card down. “You probably think I’m nuts.”
Tyler struggled to hold back a smile. “Traveling halfway across known space to find a particle that may or may not have something do with a friend’s death. I don’t think nuts is quite the word for it.”
Jason scowled. “You wouldn’t understand, the man was like a brother.”
Tyler glowered at him. “Is that the kind of lengths you’d take for your own family?”
It was only in that moment that Jason realized what he’d said. He felt immediate guilt as he dealt the last community card. “I’ve traveled to Frontier’s Reach for my best friend. If it were you, there’d be no ship fast enough to take me where I’d need to go.”
Tyler was speechless. 
“Just because I left, didn’t mean I ever gave up on my family,” Jason continued. “Cassidys all the way. Right?”
There was a small grin on the side of Tyler’s mouth as they both looked down at their cards. 
“Now if both of us would have bet to this point of the game and not out-bet each other at this round, we’d have to flip our cards. “What have you got?”
Tyler revealed his hand. He had two tens, which matched up to another on the board. “Are these trips?”
“Beats my nothing,” Jason said, revealing his four clubs. He raised an eyebrow at his brother. “You sure you don’t know how to play this game?”
Tyler smiled. “Shut up and shuffle.” 
 



Chapter 14
 
 
 
October 22, 2213
UECS Vanguard
 
The Vanguard disengaged its FTL drive and smoothly entered sub-light. Nicolas looked at the scanners on the central command station. Navigation’s calculations had dropped them just outside the gravitational field of Orion V. 
Perfect.
He turned to the helm. “Ensign Worthington, plot a course toward Orion V and commence orbital insertion.” With a touch, he activated the ship’s intercom. “Engine Room, shut down the FTL engines and let them cool off.”
“Gladly, sir,” Chief Engineer Devers replied from below decks.
Nicolas watched the deathly cold orb of Orion V appear through the command deck’s forward viewport. 
“Approaching orbit, sir,” Worthington informed him. “Orbital insertion in five seconds.” The young ensign deactivated the maneuvering thrusters and let gravity do its thing. “Orbital insertion established.”
“Thank you, Ensign.” Nicolas turned to Commander Perera joining him in the pit. “Are our guests ready?”
Perera nodded. “Doctor Tai and the Marines are on their way to the hangar deck with the package as we speak.”
“Good. Ensign Xi, Open a commlink to the mining facility.”
She keyed in the command. “Commlink open, sir.”
“This is Captain Marquez of the UECS Vanguard.”
“Welcome to Orion V, Captain Marquez,” came the voice from the planet below. “This is Administrator Koeman. I trust your journey was a pleasant one.”
“It was… long, but uneventful. Thank you, Mister Koeman.”
“How soon can we expect you?”
“We’ll be down within the hour.”
“Good. I understand you have the correct protocol to follow, regarding the container’s transportation to the surface.”
“The Marines will escort the container to the surface along with Doctor Tai. Only I will accompany them.”
“Very good. I’ll see you when you arrive. Koeman out.”
The commlink ceased. 
Perera pointed down at the surface scans on the monitor. “I hope you packed warm.”
“Lucky for me I have no plans to go for a stroll outside.” Nicolas made his way out of the command pit. “The Vanguard is yours. Don’t break anything while I’m gone.”
“I’ll do my best, sir.” Perera gave his CO a casual salute.
After taking the elevator through the heart of the ship, Nicolas arrived on the hangar deck, and waiting for him was Deck Chief Klapecki.
“Is everyone aboard?” Nicolas asked him, looking at the transport pod sitting in the middle of the deck.
“Yes, sir.” Klapecki handed him a large blue jacket.
“Where would I be without you?” Nicolas put on the thick jacket and zipped it up. He felt the warmth of the lined thermal packs inside.
“Maybe HQ could pick a tropical planet for us to visit next time,” Klapecki quipped. “Big sun. Big mai tais. Big b—”
“Yes, I get the picture.” Nicolas chuckled. “I’ll see what I can do.” He walked into the rear airlock of the pod and passed by the Marines who were buckling themselves in. He squeezed past the container and took a seat next to Susan at the helm. 
“You want to take the stick, Doctor?” Nicolas said with some amusement. 
She had all her piloting certifications. He knew because he’d been the one to teach her. Though he wondered how long it’d been since she’d last flown.
Susan looked at him with a deadpan expression and pushed in a series of keys on the console in front of her. All the helm controls transferred to her station. “Ready to go when you are, Captain.”
