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Chapter One - The Assignment

	 

	 

	Pilot Second Class Lacey De Souza flicked through the channels on the vid screen in the mess hall. Around her, other crew members chatted quietly over their mid-morning coffee and whatever food the galley was serving up to their crew mates. The news service caught her eye and she stopped channel surfing for a moment to see what the fuss was about.

	“Reports coming in now of heavy rebel fighting against Coalition forces on the mining moon of Ceres Six. The Coalition forces in this sector are holding fast against the rebel threat and First Minister Richard Tremaine had this message to deliver to the rebels:

	“We will put you down like the dogs you are, this foolish insurgency has gone on long enough. How many more families’ lives do you need to destroy until you are satisfied? I say no more!” 

	“The First Minister says they have plans for their next stage in this rebellion, but when this reporter asked him if he could divulge any information in regards to this plan, his response was ‘not really.’ For Coalition News, this is Meredith Ford reporting from Starbase Pride One.” 

	Lacey sighed as she turned off the viewer. Several grumbles from crew members forced her to turn it back on. 

	The First Minister’s face was an all too familiar fixture in her life. Her service to the Coalition Star Forces meant she worked toward the safety of all Coalition Citizens. Any rebellion against the Coalition needed to be shutdown, hard and fast.

	Ore production had already been halted in several mining colonies and moons due to rebel activity. There were sections of space you simply didn’t travel through in a merchant vessel unless you had at least a six-fighter-squadron backing you up.

	Lacey had flown a few of those escort missions, and they were often boring as bat shit. 

	“De Souza! Front and center!” the voice of her Flight Commander boomed out over the heads of the seated crew members. Lacey scrambled to her feet and stood at attention before the tall FC.

	“PSC De Souza reporting as ordered, sir!” she snapped, saluting briskly.

	“Briefing room, now. You’ve been assigned a special mission.” The FC turned on his heel and strode out of the mess hall. Lacey scrambled to keep up with his long strides, remaining silent until she entered the small briefing room where another pilot casually sat in one of the chairs. 

	“This her?” he asked. 

	Lacey sucked in a breath. Before her was their top gun, hot shot, ace pilot, and all-round legend of the Coalition, Braxton Hewitt. The FC stalked around his desk as Hewitt looked her over like a hungry tiger. His green eyes running over her body made her shiver in a strange but delightful way. He was also rumoured to be a bit of a ladies’ man, getting into even the most tightly guarded panties.

	“Well, Wildcat, think you’ve got what it takes for a top secret mission?” the FC said as he sat down. The fact that he’d used her call sign made her vibrate with excitement, the FC never used call signs unless you were well known to him.

	“Ready and willing to do my part, sir.” Lacey took the seat next to Braxton.

	“Good, because you’re co-piloting with Maelstrom here.” The FC pointed to Braxton with his ballpoint pen. 

	Braxton chewed on a toothpick as he openly assessed her, his eyes staying on her chest for a beat too long.

	The mission plan and flight directives were handed out. Braxton–Maelstrom looked over the pages before he handed them to Lacey.

	“Prisoner transport, sir?” Lacey asked.

	“High profile prisoner transport,” the FC said, taking the pages back. “Very high profile, and as I said, top secret. As far as anyone on this ship is concerned, you’re both flying a routine supply mission to the Theta Three prison colony, with a brief stopover at Starbase Gamma for a supply pick up. They captured some high-level rebels yesterday, and word hasn’t gotten out yet. There can be no fuck-ups.”

	The FC activated his holo-screen. An image of a standard long-range supply-class ship spun lazily around, stopping occasionally for an information bubble to pop up with random crap about the ship’s design, or speed capabilities.

	It was all intel Lacey already knew.

	“When do we leave, sir?” she asked.

	“In one hour, get your kit packed, you’ll be away for about a week in transit. Report to shuttle bay three at thirteen-hundred hours.” The FC dismissed them.

	“Aye, sir.” Lacey got to her feet.

	“Oh and, Wildcat,” the FC said, stopping her as she turned.

	“Yes, sir?”

	“No one is to know the nature of the mission.”

	“Understood, sir.” She nodded to the FC and Maelstrom before she turned on her heel and strode quickly out of the briefing room.

	 

	☼☼☼

	 

	An hour later they were completing their pre-flight checks. 

	Maelstrom spooled up the engines, the whole vessel vibrated with power as the engines kicked in, and the vertical thrusters lifted them from the shuttle bay floor. They moved the ship into the huge airlock and waited for the cycle to pass through.

	The stars beckoned.

	“Final flight checks complete, logging data. Engine engage one-quarter thrust station standard, on my mark, three, two, one, mark,” Maelstrom said, as he pushed the throttle forward. 

	The inertia pushed Lacey against the back of her seat as the shuttle’s thrust ejected them out into the open void of space.

	“Shuttle Starburst clearing departure lock,” she said on contact with launch control. “Clear of all Starbase traffic, and we are clear for vector engagement.” She turned to Maelstrom, who nodded and grinned. 

	“Well, you’ve got this leg of the journey, Wildcat,” he said. 

	“Sure do, Maelstrom.” Lacey nodded and adjusted their heading for a better, more efficient travel time.

	“Okay, I’m going to hit the rack for a while after I check the holding area.” He unstrapped himself and stood up, the lighter gravity of the shuttle made his movements light and jerky as he adjusted to the gravity change from the perfect one-g of their Starbase. 

	Lacey watched him go, the soft whoosh of the cockpit sliding door shut as he entered the main section of their shuttle. From there, he could move easily to the airlock and cargo bay which had been modified as a cell to hold their “special cargo.” Then back to the habitat section, where he’d be resting. Lacey smiled, counting her lucky stars she’d been paired up with the hotter than hell Maelstrom.

	 

	☼☼☼

	 

	Maelstrom stretched as he returned, unashamedly scratching his crotch before he flopped down into his seat, belching. Lacey bit her tongue, as the suddenly disgusting side of the dreamboat that was Maelstrom made itself known.

	“We’re approaching Gamma station,” she said, nodding to the white speck in the distance glinting with each rotation.

	“Cool,” Maelstrom said, sliding his arms through the safety harness. He took control from her, piloting the Starburst into the docking bay with an ease that showed what a truly great pilot he was. Despite her new misgivings about Maelstrom, she had to admire his skill.

	“Docking clamps secure, we had pressurisation in the airlock and security requesting permission to board with their cargo,” Lacey said, as she yawned. She’d been flying for over six hours while Maelstrom rested.

	“Awesome, I’ll go and greet them and make sure they’re all secure and settled. I’ll let you know when we’re done, then you can go on rest break.” Maelstrom gave her a devilish smile.

	“Okay,” Lacey agreed, as her hands swept over the controls, checking the status of all the ship’s systems as standard procedure after a flight and dock.

	 

	☼☼☼

	 

	The next strike hit Jonah hard. He grunted as the gloved fist pounded into his chest and he struggled for breath. Blood dribbled down his lower lip, and mixed with saliva to pool in a small puddle on the metal floor between his knees.

	Two guards held him up. His fellow prisoners, some his own men, others hardened bastards who deserved to be in a cell were in a worse condition than he was. He looked up at the man who laughed, nursing a beer. He looked like he was a pilot—Coalition military.

