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  Chapter 1


“Miner 56, status update,” my aboveground handler buzzed in my ear. Three hundred meters of solid rock and metal crust, not to mention several thousand kilometers of space, interfered with our radio telemetry, but I could still hear him in spite of the static. 
“Almost got it,” I said, my voice straining from exertion. “The bearings feel sluggish. Are you sure Hastings completed maintenance last day cycle?” I used my grav-chisel to bang against the handwheel, which is not the recommended usage by the way, and tried again. 
“According to the work log, yes, Miner 57 completed maintenance,” my handler said. “Did you check if the latches were disengaged?”
Grumbling, I laid my grav-chisel against the shotcrete wall—I knew I’d need it again—and triple-checked the latches. “Latches disengaged. I’m getting resistance when I turn the wheel,” I said with a grunt. I put my shoulders into it, but the wheel wouldn’t move more than a few centimeters at a time. Sweat broke out on my hairline and under my arms. Glancing at my wrist, I felt my heartbeat speed up. “ETA for the last shuttle?” I hated that anxiety pitched my voice higher than normal. MP-13 was not the planetoid on which to show weakness.
“You’ve got plenty of time, 56,” he said.
Assurances were great among friends where everyone trusted one another to tell the truth. But Marsel Granda wasn’t my friend. The dynamics were complicated, especially after this last long rotation. And I noticed he didn’t answer my question.
Head pounding from both physical and mental stress, I heaved again, pushing up through my feet and legs, my grav-mag boots anchored on the rock floor. The handwheel turned another four centimeters and slowed.
Muting my mic, I kicked against the huge metal door and screamed in frustration. One of my last duties before shuttling out was to seal the door to Tunnel CN 7. Normally, I’d spin the wheel until I heard the click of the inner latch and then type in the lockdown sequence. But something was wrong. Wishing I could swipe at the sweat on my forehead, I took a deep breath and blew it out on a sharp sigh.
“Hold the shuttle for me, will you?” I told Granda. “I’m going to grab the lube from Maintenance Supply and try to fix the handwheel.”
“Copy that,” Granda said, the static sounding worse. There must be another flare from MP-13’s dying star, WD-237.
Trudging through the tunnels, my heavy steps reverberated as I walked. Running was preferred, but my boots weighed two kilograms. Each. I would get there when I got there.
Checking my wrist again, I swallowed as the countdown advanced. Granda better hold the shuttle for me.
I punched in the code for Maintenance Supply, waited for the green light and the chime, and pulled the door open. The auto-red flicked on bathing the closet with its red-orange glow. MP-13 was operating on minimum energy output since we were shutting down for the planetoid’s winter.
I grabbed the can of lube and the long twizzler brush while I was at it and retraced my steps to Tunnel CN 7. Applying generous amounts of lube in the access points, I also shot into the latch bays and fished the twizzler brush inside, swishing it around. The ever-present mining dust played havoc with moving parts. Pulling it out, the lube dripped, darkening the thin layer of dust that covered the floor.
Tossing the can and brush aside, I pushed against the wheel again, and it picked up speed. With a final zip and click, the tunnel door sealed. I punched in the code and MP-13’s automated PA system narrated the shutdown sequence.
“Tunnel CN 7 locked down,” I said into my live mic, waiting for Granda’s response. Static erupted in my ear and cut out. “Hold the shuttle. I’ll be topside in seven minutes, thirty-six seconds,” I said. A good little miner would put all the tools away first, but that bastard Hastings clearly hadn’t done maintenance, and I needed to catch the last shuttle off Mining Planet 13. Being stranded on a planetoid while it entered its winter season was as good as a death sentence.
Hopefully, IGMC valued my work as one of the most experienced Retreat Mining engineers this side of the Pollack-Custer belt, not to mention the side project they commissioned me to do, and Granda’s request to hold the shuttle would be granted.
Heart racing, I bent to switch out of my grav-mag boots and slide on my lightweight surface grippers.
“Granda, hold the shuttle! I’m coming!” I said between pants. I ran through the tunnels to the Personnel Lift, passing dark offshoots and abandoned machinery as well as piles of gear left behind by rushing miners. Yeah, we couldn’t get off MP-13 fast enough.
Slamming the button for the PL, I cocked my head, waiting to hear Granda’s grainy voice. “I’m in the PL,” I said. “See you soon.”
No static this time. No nothing.