Nicolas smiled. He turned to the Marines in the rear of the pod. “Are we ready back there?”
Major Ripken, the team leader, checked over his men before giving Nicolas a nod to the affirmative. 
“Well then, let’s go, Doctor.”
Susan put her hands on the controls, and the pod lifted off. With a push of a button, the landing struts retracted. She fired the rear maneuvering thrusters and launched the small vessel out of the hangar deck’s large external door. She strafed the pod over the dorsal hull of the Vanguard and descended gently toward the planet.
The dark-gray clouds lining the atmosphere below caused Nicolas to shiver and the lightning made him want to reconsider why he was going down there in the first place. Luckily for the team on the pod, the weather appeared clear toward the mining facility, which was just north of Orion V’s equator.
Susan skilfully controlled the pod’s drop. Breaking through the upper atmosphere, there was a slight vibration through the hull while the planet fought against them. A deep-red warmth emerged on the ventral heat shield, taking the brunt of the descent. After smashing through the worst of it, Susan leveled off, dropping the pod through the cloud cover.
The main rectangular-shaped building of the facility rose from the ground in the middle of a broad valley. It was twelve stories tall, but Nicolas knew it branched out like a spider beneath the ground, with an extensive network of subterranean rail joining up several worksites to the central location. It was an incredible feat of construction so far from civilization. 
Nicolas could make out the landing pad on top of the roof of the complex as they got ever closer. The retractable ceiling opened to allow them in.
Susan slowed the pod’s descent and aimed for the landing markers. She fired the ventral thrusters and extended the landing struts. With a gentle thud, the pod landed. 
Nicolas turned to Susan. “You’ve still got it.”
She did her best to hide her smile, waiting for the retractable ceiling to close above them. “It helps to have a good teacher.”
With a hiss, the atmosphere recirculated, and a green light gave them the go-ahead to depart. Susan flicked the switch on the airlock, and it burst open. The Marines were the first to get out of their seats. They unlocked the container from its harness and walked it out onto the landing pad with the help of a hover lifter.
Nicolas and Susan followed. A chill hit them before the facility’s climate-control pumped the landing pad with warmer air. Nicolas pulled up the collar of his jacket. 
A door opened at the side of the building. A man dressed in olive-green coveralls stepped out. “Captain Marquez, welcome to Orion V,” he said. “I’m Erik Koeman.” 
They shook hands.
“This is Doctor Tai.” Nicolas gestured toward her.
“Welcome, Doctor. I hope the trip down wasn’t too uncomfortable. Orion V can be a navigational nightmare.”
“It helps to have a skillful pilot.” Nicolas glanced over at Susan.
“Excellent.” Koeman motioned toward the door. “Would you follow me, please?”
The Marines, led by Ripken, took the container inside the facility on the hover lifter. Koeman directed them toward the elevator at the end of the corridor. 
Susan stopped while the others went on without her. “Well, I guess this is it.”
“I guess it is.” Nicolas frowned. Koeman seemed to be wondering what was going on. “I didn’t think this would be so difficult.”
She chuckled. “You wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
The Marines were waiting in the elevator. 
“Well, Doctor, it’s been a pleasure having you aboard the Vanguard,” Nicolas said in his most official tone.
“Thank you for the safe journey,” Susan countered, equally formally.
“Perhaps when the stars align, we’ll see each other again.”
“It’ll be your turn to bring the McKinley Oak.”
“I’ll make sure I stock up.”
Koeman and the Marines had turned their heads to give them their moment. Nicolas pulled Susan in, and the two hugged.
“Goodbye, Susan.”
“Goodbye, Nicolas.”
They shared one last glance before Susan walked into the elevator, the doors closing behind her.
“Well, Captain,” Koeman said. “It’s not normal for us to get visitors, especially from the CDF I’d offer you a tour of the facilities, but unfortunately we’re a little stretched for time due to some production issues.”
“That’s all right,” Nicolas said.
“You’re welcome to stay for lunch. One of my assistants could give you a tour of our operations center if you’d like.”
“Well, I’ve come this far. Lead the way.”
 