	Jonah hated the Coalition with a passion. Their treatment of the “lower classes” was despicable. So many people had died because of the Coalition’s greed. All the mining colonies wanted was the chance to live peacefully, to raise their kids in peace, with good medical care, and decent education. 

	Just like the Coalition had promised them.

	But it had been one broken promise after another, and now the people were finally fighting back with Jonah’s help. But it looked like it was all for nothing, unless they could escape.

	



	


Chapter Two – The Encounter

	 

	 

	Lacey was finally relieved by Maelstrom, who had taken more time than she thought it would to secure their cargo and passengers. She unclipped her harness and left the cockpit, leaving Maelstrom to settle down for his shift.

	The smell of bleach assailed her nose. Someone had made a mess and cleaned it up. She wondered what the hell had gone on for that to be necessary. She sighed, thinking at least they didn’t get her to clean up whatever it was, and if it was from the criminals, the stars only knew what it could have been. She shuddered, forcing her mind on to the peaceful rest she was going to enjoy.

	She passed through the cargo area where one guard sat sleeping with a display pad on his lap, showing some nasty-ass porno, involving three women and one lucky guy. She shook her head and continued to walk past the cells.

	“Hey, Miss…” a voice croaked hoarsely. 

	She tried to ignore it, knowing that to engage in conversation with these guys would be a bad idea.

	“Can we get some water, please?” the man begged. Lacey’s eyes turned toward the speaker, he was a mess, and she barely recognized him.

	Jonah Sparks. The leader of the rebellion sat bloody and broken in the cell before her. Sitting around him, their backs to the flat wall of the cell were half-a-dozen men, all in similar states. She bit her lip and nodded. Her compassion for a fellow human being, despite his criminal history, won out over her sense of duty and common sense. 

	She walked out to the kitchenette and grabbed three bottles of water. Bringing them back to the cells where the guard still snored and the porno women were jiggling their bare breasts on top of the lucky male porn star. 

	She opened the food hatch and placed the bottles in before closing it. Jonah Sparks cracked the first one open and held the bottle to the one of his men’s lips, who looked worse for wear as well. His hands shook as they reached for the bottle. Sparks turned and nodded his thanks to her.

	Lacey headed out to the habitat where her bunk beckoned.

	She stripped down to her tank top and a pair of sleeping shorts and climbed into the top bunk. Maelstrom’s rumpled bedding lay limp and lifeless on the bottom bunk. Lacey settled down and pulled a picture out of her kit. She and her mother were in it. Her mother had taken her to a zoo where genetically grown animals who had been extinct for years had been brought back to life. They were standing by the Thylacine enclosure; the beautiful Tasmanian tigers lay in their habitat behind them.

	It had been one of the last times she’d spent a full day with both her parents. The next day, her father was gone. He left them to be with another family he had hidden away from the world. Not an easy task considering who he was.

	Lacey sighed, slipping the picture back into her kit. Her mother was gone now. She’d taken her own life after her depression had gotten too much, and Lacey had gone to live with her grandmother. Her father’s visits had become fewer and fewer as his political career had taken off, rising to levels of popularity unheard of in the Coalition.

	Hot tears filled and stung her eyes as she remembered the day he posed for a campaign picture. His new family had stood beside him, one arm wrapped lovingly around the new wife and the daughter who was about her age. Her grandmother had turned off the vid screen in disgust. She’d taken Lacey out to a park where she’d sat despondently on a swing, her grandmother taking the other.

	“Why doesn’t he want me?” she asked as tears fell into the dirt, scuffed from years of children using their feet to stop their swinging.

	Her grandmother had no answers for the thirteen-year-old girl.

	Lacey shook away the memories. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hands before she rolled over and settled down to sleep.

	 

	☼☼☼

	 

	“Have you got it yet?” Jonah asked one of the men.

	“Almost,” he replied. The plastic bottle had been torn and mangled. A piece that was an inch wide by four inches long was jimmied into the slot between the cell door and the barrier that held them in. With a small click the door disengaged. Jonah slipped out, followed by three men. The guard still lay snoring while the next porno vid had begun. 

	Jonah nodded his head as his men crept out and headed to the cockpit to subdue the pilots. He carefully lifted the guard’s blaster from the holster at his hip and took aim.

	“Hey, asshole,” he said, waking the guard up.

	The guard looked surprised as Jonah aimed the weapon at him with a steady hand. “Where are your buddies?”

	“Sleeping, in the living area of the habitat,” he said, his voice trembling.

	Jonah nodded his head in the direction of the habitat. 

	“Go get them,” he said to the other two men. The doors slid shut, and Jonah let his companion pat the guard down for other weapons.

	“How the fuck did you get out?” the guard asked, his voice shaking as his hands raised, showing his submission.

	“Luck, and a bit of ingenuity.” Jonah winked and grabbed the guard by the scruff of his uniform collar. “Get in the cell,” he ordered, as the other men brought in their captives. The pilot struggled, cursing them to hell as the two criminals hauled his ass into the cell. 

	Jonah noticed the pilot had the beginnings of a black eye. He raised his eyebrow in question. 

	“He didn’t want to come out, so we had to convince him,” explained the man who’d thrown the punch. 

	Jonah chuckled and shook his head. “Fair enough.”

	The other two guards were hauled in, their blasters now trained on them by the escaped prisoners.

	“Wasn’t there another pilot?” Grieve, one of the criminals who was brought in with the rebels, asked.

	Jonah turned to the pilot, “Where’s the girl?” He held the blaster hard up under Maelstrom’s chin. 

	Maelstrom spat in his face. “Fuck you, asshole.” 

	Jonah chuckled as he pushed the arrogant ass into the cell with the others. He turned to one of the men. “Check the sleeping quarters in the habitat.”

	 


Chapter Three – The Rescue

	 

	 

	Lacey stretched on the firm and uncomfortable mattress. Her eyes opened, and the crusts of salt from her tears broke away from her eyelashes as she sat up, fingers rubbing at the grainy substance. She slipped off the bunk, her bare feet thumping softly on the rough surface of the carpet.

	She wondered what the time was and checked her chronometer. It was close enough to the end of her rest time, but she had time for a quick meal before she took over from Maelstrom in the cockpit. She gathered a clean flight-suit and headed to the small bathroom. 

	Lacey used the head and turned to the basin. She washed her hands before splashing water over her face to help wake herself up a little more.

	She blinked the water from her eyes and straightened up. Her eyes widened as she took in the reflection in the mirror. 

	A bloodied and bruised face grinned back at her shocked countenance. His teeth were yellow and cracked, and his nose was an irregular shape, as though he’d broken it and it hadn’t healed properly. He grabbed her shoulder and hauled her back as an ear splitting scream broke from her throat and rippled through her parted lips.

	His bloodied hand clamped over her mouth as an iron grip secured her against his body. 

	“Oh yes, keep struggling, pretty girl. Ol’ Jack likes it when they struggle, but it’s going to be so much better when you’re beneath me,” he whispered against her ear before he licked her cheek.

	Lacey shuddered in revulsion, continuing to struggle as he dragged her out of the sleeping quarters to the common area where the kitchen and living spaces were located.

	She looked desperately around for something she could use against him, but his grip was like solid iron against her struggling body. Her arms were pinned at her sides as he pulled her over to the metal table and pushed her over it. She gasped as the chill of the metal touched her body. He hauled up her tank top, exposing her bra.