Swallowing a lump, I stepped into the PL, pushed the close doors button, and rehearsed the route to the shuttle loading bay. With more time, I’d tidy up my private quarters and grab a vitamin loaf, but as it was, I congratulated myself for thinking ahead and packing my bag before my shift. I even had the presence of mind to leave it at the gangway.
The PL shuddered to a stop, and I pushed my way through the narrow channel before it slid all the way open. Running full tilt, I saw the pillows of dark gray burner plume that obscured the shuttle. Butter my butt and call me a biscuit; Granda had held the shuttle for me.
Scooping up my bag at the gangway without slowing, I raced up the ramp and broke through the cloud. Nothing looked more beautiful than the open shuttle door welcoming me inside.
I careened in, shoved my bag into the cargo tray, and strapped into my seat.
“Thanks, Granda,” I said, huffing to catch my breath. “I ‘preciate it.”
Still no response, but I didn’t care at this point. The shuttle door closed, the engines pulsed, and I closed my eyes and pressed into the back of the seat.
I always tried to prepare for the Gs, but I was never prepared.
Force pushed me so hard into my cushioned seat that its tufted fabric was visible in my peripheral vision.
Any second now, the shuttle would clear MP-13’s strangled atmosphere, and I’d float against my straps. Any second now.
Alarms surrounded me in the fuselage. Designed to hold twelve people and their single IGMC-issued bags, it resembled any commercial transport with its industrial grade low-pile carpet in IGMC’s colors, charcoal gray with crimson and navy accents, upholstered reclinable seats, molded light gray bulkhead and Galvanite-infused portholes. The “cockpit” in the bow of the shuttle was nothing more than a semi-enclosed space for the navigation system computer. I was its only occupant, and I was on the verge of total panic.
Lights on the navigation system blinked furiously as assorted alarms and beeps bounced around the cabin. The abyss of space out the portholes gave me no clues as to what was happening and judging by the absence of static in my ear for the past several minutes, Granda wasn’t going to tell me, either.
“Granda, there’s a problem,” I said. “I think something …”
A roll sent me flinging limbs outward, but the seat-straps held me in place. The shuttle’s PA, calm as a bank teller, played a message on repeat.
“Stay calm. Shuttle preparing for emergency landing. Brace for impact.”
Squeezing my eyes shut again, I tried to hug myself and tuck my legs in in spite of the hurdling shuttle and prayed the safety features worked.
Roaring whooshed around me, and then the startling ka-chunk, as if one had stepped on a pop can. After the crushing metal noise, there was silence.
Of the twelve seats in the shuttle, I’d chosen the one closest to the door, seat 4A.
A steady drip echoed inside the cabin as I stared at the seat in front of me, that technically shouldn’t be. 2B. Vision shifting around me, I couldn’t grasp the shuttle’s new configuration, and I felt like taking a nap.
It had been a long-ass day, after all.
But a niggling thought hounded me every time I closed my eyes.
“Get out of the shuttle, Shay Leviticus,” that thought said. Shaking off my foggy mind, I unbuckled my straps and stumbled to the side. The formerly neat seat arrangement was a twisted mess.
Emergency lights flicked in a racing stripe to the emergency hatch.
I paused before pressing the button; felt like I was forgetting something. Or many things. But that persistent thought nudged me forward, and I pressed the button.
Hissing noises jetted from either side of the hatch, and then it popped outward, hanging from its hinge.
Climbing out and over the hatchway, my grippers landed on planetoid soil, that strange mix of liquefacted regolith coating the coarse rocky underlayer.
My breaths sounded harsh in my ears, and I wanted to remove my helmet, but safety protocol training insisted I keep it on this close to the wreck. MP-13’s oxygenated atmosphere could support human life, but it was thin. Breathing felt like a chore, and I was prone to headaches without support from my enclosed helmet and suit. I stumbled away from the crash, assessing for injuries with every step, but other than being shaken up, I was fine.
A good fifteen meters from the crash site, I turned to look at the smoking remains. I listened to my breathing change from exerted pants to slower, contemplative breaths.
Turning toward the mining base, I spotted the low-profile living quarters building, its taupe exterior the only visual relief from MP-13’s ubiquitous charcoal color.
Sweaty hair plastered to my forehead, I decided to risk the headache while I hiked to the quarters. It was about sixty meters away. Helmet under my arm, I breathed in the chill air. MP-13 smelled like spent fireworks and looked exactly like what it was. A devoid rocky planet whose sky remained a starry night save for the haunting glow provided by the nearest gas giant. No plant life aboveground, no birds, no flying insects, no clouds, no sunshine.