Chapter 15
 
 
 
Cargo Ship Argo
 
Jason stacked his fifth coffee cup on the top of the operations console. It was starting to resemble the Leaning Tower of Pisa. He looked down at the scanners and sighed. Nothing. Not a single scrap of evidence anywhere that the Iota particles had even been there. 
He picked up the guitar that Tyler had left for him on the bridge. After their two-hour poker marathon, where Tyler had done surprisingly well, his brother had shown him some basic chords. He’d even taught him how to play the chorus to Black River Sky. Jason twanged the strings and imagined he was Hunter Ellis, rocking out on vocals. 
Wow. That was terrible. 
Tyler appeared at the hatchway. “It’s time,” he said. Jason’s brother was apologetic, but as the captain of the ship, he had to make the right call for his crew. “We just can’t afford to lose the money.”
The chronometer had just ticked over the forty-eight-hour mark. He knew how fickle the cargo business was and knew the Argo’s crew hadn’t had the best run of luck for a while. Who was Jason to ask for more time for something that was nothing more than a wild goose chase? What a fool I’ve made of myself.

Althaus and Kevin walked in. Althaus didn’t look at Jason and took his seat at the systems station, while Kevin put an apologetic hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry we didn’t find anything.”
“It’s fine.” It’s not. But Jason didn’t know what else to say.
Kevin took the helm while Jason stood and walked to the hatchway. He turned and watched Tyler take his seat at the center of the bridge. Nobody was comfortable saying another word. 
Jason stepped onto the elevator. Aly peered through the engine room door at him. She went to say something, but Jason raised his hand. He wasn’t in the mood for people feeling sorry for him. He activated the elevator and stepped out onto B Deck.
Jason entered his quarters and fell backward onto his bed. His head was throbbing. He couldn’t tell what it was. Guilt? Anger? Sadness? Dragging himself up, he pounded his fist against the frame of his bed. He’d failed. He’d failed himself, and he’d failed Nash.
From the corner of his eye, he caught something shining in the light. It was his bottle of Blue Jacket bourbon sitting on the bedside table. 
Now’s as good a time as any. He reached over to the bottle and raised it in the air.
“Here’s to you, old friend.”
 