	She trembled, frozen in fear as his fingers unclasped the bra, one hand firmly on her back, with her legs trapped by his body. Lacey whimpered in fear as the hard bulge between his legs pressed against the curve of her ass.

	“Good girl, you just lay there for Jack, I just need a taste of what you’ve got between your legs, then we’ll get you back with your friends.” 

	Lacey managed to move her hands to the cups of her bra in an attempt to keep the material covering her. 

	She felt his hands in the waistband of her sleeping shorts, cool recycled air touched against her exposed flank as he pulled the material down.

	“No, please, don’t do this…” she begged as she struggled.

	“Oh this is happening. Maybe if I like you enough, I’ll keep you, let the others take turns. I’m sure it’s been a long time for them too. I know it’s been a while since I had a nice bitch to fuck,” he said as he unzipped his pants.

	His body was wrenched away from hers, the weight of him gone in an instant as he cried out in pain and the thumps of flesh meeting flesh sounded behind her.

	Lacey reached back and pulled up her shorts before she turned with a still hand clutching her undone bra to her chest.

	Jonah Sparks was straddling her attacker, his fists raised and descending furiously as he pummelled the bastard beneath him into a bloody pulp.

	Her senses returned to her, and she ran back in to her quarters, fixing her bra and slipping her top on as she went. With hands trembling in shock she found her blaster and checked the charge while the grunts of pain continued in the common area.

	On trembling legs, she raced back and took aim. Jonah had stopped his assault on her attacker, and sat on the barely-conscious man’s legs, his chest rising and falling hard as he panted out his aggression.

	“She is not to be touched. Do you understand?” he said to the man below him.

	His bloody face nodded once.

	“Good,” Jonah said as he got to his feet. He eyed Lacey’s weapon trained on him. “Put the gun down,” he said calmly.

	“No.” Her hands trembled harder with shock and fear.

	“No one will hurt you, you have my word,” he promised, taking a step closer to her, his hands raised.

	“The word of a…a criminal? That’s not worth much.” Her voice trembled as much as her entire body was. She took a step back. Jonah came forward again as Lacey took another step backward. Each step moved her closer to the wall, until her back finally hit it with a soft thud. She watched as Jonah approached her calmly, with hands raised.

	“There are four other men out there,” he said, indicating with an upraised hand to the door that lead to the cargo bay. “And they each have a blaster. Do you think you can take them all on? I can protect you, but you have to trust me.” He lowered a hand and turned it palm up, silently asking her to hand over the weapon.

	“I… I can take you all on…” she said with false bravado.

	“And I would expect that of a soldier of the Coalition. But you’re in no condition to fight, not after what you’ve just gone through,” he said soothingly. His hands moved faster than she could track them, grabbing her weapon and turning it on her.

	She gave up, crumpling to the floor and held her face in her hands as sobs racked her body. 

	Jonah knelt down beside her, a comforting hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right. I promise you won’t be hurt; you won’t be violated.” He slid a hand under her armpit and hauled her up.

	“Come, I have to get you back to the others.” He guided her to the door that led to the cargo area and airlock access, leaving the beaten man to groan in agony on the floor in a small puddle of his own blood.

	 


Chapter Four – The Tragedy

	 

	 

	The door opened, allowing Lacey and Jonah to move from the habitat quarters to the docking and cargo section. The voices stilled as the men turned to see who had come through.

	Lacey gasped as she saw where the escaped prisoners were shoving her crew mates.

	“What the hell are you doing?” she cried out as the battered Coalition men were roughly manhandled into the airlock.

	“Donovan, what’s the meaning of this? We were going to ransom them,” Jonah said behind her. 

	Lacey tried to pull away, but his grip on her arm remained secure.

	“Yeah well, plans have changed,” one of the men, whom she assumed was Donovan replied. He was rough-looking with coarse stubble decorating his chin. He stank with the scent of a man who hadn’t washed for a week and his face bore a multitude of scars. Lacey’s mind ran through the small dossier of men who they were transporting.

	Lachlan Donovan was one of the more violent criminals to be captured by the Coalition. He had warrants for his arrest on almost all of the Coalition colonies with crimes spanning from simple petty theft to murder.

	Donovan was considered to be so dangerous that security forces had posted warnings about approaching him. He was definitely in the top ten most wanted, with Jonah Sparks beating him by a slim margin as the leader of the rebellion.

	Jonah’s own rap sheet was significantly less violent, primarily treason and incitement of rebellion against the Coalition. There were a few murder charges as well as incitement to violence, but he’d never been seen to raise his fist in anger on the few news vids that had captured his image during attacks by the rebels.

	“You putting her in there too?” Donovan asked, nodding to Lacey. She shrunk back as far as she could in Jonah’s grip, her body trembling with fear. No longer did she have the bearing of a highly trained Coalition soldier. Now she just felt like the terrified woman she was underneath the uniform she should be wearing.

	She felt Jonah’s body tense.

	“No, and you’re going to get the others out as well. Lock them back up in the cells.” Jonah’s voice carried a tone of authority.

	Donovan smiled darkly. “Sure, sure,” He gripped the collar of one of the guards and made to pull the hapless man out of the small and already crowded airlock. A palpable sense of calm and relief came from the men he’d shoved in there. The guard staggered back two steps in the grip of his captor, and then his trajectory changed.

	Donovan shoved him back into the cramped confines of the airlock and slapped his hand on the control, shutting the internal door.

	On the small screen a countdown timer began as the air slowly cycled out.

	“Warning, airlock cycle activated, please ensure all extra vehicular activity protection is in place in thirty seconds.” The computer’s female-toned voice droned.

	The trapped men cried out for help, their bare hands banging on the thick glass of the airlock’s viewport, mashing against the glass. Their screams of desperation were muffled by the thick steel and rubber seals of the airlock.

	“No! Please, let them go!” Lacey shrieked, her body tensed in a fight-or-flight response to the situation.

	“No, they’ll get what they deserve, as will you.” Donovan leered.

	“No one touches her, she’s under my protection. Now let them out, Donovan. Cancel the cycle, now,” Jonah said, his hands firmly holding Lacey.

	“I don’t take orders from you, pup. I was raping, murdering, and fighting when you were still suckling on your mother’s tit. You need to show me some respect.”

	“I’ll respect you some if you show mercy to the men in that airlock and let them out,” Jonah said, raising his stolen blaster and aiming it at Donovan. His own men looked confused. They no doubt wanted to see the Coalition men dead as much as Donovan, and didn’t know why Jonah was so against the deaths.

	“Ha, sure you will. Boy, put down that damned gun, you know these scumbags don’t deserve to live. Look what they did to your home colony, what was it Delta Four?” he said with a shake of his head. “Poor, poor bastards.”

	The countdown continued—twenty seconds and counting...

	“The old saying goes: ‘An Eye for an Eye.’” Donovan grinned as he glared at Jonah. Behind him, one of Jonah’s men raised his own blaster.

	“Oh, so you do have a backbone, Samuel?” Donovan said with a cruel sneer. “You think that having two blasters aimed at my hairy ass is going to entice me to let these bastards go? How hard did they lay into you, boy?”

	“An eye for an eye leaves everyone blind,” Jonah said, trying to calm the situation down. "We can’t always seek the retribution we want.”