Well, it wasn’t accurate to say no clouds. The gas giant, PH-4RT, or Phart as we lovingly referred to it, temporarily shared its atmosphere in a Cthuhulian hug, the winds of Phart’s rotation sending tendrils of breathable air to bathe MP-13 in a cocktail of oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, helium, and argon, supplementing its own fragile atmosphere. Planet and planetoid gridlocked in a summer fling of gravity and magnetism; it was a celestial physicist’s dream. But my acting title was Retreat Mining Engineer, basically a glorified miner. To my understanding, unless something changed, the temporary arrangement would cause MP-13 to drag through Phart's atmosphere until the friction resulted in slowing MP-13’s orbit while the gas giant’s gravity drew it ever closer until it collided. Hence the haste with which IGMC had been mining precious iron ore from the planetoid, and also why IGMC hired me.
I swiped the trickle of sweat at the back of my neck and plodded through the regolith, my single goal the living quarters. Dizzy, thirsty, and confused, I suspected I had a concussion. That was the least of my worries, though.
Tidally locked MP-13 and Phart were riding their elliptical course farther from their star and headed into their winter season. Furious rotational winds would shed more oxygen and hydrogen onto MP-13’s surface, but they would be frigid. If I was stranded on the mining planet, I was going to freeze to death in about six days.






  
  Chapter 2


“Kezti battle cruiser docked,” I spoke into my relay line. “No resistance witnessed outside the ship. Interior sonar scans picking up shots fired and vocalizations, but they’re being quelled immediately.” 
“Understood, Drail,” my superior, the Chak Dam Jai, said. “Maintain cloaking and return to the Dam’s Vessel.”
“Not yet,” I said. “The Kezti’s cruiser sent out a small vanguard. I want to see where they went.”
“Very well,” Chak Dam Jai said. “Signing off for now.”
Skimming an invisible perimeter around the coupled ships, I focused my attention on the pair of vanguard-class fighters that disappeared around the curve of the gas planet, Hestra. Confident in their race’s superiority over the poorly designed foreign ship, the Kezti fighters hadn’t bothered to cloak theirs or cover their tracks with evasive maneuvers.
My people, the Dam Svai, patrolled this sector of the galaxy sporadically, and the presence of our long-standing enemies here begged the question why. The Kezti avoided us ever since we took control of the Causeway. The foreign ship wasn’t impressive enough or exotic enough to warrant their interest, so something else must have lured them from their cloistered planet hideout.
The Kezti’s battle cruiser and the strange, blocky ship were several spans behind me when I came upon a lone, dark satellite. At first, I thought it was debris from Hestra’s broken moon, but closer inspection revealed its perfect lines and engineered planes.
Looking ahead, I could still see the radiation trail of the Kezti’s vanguard. Risking time I may not have, I circled the satellite once, noting three simple docking bays that protruded from a bulging central mass prickled with dozens of what appeared to be communication arrays. I imagined it once glowed from signaling lights, but the gaping, jagged hole in the central sphere must have ended its usefulness.
“Chak Dam Jai,” I haled my superior. “When were we in Hestra’s sector last?”
“Six revolts past,” he said. “Why?”
“Hoom. I’ll explain when I return,” I said. “Going dark.”
Curiosity sent trills of excitement through the pilo sensors along my neck and shoulders. No wonder the Kezti were willing to risk getting caught by the Dam Svai. Something big was going on.
The strange ship was nothing special, just a huge metal box filled with an as yet undiscovered race, but the satellite looked like a halfway point.
Accelerating, I left the broken space station in my wake and pursued the faint trail of the vanguard fighters.
With Hestra’s smoky glow at my right, I flew my recon ship only fast enough to remain at the same speed as the fighters.
We came upon Hestra’s Handmaid at the same time, and I blew a low whistle.
The new race had been busy.
Hestra’s Handmaid, once an empty, hazy planetoid, now boasted an energy signature worthy of a small civilization. What in Svai’s Design had been going on here?
Before I could decide how close to get to the planetoid’s surface, a flash of blue light erupted from one of the fighter ships. Sparks showered over the planetoid’s surface, and then the vanguard ships zipped closer to their smoking target.
By now I was close enough to see the outline of several buildings, two launch pads, and the unmistakable signs of an immense mining operation with telltale scaffoldings, giant machinery, and the ugly scars of transportation cuts for roads. No thought for beauty in this place—only function.