*
 
Aly approached Jason’s quarters. The door was ajar. She knocked, but there was no answer. She pushed it wide open.
Jason looked up at her as he was about to neck the bottle of bourbon in his hand. His glare burned through her. “What do you want, Aly?”
“Well, you didn’t answer, so I figured there might be something wrong.”
“You got that right.”
Jason drew the bottle closer to his lips. 
“You realize that stuff doesn’t help, right?” she said to him.
Jason chuckled before his mood again darkened. “More than you could know.”
“May I come in?”
“You know, Aly, this really isn’t the time.”
Regardless, she stepped over the threshold and took a seat at the end of his bed. 
“I’m sorry you weren’t able to find anything out here, Jason.”
“So am I.” He swished the bottle around in his hand.
“Did you think you would?”
He sat there silent, staring beyond her. There seemed so much on his mind at once.
“Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked.
His eyes closed. “I…” The weight of the world seemed to be on his shoulders. 
“Tell me, please.”
Jason sighed. “Okay.” He put the bottle down on the bedside table and opened his eyes. “When Nash’s pod exploded inside the nebula, the Raptor was still crippled. But we were able to take scans.”
“That’s when you discovered the Iota particles?”
“Right. It wasn’t till a few hours later that we recovered some wreckage.” He looked away. “By the time we’d got there, there wasn’t a single Iota particle on anything we salvaged.
“It’d dispersed?”
Jason shrugged. “There was the theory that other particulates inside the nebula may have broken down the Iota particle to where our scanners no longer recognized them. We just didn’t know. I guess now we do.”
“So, you put everything on the line knowing we probably wouldn’t find anything at all?” She didn’t want to sound like she was being judgmental, but it came out that way, regardless. 
Jason had guilt written all over his face. 
She put her hand on his. “I think Nash would’ve appreciated the lengths you went to.” Aly still knew Jason. She knew he’d take his guilt to the grave. “Unfortunately, in life, we have to know when to let go.”
“Since when did you become so philosophical?”
“I’m no Socrates, but I know what it’s like to lose someone.” 
He appeared to be wondering what she was talking about. 
“Your father.”
“My father?”
“You realize we were close, don’t you? I didn’t call him Uncle Ben for nothing,” she said. “In the later years before his death, he showered so much affection on me. I think when you left there was a void.”
“He always wanted a baby girl. I guess you were the daughter he never had.” Jason raised his brow. “How did you let go of Dad’s death?”
“I didn’t.” Aly tried to put the words together. “I’ve told no one this, but not long after you left for the academy, I was having trouble sleeping. On a job near Aquaria, I bought some stims off a shifty merchant. Got hooked bad.” She remembered back to how they’d made her feel. “They really screwed me up.”
Jason was clearly shocked. “What did your old man say?”
She smiled, though she was, in truth, ashamed. “He never knew.” 
“You sly bitch.” He smiled. “So, what changed? How did you stop?”
“Uh, well, that’s not one of my finer moments.”
Jason sat forward. “What happened?”
“I nearly blew up the ship.”
“What?”
“Well, I had planned to do a clean out of the plasma waste exhausts, and uh, well, I didn’t do it, for months. The stims made me more alert most of the time, but it messed with my brain. I forgot stuff.” Aly looked down at her shoes. “Dad was at the helm and noticed a spike in radiation coming from the Argo before we jumped to FTL. He decided to abort. If he hadn’t, we would’ve been blown to bits.”
“What did he say when he found out?”
“He didn’t say much at all. I think he assumed I’d just forgotten.” She grinned. “The bonus was that Althaus didn’t speak to me for at least two weeks.”
Jason chuckled. “Well, they say there’s a silver lining to every dark cloud.”
She tried not to laugh. “So, yeah, it was at that moment I stopped. I threw the last of the stims out the airlock. It wasn’t worth killing all the other people I love aboard this ship because I wanted to feel sorry for myself.”
“Is that what you think this is? Me feeling sorry for myself?” Jason sneered.
Damn. Things had been going so well. “No, I didn’t mean—”
“Aly, I lost my best friend, all because I should’ve been the one to go out in that pod. I was in command. It was my decision. And I messed up. Instead, he dies, and I get left behind to—”
“Feel sorry for yourself.” Aly winced, knowing she shouldn’t have been so blunt. I never learn.
“I think it’s time you left.”
“Answer me this: would your friend have wanted your life to end up the way it has? Drinking it away in some hole on Odyssey Station, or would he have wanted you to make something of yourself?”
Jason was trying to find the words, but it seemed he couldn’t. 
“Lieutenant Nash is dead, Jason. Your father’s dead. Your mother’s dead, and if you keep doing that to yourself,” Aly said, pointing to the bottle, “you’ll die, too.”
She’d hit a nerve. But she was sick and tired of seeing what had become of him. He’d changed so much. He was a shell of the person who had left the Argo ten years ago. Perhaps she’d been too harsh. She couldn’t imagine what he’d seen during the war. And maybe that was what she couldn’t understand.
“Get out,” he told her.
Yep, I’ve gone too far.
“Get out now, Aly!” 
She struggled to remember the last time he’d looked at her like that, if ever. His stare was scary. He was pissed.
Aly stood and edged toward the door. Jason grabbed the bottle and tightened his grip on it. She sighed and slinked out into the corridor.
Damn it.
 