	“Airlock cycle in ten seconds, final warning.” The computer droned. 

	The screams of the trapped men had thinned out as the atmosphere in the airlock had been taken down to levels where human life was nearly impossible. Their desperate thumping against the internal door had slowed as well, an occasional hearty thud could be heard, and a bloodied hand had stayed up against the cold thick glass of the viewport. A final, silent plea for mercy.

	“No, but I’ll take what I can get,” Donovan said. He moved so fast that his hand was blurred as it struck against the panel, hitting the emergency release on the outer door.

	Lacey screamed, “No!” as she struggled and broke free of Jonah’s shocked grip. Her breath came in stuttering gasps as her mind refused to believe what her eyes saw. The bodies of the guards and her co-pilot spun quickly as they flew through space. Blinking like little lights as they caught and reflected the light of distant suns as their bodies spun away, killed in seconds by the cold, harsh vacuum of space.

	Lacey’s legs collapsed beneath her. She hardly noticed the men shouting around her, the whine and heat of a blaster striking Donovan, the quick spurt of blood that then turned into a stench of hot and cooking flesh.

	She sat numbly as a pair of arms surrounded her, sliding under her legs and lifting her up to carry her out of the cargo section. She lay her head against the muscular chest, and let her tears fall as the door shut behind them.

	 


Chapter Five – The Game of Intergalactic Chicken

	 

	 

	Lacey’s face contorted in the rictus of tortured pain as hot, acrid tears rolled down her cheeks. Her eyes stung and her nose ran as she tried to comprehend what had just happened to her co-pilot and the guards. 

	She breathed in hard, gasping pangs—air rushing through her mouth, down her trachea and into her lungs. She tried to breath but could only suck in lungful’s of vacuum. Not a good prospect for continuous survival.

	The reality of it was, her crew were dead, and her ship had been taken over by hostile criminals, who had turned on two of their fellows already. She had no ace up her sleeve, and no plan of action in which to take back her ship and have them all returned into the care of the Coalition. 

	She sat at the table where she was almost violated by one of the criminals, droplets of blood trailed into one of the crew quarters, where he was cleaning himself up. The sound of running water in the small sink was the only indication he’d hauled his sorry ass up off the cold metal floor, other than his noticeable absence. Noticing her clothes were nearby, she reached for them and quickly dressed. 

	Lacey then sat back down and put her face in her hands, letting the tears be absorbed a little into the skin of her palms. What remained, trickled down her bare arms and made tiny puddles on the stainless steel tabletop.

	Booted footsteps approached her and she tensed, not sure what to expect.

	A clink of glass on metal roused her curiosity and she looked up through her fingers to see Jonah had placed a glass of water before her, and held another in his hands.

	He sat down beside her, tilting the glass against his lips, swallowing the cool liquid. Lacey watched as his Adam’s apple bobbed with the motion.

	“What… What are you going to do with me?” she asked, her voice raspy from crying.

	Jonah straddled the bench seat. He faced her, open frankness on his face.

	“I honestly don’t know. But I’m keeping my promise that you won’t be hurt. As I said, you’re under my protection. I know there’s a trader’s post just on the edge of Coalition space. I could take you there, and we can get a message to your people. Let them know you’re there and they can pick you up.”

	“By that time you’ll be long gone?” Lacey said, raising an eyebrow in question, but knowing the answer.

	“Yes. We have much work to do to free the people from the Coalition’s grasp.”

	Lacey pondered this for a moment. She knew she had to get back to the Coalition. Her place was with her people, not the ruggedly handsome rebel leader who was probably more dangerous than a black hole. Perhaps if she could get back to the flight controls, she could send out a distress signal, and the Coalition might find them before they had the chance to offload her.

	She bit her bottom lip, as she thought about the situation and her chances of sabotaging their escape from the trader’s post.

	“All right,” she said, looking up at him.

	She held out her hand for him to shake, sealing the deal. His fingers brushed gently across her own fingertips. He pulled back quickly when a klaxon alarm sounded.

	“What’s that?” he asked.

	“We’re too close to something. That’s a proximity alarm, and by the sounds of it, that’s a lot of something out there!” She got to her feet, rushing toward the door to the cargo hold and the cockpit beyond. “Who’s flying the ship?” 

	“One of my pilots, but he’s young and not the best,” he admitted. “But he’s the only pilot I had.” Jonah ran beside her toward the cockpit. The door slid open to reveal the oncoming debris of a large asteroid field.

	“Jesus…” Jonah murmured as he saw a large rock coming toward them at high speed.

	“Shift your ass, I have control!” Lacey screamed, sliding into the right hand seat and immediately taking over control from the young pilot.

	She pushed the yoke and thrusters forward, giving them a jolt of power and thrust. The ship began to respond, though, it seemed sluggish. She twisted the yoke to the right, the ship responding as she kept her eyes open for more asteroids. The hard twists and turns she took to avoid the deadly rocks threw the men around the ship.

	“Fuck. Hold on, this is going to be tight!” Lacey said, her voice cracking with the pressure she was under. A massive asteroid loomed, spinning lazily in the void it filled with its presence. Lacey gunned the thrusters and pulled back on the yoke. The control and directional thrusters flaring out against the hull of the Starburst as she piloted the craft up and over the spinning rock, avoiding certain death.

	She felt the back of her seat move a little as Jonah gripped the headrest. 

	“THAT’S SOME goddamn fine piloting,” he said, his heart rate finally returning to normal as she piloted the craft out of the debris field and immediate danger. He reached down and put his hand on her shoulder, giving her a comforting squeeze.

	He knew that somehow, he’d have to get this woman to defect from the Coalition and join the rebellion. Her piloting skills were second to none. Even that preening idiot whom she’d called Maelstrom was no real match for her. Maelstroms skills were legendary, in that he’d taken down so many rebellion Starfighters. Now he was truly a legend, but not a living one.

	He looked down at the top of her head and thought hard for a moment while she returned to a heading on her original course. He nodded to Kelsey, the young pilot, and grabbed Lacey by the arm, hauling her up.

	“Kelsey can take it from here,” he said, as Lacey began to protest. She must have realized who she was protesting against and how far it would actually get her because she huffed out a sigh, and ran a hand through her hair.

	Jonah nodded toward the door. “Come on, let’s have a chat, shall we?”

	 


Chapter Six – The Truth

	 

	 

	A STEAMING cup of what passed for coffee sat before her, Lacey stared at the blackness as it swirled in a small vortex from the contents that had recently been stirred.

	“So…” Jonah said, sitting down with his own steaming mug in hand opposite her. “I’d like to know how such a great pilot like you isn’t out fighting the rebellion in a Spartacus-class fighter, instead of playing space-bus driver to a bunch of criminals and rebels.” 

	“Great pilot?” she replied, looking up at him with surprise. “I’m not that good.”

	“Don’t count yourself short, what you did back there was nothing short of spectacular. You could have easily flown us all into an asteroid for what we did to your crew, and I wouldn’t blame you one bit.” Jonah took a sip of the coffee and grimaced.

	“Why did they do it?” Lacey asked, her hands picking up the cup. She took a sip of the still hot brew. It scalded her tongue a little, but she relished the pain. It grounded her mind, made her remember she was still alive—that there was a hope to escape and get back to the Coalition.