A small smoking shuttle lay crumpled on the stony surface, and the vanguard fighters dipped and spun, leaving their parting shot as a calling card.
Caressing the thin atmosphere of Hestra’s Handmaid, my ship cruised over the wreckage to leave the planet and follow the Kezti ships when I saw something.
The shuttle’s hatch popped open, and two hands reached up to grasp the edge.
Holy Hestra of Svai’s Design, I cursed.
Someone had survived the Kezti’s assault.






  
  Chapter 3


Thirty meters out from the wrecked shuttle I put my helmet back on. Maybe Granda had fixed the comms by now. “Granda, do you read?” 
Nothing.
The ground shook beneath my grippers, and then I heard it. The shuttle’s boom from its exploding unstable fuel cells knocked me to my knees and throbbed in my ear drums.
When I looked back, the shuttle was no more. Filaments of glowing material floated down in a surreal ashfall, and I scrambled back to my feet.
Conditions on MP-13 were getting worse and worse. I jogged the rest of the way, wanting the comfort and familiarity of my quarters to process what the hell had just happened to my day and how I was going to fix it.
Pressing my brow against the eye scan box, I waited for the beep and hiss of the dormitory’s front door. When it slid open without a hitch, I exhaled a grateful breath.
The corridor’s dim lighting indicated winter’s reduced energy-use program had initiated in this building, as well, and I wondered if I’d have running water and a sustainable temperature. IGMC had to run some heating on MP-13’s structures or they would need to be rebuilt every revolution.
In the “spring”, the IGMC Initial Team arrived with flame throwers, propane torches, and pickaxes, and chipped thick layers of ice from the exterior surfaces. A week or so after the InitTeam landed, the spring thaw flooded the subterranean tunnels and filled the water reservoir deep in the mine. Once the tunnels were cleared, MP-13 was open for business, and the Room and Pillar Mining operation resumed.
My expertise was called upon during MP-13’s autumn. Each new Room and Pillar site, once exhausted of its ores, transitioned to Retreat Mining. My demolitions team systematically took out the pillars, squeezing every last pebble of ore from the mine and closing out that particular tunnel system. Once completed, we sealed and locked the access doors and shuttled to IGMC’s fleet ship, Dynamo, for some R&R until our next rotation.
We’d been mining MP-13 for three revolutions. IGMC estimated we had another five before conditions would be too dangerous and then the Dynamo would travel to the next destination.
But that was before today.
I’d sent my demolition team on the first shuttle of the day as a perk for their fine work yesterday. All I’d had to do was file some reports and seal and lock the tunnel.
Granda had been overseeing the rest of the employees’ egress throughout the day while I’d been sending reports via the laggy RadWāv system. My reports kept kicking back, and Granda’s temper had spiraled as he sat on his throne in the MidSat Station. The orbiting waystation was a comfy but glorified air traffic control tower from which Granda could call the shots on MP-13 and relay comms to the Dynamo. As waystation captain and fleet ship liaison, Granda held all the power and liked to flex his chops in numerous petty ways.
Today, he had taken perverse pleasure in telling me my reports were a full day-cycle late, but then reduced the base’s bandwidth citing energy output restrictions. It forced me to bundle my reports in smaller digital packages and took me twice as long.
It was tempting to blame the shuttle’s crash on his sociopathic tendencies, but as much of a jerk as he was, I hadn’t thought him capable of attempted manslaughter.
The static-laden comms had been worse than usual. And then comms had disappeared altogether.
I opened the door to my quarters with my thumbprint and stepped inside, leaning against my closed door with a sigh. Home sweet home.
Kicking off my grippers, I padded across the charcoal gray carpet to my comms center. As the Retreat Mining engineer, I had access to better communications than most of the base occupants. Not that it had done me any good with Granda’s stupid reindeer games.
Leaning over the holographic interface, I typed up the commands to connect with MidSat. Giant flashing letters spelled “Error: MidSat Not Found”.
Frowning, I tried the much slower but more reliable StatWāv connection and pinged the Communications Officer on the Dynamo. Hopefully someone on the fleet ship could send a shuttle and pick me up.
It normally took a few minutes for StatWāv, so I turned on my teakettle and prepared a mug with a dollop of Krutenian honey and a tea bag. Wrapping my cold hands around my empty mug, I waited for the whistle of the kettle or the chime of the commlink, whichever came first.
Pouring hot water into my mug, I had time to stir the honey and steep the bag before the commlink announced a connection.