Chapter 16
 
 
 
Decium Ore Mining Facility - Orion V
 
“And this is where we maintain the facility’s climate-control system.”
Nicolas viewed the monitor regarding the web-like network that spread throughout the underground of the facility. He was impressed, but he was having trouble showing it. All he could think about was Susan. 
Before Mister Bloch moved on, Nicolas observed red lights blinking across various worksites. “Have you been having issues down there?”
Bloch looked over at the monitor and waved it off. “You have to understand, with such a large system it’s difficult to keep it operating at one hundred percent all the time. Work crews are constantly doing maintenance.”
“Like your landing pad?” Nicolas had noted it was operable when they’d landed at the facility, but when Bloch had shown him the upcoming delivery schedule, the ore haulers were still being instructed not to land on the surface.
Bloch seemed at a loss for words, which Nicolas had already figured out was very unusual. Before he could grill the young man anymore, an alert rang out from one of the consoles. Nicolas smirked. Saved by the bell, kid.
Bloch hurried over to the opposite side of the operations center. Nicolas walked up behind him and peered over his shoulder at the scanners. 
“We’re picking up an unknown bogey,” Bloch said. 
On the monitor there was a blip representing the Vanguard in orbit, but there was another contact coming in from the outer edge of the star system. 
“Does it have a transponder I.D.?” Nicolas asked.
“No. It’s running dark.”
“And heading straight for us. Are you expecting any company?”
Bloch shook his head. “No.” He activated the intercom while grabbing a rubber ball and squeezing it tight. “Operations to Koeman. Can you come up here, Chief?”
“On my way.”
Administrator Koeman arrived quickly and stared down at the monitor grimly.
“It’s the same bogey, I’m sure of it,” Bloch said.
Nicolas raised an eyebrow. “You’ve seen this before?”
Koeman nodded. “On and off for the last week.”
“And you didn’t think to let us know about it?”
Koeman’s brow furrowed. “The bogey made no movements. It appeared and disappeared at random locations beyond the star system.”
“We came to the conclusion that it was a malfunction with the satellite,” Bloch continued. “It was creating sensor ghosts.”
“That’s no sensor ghost.” Nicolas pointed at the monitor. “It seems to be making a pass by the satellite.”
Koeman tapped Bloch on the shoulder. “Can you get hold of Jensen?” 
Bloch punched in the commands to open a commlink.
“Jensen?” Nicolas inquired.
“When we thought we were having issues with the satellite, we sent a man out there to run manual diagnostics on it.”
“You have a man out there?”
Koeman nodded, biting his lip. 
Jesus…
 
*
 
Orion VIII Tracking Satellite
 
“Diagnostic underway.”
The voice of the satellite computer beeped while Noah Jensen made another check to ensure his harness was latched to the satellite properly. He hung off it like he’d seen construction workers on old Earth skyscrapers in photos. He always thought they must’ve been crazy. One slip, and they’d fall to their deaths.
But as Noah looked around at the pod he’d parked a hundred meters away, and the large gas giant of Orion VIII beyond, he knew he was just as crazy. If he fell from his harness and his booster failed, he’d fall to oblivion, too. 
While Noah had trained for extravehicular activity before entering the mining business, it’d been a long time since he’d needed to use his training. He relished getting a chance to use his skills. Sometimes he forgot how exhilarating a spacewalk really was. 
Static filled his helmet, then a voice filtered through. “Can you hear me, Jensen?”
Noah opened the commlink with a press of the comm panel on the wrist of his space suit. “I can hear you, Chief. Go ahead.”
“We’re detecting a bogey coming through Orion VIII’s orbit,” Koeman said. “Have you got a visual on your end?”
Noah peered around. There was nothing. He activated the scanners on the satellite. The monitor blinked on, and he was seeing what Koeman was seeing back on Orion V. There was indeed a contact heading his way.
“Jensen?”
“I’ve got no visual. But—”
“Can you make it back to the pod?”
“That’s a negative. It’ll take too long—” Noah stopped mid-sentence when something appeared in the corner of his eye. He turned, and it moved toward him. “Whoa.”
“Jensen? What do you see?”
“I—” The shadow of the object appeared over him. He was momentarily lost for words. “This isn’t—”
Static rang in his ears. He inspected the comm panel on his wrist. It’d winked out. He pressed it repeatedly. I’m being jammed.
Noah stared at the goliath above. The commlink was the least of his worries. What in God’s name is that thing!
Part of it opened, and a green bolt of energy burst forth, heading in his direction. Trying not to panic, he unlatched his harness and activated his booster.
But he was too late. The green energy showered over him and the satellite. His last thought was of what would greet him in oblivion.
 