	Jonah leaned back in the chair and sighed, looking in his coffee cup as if it held all the answers.

	“My men are desperate. They want to go back to their homes, their families. A lot of them don’t want to fight but unless they do, they won’t have anything to go back to,” he said, a little cryptically.

	“What do you mean?” Lacey asked, looking up at him. His face betrayed his true sadness, eyes tired, body slightly hunched, and the corners of his lips were downturned.

	“What do they tell you about the rebellion, about us?”

	“That you all want to destroy the Coalition, you hate us for no reason other than we’re the governing body of the mines and colonies. I can’t understand why, though. You have plenty of food, you’re supplied regularly, and machines do a majority of the harder and more dangerous work. Your habitats are top grade. You haven’t been given worlds unable to be terraformed. So why are you fighting?”

	“Oh what a pretty but deluded picture you paint, Lacey,” he said with a chuckle. “The reality is this: Food is scarce, a lot of times we have to eat rats that come on board the colony shuttles, and have bred faster than we could manage. What little food we do get from the Coalition is heavily rationed by the greedy overseers, or stolen before we even get to see it. Guards are known to horde it and use it to barter for ‘services’ by young women they favor.” He stopped and looked at her. “You would be quite popular among them I think, pretty as you are.”

	Lacey scowled at him.

	“Just telling you the truth. But continuing on. The supplies that we’re supposed to get are controlled by the overseers and their lackeys. The mining machines either don’t make it to some colonies or are of such poor quality that they constantly break down and manual labor is used instead. 

	“And as for the habitats and the terraforming? You have no idea the cancer pandemic that has spread through the colonies because of poor to no radiation shielding. There are so many children who are sick from radiation poisoning, or born with tumorous growths and there’s no hope for them to live a normal life, given that our medical stations are ill-equipped for such a large problem. There are curfews as well, and anyone caught out after a certain time is sent to a hard labor camp. Many who are sent there don’t come home.”

	He looked intensely at her. “I can tell by the look on your face that you don’t believe me?”

	Lacey frowned and shook her head. “If it were the case then the news service would tell us, we’d do everything we could to help.”

	Jonah laughed. “The news service is in cahoots with the government. Who do you think runs the service? The only way I can convince you is to show you.” He shifted back in his seat and walked to the door. 

	“Amos, come here!” he called to one of his men. The heavy thud of booted feet approached. Lacey looked up at the large, heavily muscled man who stood beside Jonah.

	“This is Amos, tell her your story,” Jonah said as he sat down and drained his coffee cup with a distasteful grimace.

	“I was promised a place on the colony of Delta Four, as was Jonah here. We were living back on Earth and it was getting really overcrowded in our city. Food riots, rationing curfews, violence, and crime were rampant. You couldn’t even go for a walk with your family without some young punk trying to mug you for what little you had.” He sat down in the chair next to Lacey.

	“We got the call to prepare for colonization, so my wife and two teenage daughters left Earth for what we hoped was a new life, what we were promised was a better life. I just had to work for the mines for two years and my family would be safe, have food to eat, and a home where they wouldn’t be threatened on a daily basis with being mugged, raped, or beaten.” He looked down at his hands clasped on the table and sighed.

	“Things were fine for a week, then they started to go downhill. A food shipment might be late, or supplies would go missing from our home. My wife became pregnant about four months into our new life, and we couldn’t be happier. We were ignoring the little problems here and there, thinking they didn’t concern us in our happy cocoon of life. 

	“We couldn’t have been more wrong. My son was born with a large tumor in his little brain. He lived only twenty-six hours, and he wasn’t the only one. Other babies were being born with birth defects and tumors, mothers were dying during labor when previously undetected tumors ruptured and they bled out. The colony hadn’t been properly shielded from the radiation of space.” Amos wiped a stray tear from his eyes as he told the story.

	“Things got worse from there. People began to riot for food and essentials. Violence returned to the hearts of those who escaped it. One of my daughters was offered safety by one of the guards… We found her body a week later. She’d been beaten, and raped multiple times before the bastards killed her. They’d established a curfew by that time, and I went out seeking revenge. I found and gutted the guard who had offered her peace but given her hell before she found it. The other guards found me washing his blood off my hands.” He pulled back a sleeve and showed her the black laser tattoo of a barcode burned into his wrist.

	“You get one of these before you go to the labor camps,” he explained. “I met Jonah there. I was a man destroyed. Jonah brought me back to life, telling me we could fight back but we’d have to go guerrilla about it. We came across a few ex-military boys who had families and were also in similar situations. It hadn’t even occurred to them to rebel against the Coalition, so deep was their training and loyalty. But Jonah soon made them see the light.”

	Lacey looked to Jonah, who had been quietly listening to Amos’s story. “And what about him? What’s his story?” she asked Amos.

	“It’s his to tell, when he’s ready. Anything else that you need, Jonah? I feel the need to be alone for a while.”

	“No, that’s all but thank you, my friend. I know your tale isn’t easy to tell.”

	“Yours is harder,” Amos said, standing and placing a comforting hand on Jonah’s shoulder, then left them in the common room of the habitat section.

	“So, do you still want to go back to the Coalition?”

	“Yes. It’s my home,” Lacey said, stubbornly.

	“I’m sorry you think that way. I want you to join us. I just have to convince you it’s the right thing to do.” Jonah sighed. He got up and pulled a pair of cuffs from his pocket. 

	Lacey looked up at him in shock. 

	“What are you doing?” she asked, her voice showing her panic.

	“Securing you. For your own safety.” He took her wrists and cuffed her before leading her back to the sleeping quarters. Shutting the door, he left Lacey alone.

	 


Chapter Seven – The Escape Attempt

	 

	 

	Lacey’s fingers had finally found the hidden emergency release catch on the cuffs. Hardly anyone knew about them but she had seen one of the security officers on board the Starbase demonstrate them to another officer. She thought it a simple bit of useless trivia at the time, but now it had saved her bacon so to speak.

	Everything was quiet. She opened a maintenance panel and clambered in, pulling the panel back into place behind her. The maintenance ducts would lead her to the cockpit of the Starburst, where she could get control of the shuttle and make her way back to the Coalition with her prisoners. The dust from years of operation had collected on the rough metal floor of the maintenance duct, covering her hands and knees. 

	Lacey fought back the urge to sneeze as she shuffled forward, trying to minimize the noise. She heard muffled conversation as she crawled her way through the ducts, entering the living section. Glancing through a vent, three men sat at the table where she’d heard the story of Amos and his family. The big man sat between the other two, his head in his hands, looking like he was sobbing. Jonah put a comforting hand on his shoulder, murmuring something.

	Lacey knew he’d gone through a terrible ordeal, and she felt for the man. But it wasn’t her fault it had happened. She wanted to find out what, if anything the Coalition was doing about the situation with the colonies, though. She continued on, shuffling through the ducts until she reached the cockpit. It was empty. She frowned, there should be someone in the cockpit at all times. It was standard procedure for all space-going vessels, you never knew when an asteroid might come hurtling toward you. Space was dangerous.

	She did a final quick check to ensure she wasn’t in any danger of being caught, but the cockpit remained void of any rebels. She pushed open the panel, wincing as it hit the floor with a metallic bang! She scrambled out, dusting her hands free of the accumulated dirt before she sat down in the comfort and familiarity of the pilot’s seat. Her hands flew over the controls, her eyes scanning the data available to her. They hadn’t moved far from the asteroid field, but far enough that any stray asteroids might miss them. 