“Dynamo Communications Officer’s Line, please leave a message.”
Caressing the deep groove between my eyes, I puzzled over the recording. I had expected to at least talk with her assistant. Or an intern. Or the comms bot. Opening my mouth to speak, I didn’t get the chance.
A half-nasal, half-buzzing voice plowed through the serenity of my quarters from my comms center speakers.
“This ship has been compromised,” it said. “Who calls?”
Panic iced my veins, and I slammed my fist onto the Formica surface over which the holographic interface lay, equivalent to pressing the off button.
Tea sloshed over the rim of my mug in my shaking left hand, so I placed it on the counter with a trembling ceramic plinking sound.
Mind racing over possibilities, I retreated to the corner of my living room and pulled a throw over myself. Shivering from the inside out, I recognized I might be going into shock, and that could be deadly. Surviving a crash and then finding out the fleet ship had been “compromised” sent me into a tailspin. I put my head between my knees and breathed deep of the warm air inside my cozy blanket.
Inter Galactic Mining Corporation owned upwards of four thousand fleet ships. The fleet ships housed thousands of employees and docked hundreds of small explorer- and science-class ships. Spread across galaxies, IGMC also hired private security firms to escort the fleet ships in areas where mining operations competed with others for unclaimed resources. A behemoth of a corporation in a competitive industry, the idea that a fleet ship could have been compromised made no sense.
The deep voice had sounded garbled at first, and I realized translation software had kicked in.
Footage from the Ciliak Wars erupted in my brain.
No, no, the Ciliak had been wiped out. Shinterrans had joined forces with the humans and eradicated the giant bugs. Right?
But MP-13’s orbit skirted the outside parameters of humans’ presence in space. IGMC maximized its discoveries and wealth, and its reach knew no bounds. It was understood we would encounter more alien races. But I’d never once contemplated the almighty IGMC falling prey to any of them.
MidSat? Is that what happened to Marsel Granda? The waystation had no defenses; it was a high-tech condo with massive communications arrays.
The shuttle?
Had my shuttle been shot down?
Before I’d reached out to the Dynamo, I’d assumed sun flares had messed with the comms and maybe even the electronics on the shuttle, but I hadn’t spelled it out yet. That’s why I called the fleet ship; I needed more information.
But if aliens had taken over the fleet ship, then the waystation was a sitting duck, and the mining base was not far behind.
Taking over a mining planet that would be frozen into a solid ice chunk in a matter of days defied logic, but their reasons meant little to me. I was the sole human here, and thanks to my impetuous query, the invading aliens knew there was at least one not on the main ship.
Taking a deep breath, I looked at my little room with its tidy furniture and homey touches, like the mug stand and the metal puzzle cube, and no longer felt safe.
My loyalty to IGMC came at a high price, but they had a vested interest in my survival. Plus, I wanted to live, and the only way to do that was to fight with whatever weapons were at my disposal.
Which meant MP-13’s entire armory. And my brain.
Yanking up my sleeve, I accessed the countdown feature on my wrist unit. I estimated I had, at most, two hours before they sent scouts after me. Setting it to a conservative sixty minutes, I pressed start.






  
  Chapter 4


Guiding my ship to land behind a large outcropping of waste material dredged from the Handmaid’s interior, I pondered my next steps. 
As a general rule, the Dam Svai chose to remain aloof when two races collided. As stewards of the Causeway, we defended all travelers from pirates, but when disputes arose between similarly advanced races, we bowed out.
Whoever these new interlopers were, they had no knowledge of the Causeway, the Dam Svai, or the Kezti. Otherwise, their ship would have been logged with the Causeway Passage Authority. Judging by the massive presence of mining technology, they were no strangers to exploiting resources across space, however.
Technically, Hestra and her dying star Chamron, fell within the borders of the Dam Svai’s governing stewardship. However, my people didn’t patrol this far out often enough to restrict access. The Chak Dam Jai often said, “If they can get to it, let them have it.”
Not known for initiative, the Kezti hadn’t made any claims as long as I’d been in the Chak’s service. It appeared they saw the interlopers’ industry and wanted to capitalize on the enterprise. Had they not fired on a defenseless ship, I would wish them luck, though the planetoid was about to enter its frigid season, rendering all industry impossible. Perhaps the interlopers had discovered a way to work around the deadly temperatures, but I doubted it. My scans showed what I already discovered. There was but one life signature on
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