*
 
Decium Ore Mining Facility – Orion V
 
Susan stepped from the carriage and walked out into the cavernous surrounds of Worksite Fifteen. In the center was the solitary elevator shaft, which led down to the antechamber.
The Marines behind her were placing the container on a hover lifter when the safety rail of the elevator opened and a figure appeared. Susan immediately recognized him.
“Javier!” She walked toward him, and the man greeted her with a faire la bise. 
“It’s good to see you, Susan.” 
She hadn’t seen Professor Javier Petit since he’d left for Orion V fourteen months earlier. The older man appeared weary.
“How are all our friends at TIAS?” he asked.
“Well, Doctor Gregori continues to complain about his deadlines. Professor Walters wants more staff, and Doctor Wells keeps asking for more money.”
“So, nothing has changed?”
Susan laughed. “Nothing at all.”
The Marines brought the container toward them. 
Javier put his hand on top of it. “I appreciate you coming along with this. I know it’s a lot of time to take out of your work.”
“If what is down there is everything you say it is, I think it might be worth it.”
His eyebrows rose. “Would you like to see it?”
It’d been the only thing on her mind. Then she thought about Nicolas. Well, maybe not the only thing. 
“Come.” Javier ushered her to the elevator shaft. 
The Marines followed with the container. Javier closed the safety rail, and they descended farther into the surface of Orion V.
 When they reached the bottom, Javier let Susan go first. What greeted her was a small tunnel network, lit up by artificial lighting fixed to the walls. At the tunnel’s end there was an opening. 
“Be careful as we walk into the antechamber,” Javier advised.
Steps had been cut into the rock beneath her feet. She moved down them slowly and entered the vast antechamber.
It was lit brightly, and at its heart was what she’d come to see. The photos and the data that Javier had sent back to the Institute didn’t do it justice. 
The Sphere. All twenty meters in diameter of it, protruding from the ground beneath it as if it had grown from the rock. It was silver in color and shimmered in the light. It was almost reflective.
“It’s like something out of a dream.”
Susan walked toward it, doing her best to avoid all the equipment Javier had scattered around. She put her hand on its surface. It was metallic, but there was a softness about it. She pulled her hand away, turning to Javier, who’d been no doubt waiting to see her reaction for a very long time.
He put his hand on the sphere. “Just think, Susan, this artifact has been down here for six million years.”
It was almost too much to comprehend for Susan. “Orrorin tugenensis would have been taking its first footsteps on Earth.”
Javier nodded. “And Homo sapiens were still millions of years away. Yet there was an advanced civilization in the galaxy that buried this object beneath Orion V all those eons ago.”
Susan looked closer at what was the most peculiar part of the sphere. The markings scrawled all over it. They were pictographic. Almost like ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics. But not. “The language of extraterrestrials…”
Javier walked over to the container the Marines had placed down before them. He put his hand atop it. “Let’s hope with some help we can translate it.”
Susan smiled. The excitement had been building inside her ever since she’d left Earth. Now she’d get to finally see if the journey had been worth it. She turned to Major Ripken, who stood in front of the container.
“Open it.”
 
The Frontier’s Reach series continues with Book 2 - Beyond Nightfall
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