	There had been a proximity alarm set up on top of the ship’s automatic one. Lacey smiled, thinking they were being extra cautious. She tapped at the controls but was met with nothing but access denied messages. Someone had locked her out of the ship’s controls.

	She attempted to use the security override but it wasn’t operating either. That was a failsafe in case of ship’s mutiny or capture by pirates, or in this case, rebels.

	Lacey checked over the panels searching for something that might be out of place. She shifted her knees under the console, her right knee bumping painfully against something that wasn’t there before. Curious, she got down onto the floor and looked. There was a black box attached to the underside of the console.

	Lacey slid down onto her back as she examined the black box. It appeared to be an Orbit Lock. A device that interrupted the ships commands to the engines and communications systems, leaving essentials like life support and lighting alone. She reached up to pull the box away, knowing the magnets that secured it to the console were the only things holding it up. It could be easily deactivated as it worked wirelessly. Once she pulled it away from the console, all systems would be restored, and she could take the ship back to the Coalition, locking the men in the other areas of the ship, and away from the engine section.

	Her hands gripped the box and she tugged. She didn’t hear the door open, and didn’t realize she wasn’t alone until a pair of hands wrapped around her ankles and pulled her out from under the console.

	She squeaked as she was hauled to her feet, and strong hands gripped her upper arms as she was brought face-to-face with Jonah.

	“Fancy seeing you here.” 

	“I just thought I’d come and admire the view.” Lacey nodded to the vista of stars outside the viewing window.

	“Oh, and I thought you’d come here to sabotage us and take us back to the Coalition.” He sighed but didn’t release her.

	“I’m sorry, but until you accept my offer, this ship isn’t going anywhere,” he said, leaning in toward her. His voice was soft and his eyes bore into hers. Excitement tingled down her spine, as his hands loosened their grip and gently caressed her arms. His lips parted and suddenly they were upon hers. The scent of him sent shivers down her spine as his tongue traced her lips. She wiggled a little but found herself responding to him as eagerly as he was to her.

	The only thing that separated them, apart from clothes, was the black box. The door opened and he pulled away quickly, leaving her panting slightly from the exhilaration of their kiss.

	“Jonah, the pilot…she’s…” 

	“Here, I have her,” Jonah said, looking from Samuel, and back to Lacey. “I have her,” he repeated softly. The door closed as Samuel left them alone.

	Lacey pulled herself away from his embrace, feeling confused about the new emotions that raced through her body. The kiss had ignited feelings she thought were long lost. She turned away and looked at the console. 

	“Join us, Lacey, you can do so much good for the people. The Coalition is nothing but a tyrant that bleeds its people dry,” he pleaded.

	“I want to see the conditions for myself, before I make my decision,” she said.

	“Of course.” Jonah leaned forward and tapped a few coordinates in. He locked them in and gestured to the pilot’s seat.

	“The coordinates are locked; all you have to do is fly us there,” he said, before he took the co-pilot’s seat. Lacey nodded and slid into the left hand seat, her face still flushed from their amorous encounter. The engines engaged and they accelerated toward their destination.

	 


Chapter Eight – The Colony

	 

	 

	The hull of the shuttle glowed as it broke through the thin atmosphere of the terraformed planetoid. Far below on the dirt-brown surface, a scattering of buildings and heavy mining equipment grew in size as they descended.

	“This is Theta Three, a mining colony. They mine titanium and iron ore,” Jonah explained as they touched down. The settlement looked deserted through the viewport. “Let’s go,” Jonah said as he stood up from the co-pilot’s seat. 

	Lacey followed him silently as he checked his sidearm. He nodded to his men to cycle the airlock, the last place she’d seen Maelstrom and the guards before they’d been sent out to a violent death in the cold, fatal environment of space.

	The ramp descended, the titanium hitting the dark brown dirt. The air reeked of a mixture of unwashed human, metal, and something else rotten.

	“Sulphur,” Jonah explained, noticing her nose wrinkling, “There are many natural sulphur deposits around here. This world is still volcanically active.”

	“Hands where we can see them, state your business!” a voice shouted from behind the cover of a cargo pod, browned with streaks of rust.

	“Jonah Sparks.”

	“They said you were captured and executed,” a man said as he revealed himself, his weapon still drawn and aimed at them.

	“Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated. I see you’ve finally thrown off the yoke of the Coalition, Rodgers, and it’s about damned time too!”

	Jonah smiled as he stepped down into the dirt. Rodgers came up and clasped his hand in a strong shake. “Good to see you again, how have you been holding up?” Jonah asked.

	“Okay, but still struggling. We’re working the mines but still trying to get an independent buyer for the ore is a pain in the ass. We’re barely scraping by, but doing better than when the Coalition was in charge.”

	“What happened to the overseer?” Jonah asked.

	“A group of wily young boys decided that a change in management was needed. Many of them were killed in the uprising, but they struggled through, the last one standing was wise despite his youth. He asked me to take lead of the colony, knowing I had previous military experience in command.” Rodgers looked around at the people. “No one here denied that I was going to be a good leader, so they all voted, and I got the job unanimously. Not that I really wanted it but no one else put up a hand for it.”

	“It’s not easy being responsible for so many lives,” Jonah said.

	Rodgers nodded in agreement. “So what’s this pretty shiny new bird you’ve got here? Starburst, eh?”

	“This was supposed to be my ride to the penal colony where I probably would have become a martyr in death.”

	“You already have become one,” Rodgers said. “The Coalition said you’d been executed a day ago. We rioted, the young bucks took over the overseer’s habitat and we took control of the colony, like a lot of other colonies we’re in communication with. When we saw your bird landing, we thought it was a Coalition force coming to take back the mine. We’re ready to die for our freedom from their tyranny.” He held his laser rifle, stolen from the Coalition Armory in the guard’s compound, a look of determination in his eyes.

	Jonah nodded. “Well the rebellion is still as alive as I am.” He nodded back to the ship where Lacey was waiting. “I want to show someone around, so she can see what the conditions are like—under the Coalition’s steady hand.”

	“Sure, if it helps the cause, I’m all for it,” Rodgers said.

	Lacey stepped down onto the solid earth beneath her feet, Jonah reached out and grabbed her hand, gently tugging her along behind him as he walked through to the main living areas of the colony.

	Rust-covered habitats surrounded them as they walked through tiny alleyways and walkways. The smell of unwashed bodies made her nose wrinkle and her eyes water. Filthy water and sewage lined the path and she had to dodge more than one pile of waste that could have been human or from the many dogs that seemed to be running around the place.

	Children cried in their mother’s arms, whimpering for food for their little distended tummies. Their bodies thin with obvious malnourishment.

	“Why don’t they get medical attention? More food?” Lacey asked as she ducked underneath a low-hanging sheet that was stained with brown splotches. She couldn’t figure out if it was old blood or something else as she bobbed to avoid contact.

	“The Coalition promised them all that and more when they signed up for the colony, but all they ever got was minimal rations and minimum health care. The Coalition instead upped their quota for the ore, forcing the miners to work long hours in the mines. We’re going there next,” Jonah said as they left the living area behind and headed out over a dry expanse of ground where the brittle remnants of an attempted produce garden once lay. It was now fallow, the earth hard-packed and unyielding for any crops it might once have tried to host.

