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  Book Description


 Tomatsu hasn’t been home in over 10 years. His aunt is the spider at the heart of a criminal web that put Tomatsu on the short path to a death sentence and when his commanding officer pulled him out of that web, Tomatsu made a new life with the Hornets. Now the GSA has sent him back home and for the first time, Tomatsu has an opportunity for revenge. 
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  Chapter one
Revenge With A Side Of Power Armor


Gunji-jō station floated in space, looking more like a flat disk than anything else. Concentric rings of habs, docks, labs, and manufacturing, contracted toward the center like an iris, with a massive office complex at the middle. Spokes of magnetic elevators speared through the rings at hour-marks, like a clock, but only the twelve-o’clock elevator stretched from the outer ring all the way to the center. A gap of black space divided the core rings from the middle living habs, and another gap separated the living space from the outer docks, manufacturing, and shipping logistics. 
The station had grown since Tomatsu had last been here. There were now a second and third layer of habs in the center rings, which meant the population was nearly triple. There were at least four new outer rings, making the station even larger and expanding manufacturing capacity. 
Few lights glittered along the edges. Gunji-jō wasn’t a secret installation, but they also weren’t open to the public. The station hovered at the L-3 gravity well of this star system and its only planet, a gas giant of pale yellow.
The giant was rich in sulfur and metallic hydrogen, and was the subject of long-term study as well as fuel harvesting for the GSA. Gunji-jō took advantage of shipping routes to and from the various scientific stations established in orbit, but being on the opposite side of the sun gave them both electromagnetic and visual privacy. 
The perfect place for a GSA manufacturing contractor to hide an illegal weapons-dealing side gig.
Tomatsu scowled. 
"Now that’s an expression I don’t normally see on your face." Tomatsu’s commanding officer, Paracitica Jin stepped up to the polyglass window, his hands held behind his back like standing at attention was his default position.
The Paracitica was shorter than Tomatsu by a few inches at least, his high ant tight, once a solid black, had a speckling of gray at the temples. His hair wasn’t as black as it used to be. Like a favorite t-shirt that had gone through the wash for ten years. Still black until you held it up against a new one.
He looked at the station out the window—or perhaps at Tomatsu’s reflection in the polyglass. Even without the Hornets’ signature power armor, he stood taller and wider than the Paracitica. With it on, like now, he was head and shoulders above. Every dimension taller, wider, thicker, stronger thanks to the nanofluid—almost a living thing wrapped around him. Tomatsu kept the helmet retracted, its constituent parts distributed through the body of armor until he called for it.
The surface was matte gray since Tomatsu wasn’t trying to hide, and the laser-edged knife strike he’d taken two weeks ago to the shoulder had completely vanished. With a block of carbon and a little time, the armor could repair itself to like-new condition.
Tomatsu scratched the stubble on his chin, but the frown didn’t ease. He had an uncharacteristic nervousness in his chest. Ten years ago, he’d been in the GSA’s military court, being tried and found guilty for crimes he’d committed under his family’s instruction. And when caught, they’d been the first to pitch him to the wolves.
The Paracitica had pulled him out of a life sentence Tomatsu still felt he deserved, and the family had squeaked through the scandal untouched.
Tomatsu had taken the opportunity to run and never look back. The Hornets were his second chance and he’d grabbed with both hands. He never expected to come back here.
"You’re aware my family runs this station?" he asked, finally.
Paracitica Jin inclined his head, his reflection in the polyglass carefully neutral. In ten years he’d never asked Tomatsu for the details. The Paracitica was confident in his people, and that bred confidence in the Paracitica. 
Tomatsu found it was easy to share in the face of so many years of established trust. "My father manages the station, my mother his is accountant. Together they’ve built this facility up from a minor ore processing plant. When I joined the GSA, they’d just landed their first contract for manufacturing." He gestured lightly out the window. "It appears that went very well for them."
The Paracitica nodded. "They currently run two multi-million credit contracts with the GSA and it sounds like they’re the preferred vendor for trinordia refinement."
"Convenient for them," Tomatsu said dryly. "My aunt, my father’s sister, is the center of a weapons development web that isn’t entirely legal. You’re familiar with the details of my court case. My aunt directed me, and when the backlash threatened the station, she cut me loose." He turned to face the Paracitica. "What exactly did the GSA send the Hornets here for?"
Paracitica Jin’s mouth flattened into a line Tomatsu recognized as annoyance. "Technically the Hornets haven’t been assigned. Just you."
Tomatsu’s eyebrows went up in surprise. Then his scowl returned. "Of course. They know what I told them during the case. They’re assuming I’m still pissed at being thrown under the starship." He paused, then gave the Paracitica a side-eye. "You didn’t tell them the whole squad came with me, did you?"
The Paracitica tilted his head a little. "The GSA’s higher ups and I have a bit of a balance. I take their assignments without asking too many questions of them, they take the results without asking too many questions of me."
Tomatsu hummed acknowledgment. "Well if they expect me to come back home after a decade so I can murder my own family in retribution, they’ve got the wrong Hornet." He sighed and looked down. "I miss them, Paracitica. My dad.  My little brother. My…. Did you know I was engaged?"
The Paracitica turned to him in surprise.
Tomatsu continued, "She broke it off when I was arrested. I don’t blame her. That was the last communication I had with anyone in the family or this station."
"Even after you joined the Hornets?"
"I reach out every year on…" Tomatsu waved his hand sadly. "There’s a holiday. I never get a reply." He took a breath. "You have to understand, appearances are very important. My arrest was extremely public. My father had no choice but to distance himself clearly and permanently for the good of the station. I was disowned before I ever made it to court. I read about it on the link a few days later."
He’d never told anyone, either. Anyone who cared already knew, and anyone else didn’t need to know. Tomatsu was surprised how little it hurt to share that detail.
He truly didn’t blame his father.
All the blame fell squarely on his aunt and the web she’d woven in the station. Tomatsu had no doubt that web had only grown in his absence. He wasn’t looking forward to navigating it.
"You said the Hornets weren’t sent here, just me." Tomatsu looked at the Paracitica curiously. "What’s my assignment?"
"You’re to audit the most recent trinordia ore delivery. Track every ounce of it through processing, then the development and manufacturing uses, and send that report back up the chain."
"Audit? We’re not an investigation—" Tomatsu broke off as he connected the dots. "Oh." Some of that trinordia would be siphoned off for his aunt’s side of the business and then the GSA would have a paper trail they could use.
But his aunt wouldn’t allow that kind of data off the station. And his father wouldn’t allow a threat to the station—to his family—to drag them into litigation and scandal. He’d protect his sister to save face. 
"Fuck." Tomatsu said softly, with feeling.
The Paracitica knocked his knuckles against Tomatsu’s armored shoulder. "Keep the power armor on, I think."
"Yes, sir."