	The mine entrance loomed like a big ugly scar in the rock face of a large cliff that towered above them. The ground beneath them trembled and there was a loud bone-shaking rumble. Lacey lost her balance and fell against Jonah, his hands went reflexively around her body, holding her tightly against him as the earth quaked beneath their feet.

	“What was that?” she asked, as a huge puff of gray and brown dust ejected from the mouth of the mine.

	“Cave in!” screamed a man as he came running out. “We’ve got men trapped down there!” 

	Jonah looked at Lacey, “Come on, let’s do what we can to help.” He sprinted toward the cave where dust and smoke still billowed from the opening.

	Others came rushing out from the living area of the colony. Screams and cries for help were heard from the cavernous mine mouth. Lacey’s heart thundered in her chest as she ran hard toward the chaos. Men with bloody heads and broken bodies were being brought out, two dying as they came into the fresh air. Their eyes staring lifelessly to the heavens as the world around them dimmed and they gave up their lives.

	Lacey helped to pull the broken bodies of the survivors out. Jonah was working at the face of the cave in, and others were waiting for aftershocks that were sure to come from the last quake.

	They’d managed to rescue seventeen miners, with another thirty unaccounted for, trapped beyond the rock fall and most likely dead, crushed beyond recognition by tons of rock and ore.

	Lacey finally collapsed onto a bed in a borrowed habitat when there was nothing more for her to do to help. She was covered in dirt, dust, and blood. She fell into a fitful sleep, filled with visions and dreams of the dead and dying men she’d helped to pull from a rocky grave.

	She awoke a few hours later to find her clothes had been removed and she lay in her underwear. Her skin was damp and it felt like a cloth was being run over her stomach. Opening her eyes, she saw Jonah gently bathing her, his body still covered in dust and blood, just like hers had been.

	She sat up, taking the cloth from his hands and dipped it in the bowl of water he’d been using to cleanse her body with. Lacey began to clear the muck from his face, her eyes on his lips, then flicking up to meet his gaze.

	Tears fell from her eyes. “I had no idea…” she whispered, her voice choked with emotion. 

	Jonah took the cloth from her hands and brought her fingers to his lips, where he gently kissed them.

	“Shh…” he soothed her, kissing her wrists before he moved to her jawline. She let him press his warm lips against hers, his hands seeking her body. Letting go of all her resistance for this handsome, charismatic, and caring man she lay down in the bed, letting him claim her. For tonight, she needed this, needed him, and if whatever they were starting right now continued in the morning, she’d be grateful. She knew he’d changed her mind with the truth.

	Lacey would join the rebellion to seek justice for those who had none at the hands of the Coalition.

	 


Chapter Nine - The Hunted

	 

	 

	She awoke, naked, and wrapped tightly in the muscular but scarred arms of Jonah. Her body ached in more ways than one from the activities of yesterday and the night. A small bleeping noise had roused her from her deep slumber.

	“Jonah…” she said, holding the sheets around her breasts, keeping them covered.

	“Hmm?” he mumbled.

	“Your comm unit is going off,” she said sleepily.

	“Dammit,” he grumbled and rolled off the small cot, gloriously naked. She watched his butt as he bent down to grab the comm unit from his pants pocket.

	“Sparks,” he grunted into it.

	“Jonah, we’ve got a ping and comm from two Coalition hunters, they want us to surrender by the time they reach the colony.”

	“Shit, how long?” he asked.

	“Sensors estimate at their present speed, about ten minutes until they’re here.”

	“Fire up the engines, keep them hot and ready for immediate take off, get everyone back to the shuttle now!” Jonah said, his voice strained. He turned to Lacey, who by now was sitting up, fully awake.

	“Are you with us?” he asked, his eyes begging her to stay with him. “It’s not going to be easy or safe for you in any Coalition outposts if you do.”

	Lacey stood, the sheet falling to the floor. “I’m with you,” she said, as she took his face in her hands and pressed her lips against his in a sweet but passionate kiss. “All the way.” 

	Jonah nodded, taking her hands in his and kissing her knuckles.

	“Good, get dressed, we’ve got to go.” He grabbed his pants and pulled them on.

	They were dressed in a minute and running out the door, through the twisting and turning routes of the alleyways. They broke cover, hearing the screaming of the Starburst’s engines as the rebel crew readied her for immediate take off.

	“Rodgers, we’ve got two hunters on our ass, we’ll draw them away and try to get a supply crew down here to help you get back on your feet.”

	Rodgers nodded, his face bore the red lines of the scratches and gashes he’d earned during the rescue yesterday. “Good luck!” he shouted as he watched Jonah and Lacey running to the Starburst.

	Lacey ran up the ramp and slid easily into the pilot’s seat. Her hands flew over the console, preparing for an emergency take off. “Everyone here?” she shouted back to the main area, where the last clatter of boots could be heard rushing up the ramp.

	“That’s all of us, the two criminals decided to stay back on the colony. If they fuck up, Rodgers will have them hung,” Jonah said as he slid into the co-pilot’s seat.

	“Good,” was all she said. There was no love lost for the murdering, raping assholes they’d left behind. She sent the commands from her fingers into the console, the ship responding beautifully as it ascended into the bright brown sky. Two specks in the distance grew bigger, twin contrails clouded in a long, billowing line behind the two hunter-class shuttles. She herself had flown them and knew how aerobatic they were. She was driving the equivalent of an old-fashioned truck to these two finely-tuned machines that could turn on a dime.

	Their approach was faster than anticipated. With a sharp breath, Lacey took off, the two hunters zooming past, the displaced air buffeting the Starburst as they flew past.

	“Come on, baby,” she whispered to the ship as it blared a few air-intake alarms. She shut them down and prepared for an outer-atmospheric departure, pushing the thrusters to their maximum output as the vessel gained speed. The brown sky soon gave way to black. 

	“I’ve just got to get away from this planet, then I can take us to warp.”

	“Warp?” Jonah asked, “Don’t you need to have a destination for that?” 

	“Yes, and I’ve got one that can help you to take down the Coalition.”

	“Where?” he asked her, looking at the sudden bleeping console.

	“I’ll tell you as soon as I lose these assholes.” She powered up the warp drive. The two hunters had broken out of the atmosphere and were turning to intercept. “They’ve got weapons running hot…” she muttered as she punched in the final coordinates and waited the last few nail-biting seconds until the warp drive was finally ready and its panel was showing green.

	“Prepare for jump!” she shouted over the internal comms. Jumps weren’t easy on the human body, nor were they really any fun. The hunters fired their ballistic missiles at their ship. The bleeping quickened and became more insistent that they get away from the fatal missiles coming their way.

	Lacey hit the engage command on her console, and as the missiles reached proximity, the Starburst disappeared from view. Their bodies were pressed hard against the seats for the first few seconds until the inertia dampeners kicked in. Lacey panted hard as her body’s reacted to almost being crushed by the incredible forces of inertia eased. Beside her, Jonah panted as well, his hand clasped hers.

	“Did we lose them?” he asked.

	Lacey nodded, her chest heaving as she sucked air into her lungs. “Yeah, I think we did. Unless we transmitted our coordinates to the hunters, they won’t know where we’re going.”

	“Where are we going, by the way?”

	“Tel-star Array, big ass communications array. The main one for the Coalition and its colonies. We were supposed to be sending them a supplies run this week. I think we might be able to let it come a little early, along with a change in management,” she said with a wink.

	Jonah grinned, got up and kissed her hard.

	“That’s my girl.” He rubbed his thumb along the underside of her chin.

	Lacey smiled.

	 


Chapter Ten – The Array

	 

	 

	The Starburst docked at the Tel-Star Array. They had made a quick side-trip to pick up a few of Jonah’s rebel friends, and then continued on to their destination.

	Lacey explained the Array was only manned by a small crew of technicians, but they could take it easily as there were hardly any guards or security forces on board. 

	Jonah nodded. “I wonder why the hell we didn’t think to take over the comm array before?” 

	He’d called in a few rebellion cell members and gotten them to send their stories of despair and desolation at the hands of the Coalition to the Starburst. He’d come in to find Lacey going through the vids, tears streaming down her face as she looked at the brutal treatment the Coalition had done to the people it claimed it wanted to help.

	She felt Jonah’s hand on her shoulder. “Are you ready?” he asked her.

	Lacey put her hand over his and nodded. “Yeah, let’s do this.” She got up and checked her sidearm before she joined him in the airlock with the first wave.

	“First wave, we’ll secure the entry and cargo bays, then we move on into the next section, while second wave watches our six. Third wave, after we’ve secured each section, post guards and keep the areas secured,” Jonah commanded before the airlock cycled through and the long corridor of the station’s docking port opened up. They moved swiftly, taking over each section effortlessly. The techs didn’t put up a fight, probably figuring it wasn’t worth it to lose their lives over the Array.

	They made it to the main comms system control panel. “Got the message?” Jonah asked her. 

	She nodded. “Yeah.” She held up a data chip and slid it into the reader. 

	“Uploading, and transmitting across the board on all frequencies and channels now,” she said. The console bleeped and the files began to play.

	“People of the Coalition, your government has been lying to you. The colonies it vows to protect have suffered at the hands of their benevolent ‘masters.’ Would you let your children suffer in this way? Let your wives and daughters be raped and forced to be a Coalition soldier’s plaything just so she can eat for a day? Or your husbands and sons be worked to death and then flogged if they didn’t keep working? Every day, people are dying in the colonies because the Coalition only cares about one thing, the profit line…”

	The message continued to play as a comms signal came through on the priority channel.

	“This is First Minister Tremaine calling the rebels who have taken over the Tel-Star Array. A battle cruiser is en route and will be there in fifteen minutes. I encourage you to stop this foolishness or be destroyed.”

	Jonah stepped up to the console. “First Minister, I would suggest that you change your mind on this. Destroying your precious Array will send communications back to the dark ages before sub-space comms were possible.”

	“The Array can be rebuilt, your lives can’t.”

	“Nor can the lives of the people you hurt, Daddy,” Lacey said, as she pushed in front of Jonah.

	“Lacey… I thought you were at university…” The First Minister’s facade of calm broke as he recognized his daughter.

	“I decided to join up under mother’s maiden name, do my part, but I didn’t know I was working for a government that gave so little to people who sacrificed so much for a chance at a better life.”

	“What…? Lacey, you’re not making any sense.”

	“Oh, I’m sure I am. Besides, neglect is always something you’ve done, isn’t it, Father? Leaving mother and me for a younger, prettier woman? And the bastard daughter who I’m ashamed to call my half-sister, who’s only a year younger than me? You spent more time with her than you ever did with me. Were you ashamed of your legitimate family, Daddy dearest? Might I remind you whom you married first?”

	“This isn’t the place to be speaking about this, now come, tell your rebel friends to stand down, we can work something out for your trial.”

	“The only one who should be on trial is you. You didn’t do your job of protecting the people,” Lacey said accusingly. The sounds of angry shouts and violence could be heard outside the building where her father was. His guards sounded nervous in the background.

	“This wasn’t my fault, it’s the corporations that back us! The mining companies have the final say on how things are done.”

	“You still had a say, you could have done something—you should have done something.” Hot tears trickled down her face as she looked at the man whom she had loved and admired but who had never had the time for her or her mother. He was more interested in spending his precious time with a secretary and the illegitimate daughter she bore him, not even a year after Lacey was born. Jonah came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her body, pressing his lips against the back of her neck and whispering his words of love and support against her ear. She put her hands over his and took in a deep, shuddering breath.

	“I’ll do something right now. Call off the cruiser, tell them to return to their previous course and heading...” Her father paused, listening to a protest from his military advisor.

	“Just do it.” He turned back to the view screen. 

	“I’m stepping down. There’s no way the Coalition can come back from the damage you’ve done. We’re already getting reports of open rebellion in the streets and colonies. Your message has been clear and heard by all.” He sighed and looked down at his clasped hands before he looked up again,

	Lacey pulled away from Jonah and restlessly paced the room.

	“Sparks, do me a favor, look after her,” the First Minister said, his eyes showing the sorrow he felt at losing his daughter, but strangely it had lost the ability to move Lacey.

	“I will. She has become very dear to me in a very short time.” Hearing Jonah declare himself, she smiled. 

	“She has that way about her. She cares.”

	“That she does.” 

	She watched Jonah as the blue screen with the Coalition’s emblem appeared, and the words Transmission terminated blinked in white. 

	He turned to one of the techs. “Everything gets recorded, right?” 

	The tech nodded fearfully. 

	“Good, put that at the end of the message we’re currently transmitting.” 

	He left the tech under guard and came to her, leading her gently from the room. 

	 

	☼☼☼

	 

	Lacey wiped the tears that ran down her face, streaks remained where they had run over her cheeks and dripped down onto her clothing. She sat in the observation lounge in the living area of the Array feeling strangely saddened at finally having confronted her father after all these years. It was something her mother never had the courage to do, even when her father had packed his bags and left her, divorce papers signed and on the kitchen table.

	Jonah’s hands wrapped around her, and he pulled her back against his chest.

	“I’m sorry for everything I’ve done to you, everything you’ve had to go through,” he murmured against her ear, his breath warm against the lobe.

	She sighed.

	“If you want, I can take you back to a Coalition outpost, and you can go home.” His voice carried a sadness and a fear that she’d say yes.

	Lacey turned in the circle of his arms, her gaze staring up at him.

	“I’m already home,” she said as she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his.

	 


Epilogue

	 

	 

	The First Consul of the newly formed Alliance smiled at the crowds before him. Their voices rose up in a joyous cheer that reverberated through the open spaces of the grand courtyard at the First Minister’s Palace, the former home of the leader of the now disbanded Coalition.

	“I swear to uphold the rights of every citizen and civilian who is under my care, they shall be given a home, a place to work, and good food. They will come home safely to their families at night. This I promise.” He now stood before the leaders of the colonies that had joined him, their weathered faces showed hope for the first time in years. The First Consul turned to his beautiful wife, and took her in his arms.

	“I love you, Lacey Sparks,” he whispered before his lips met hers to the thunderous roar of an approving crowd.

	“I love you too, Jonah Sparks,” Lacey whispered back as they parted and faced the crowd.

	They knew their lives weren’t going to be easy, but they were dedicated to their new path, and to each other.
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