      ***The uneasiness in Tomatsu’s gut only increased as he stood at the head of the squad and waited for the airlock to cycle. When not being pushed to it’s limit, the airlock took several minutes to pressurize, balance with the external atmosphere, and finally flash a green light indicating all clear. 
Tomatsu stared at the green light and wondered if it was too late to ask the Paracitica for another assignment. 
Behind him, the squad had assembled. All nine of them wore their power armor, helmets up and face-plates uniformly blank. With the exception of height and build, each Hornet looked identical in their armor on purpose. It was much harder to pick out the Paracitica that way or tell the difference between individuals, especially the twins.
Tomatsu left his helmet retracted, the nano of it distributed down to his chest plate and pauldrons while not in use. His Armash, a short-barrel gun suitable for tight confines like the inside of a ship or station, also lived in the nano of his suit, ready to call into his hand with a thought.
Some of the Hornets wore their guns clipped to the front of their armor—its standard place when your armor wasn’t also your armory—but Tomatsu was greeting his family.
His father.
He didn’t want their first look at him to be armed to the teeth.
Tomatsu considered his gray, nano-covered hands, and frowned. Even without a gun he was a walking weapon, but it would have to do.
"You gotta rip off the bandaid, T," said a voice on external speakers over his right shoulder. 
Tomatsu glanced back and up at Mura. She was the biggest of them, a tank to Tomatsu’s sniper. She grabbed problems by the throat and throttled them into compliance. Tomatsu admired her ability to lunge directly into battle, even when that fight was something emotionally complex. 
Like family.
Mura would call it reckless disregard, but Tomatsu could use a little more of that in his life. And a little less getting lost in his head.
Mura lifted her hand toward the green light, hesitating only long enough for Tomatsu to take a breath and face front. He snapped to attention, knowing she wouldn’t stop even if he asked. She was right. He was just delaying now.
She jabbed the button for him. Ripped off the bandaid. Shoved him, metaphorically, into the fight.
Tomatsu braced as the airlock hissed and cycled open. The door retracted inward, then to the side on heavy hinges. Silent.
The smell hit him first, striking against an old memory Tomatsu had all but forgotten. A mix of cinnamon and clove, a touch of rose. Someone had lit an incense burner near the airlock to welcome them.
Then the door swung far enough to reveal Tomatsu’s younger brother—not so young anymore—standing at the entrance with a small red-wrapped box in his hand. A gift for homecoming. 
Hikaru’s dark eyes lit up and he grinned at Tomatsu, a smile that had settled well in his round face. Tomatsu could see the edges of the child he remembered, the way his eyes squinted in the bright overhead light and the subtle lean forward that betrayed his impatience. 
Tomatsu’s chest clenched with emotion. He had to suck a breath in against it, surprised and overwhelmed. He hadn’t expected to be welcome. He’d never dreamed anyone would stand on the other side of this door and offer a gift wrapped in red—for wealth and prosperity. 
"Oniisan," Hikaru said. He lifted the gift a touch to draw attention to it. As if Tomatsu hadn’t seen it already. "Welcome hom—"
Tomatsu fell across the threshold and snatched his little brother in a hug. He squeezed, then had to relax when Hikaru made a strained noise against the armor. His brother had grown, but with the armor on, he was still so much smaller than Tomatsu

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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