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      The Resolute raced across the rings of Supra and headed back into the system with instructions from Union Fleet Command to investigate the strange signal coming from deep inside the asteroid belt. The Skarak had been quiet since their defeat at the battle of Supra Eight several weeks ago, but many thought they would be back. Tactical intelligence believed they had not even left. The Blue Star Marines would undoubtedly be the first to face them when they showed themselves.

      Sergeant Will Boyd sat back on his bunk on the Resolute. He had tapped into the feed for the main holo-stage on the command deck and was watching the image that the crew there was currently watching.

      Watching the feed closely, Boyd ignored the clicking and tapping coming from the small group of Blue Stars conducting a pulse pistol strip-and-reassemble challenge in the center of the bunkhouse. The image on his wrist-mounted holo-stage was small, but no less impressive. The Resolute was skimming the rings of Supra, her drive field at maximum as she headed out from her berth in the Supra orbital base.

      The Resolute’s target location was back toward the inner system and the blue giant Scorpio. It sat at the center of the image. Between the ship and the star lay a billion kilometers of space. The Resolute’s destination was a ring of asteroids that circled the entire system. It lay between the outer rocky planet, Snow, and the gas giant, Supra. It was a notoriously dangerous hunting ground for Faction pirates.

      Shipping lanes through the belt were heavily patrolled by the Union to ensure safe passage for the convoys of Union heavies that regularly traversed it, but beyond the patrolled areas, the belt was as lawless as ever.

      But patrols were now stretched out and the Union was on high alert, its fleet spread thinly across the system. The Skarak had been beaten out of the Scorpio System once again, but ships were still going missing. With the Faction active in certain areas, it couldn’t be discounted that missing ships were falling to the pirates, but Union ships usually managed to get a distress call out in those attacks.

      The worryingly common feature of the recent cases was their complete silence. As if they were plucked out of the system in an instant. Lost forever.

      “You’ll get shot tapping into the main holo-stage,” Sergeant Dorik said as he walked past Boyd’s bunk.

      “Well, good,” Boyd said. “It’ll kill the boredom.”

      Dorik reached over and tapped the control panel on the side of Boyd’s wrist. The image flickered and blinked out.

      “Hey, Rik, why did you do that?” Boyd reactivated it.

      “Don’t make me report you to the major, Will.” Dorik again deactivated the device.

      Boyd rolled over in his bunk and lay face down. He yelled into his thin pillow. “Bored!”

      “Then catch up on some operating procedures. Command sent plenty while you were away on your undercover mission. Your file is probably bursting with ‘cedures for you to catch up on.”

      Boyd turned side on and faced Dorik. His upper bunk put him face to face with his Blue Star comrade.

      “I’m bored,” Boyd said, “not suicidal. But if you do want to finish me off for good, just say the word ‘cedures again.”

      Dorik grabbed Boyd by the waistband and pulled him from the bunk.

      Boyd had forgotten how powerful Sergeant Dorik was. He was one of the toughest warriors Boyd had met in either the Blue Star or regular Marines. He was strong, brave, and had no fear of dragging Boyd off his bunk.

      Boyd crashed the meter and a half to the cold deck. A handful of Marines gathered at the center bench nearby laughed as he hit the deck, but soon returned to their pistol strip challenge.

      Boyd snarled at Dorik and clambered to his feet, fists bunched and ready for action.

      Dorik smiled and took a defensive stance, ready for the attack.

      Boyd glanced down at his knuckles as they turned white. He looked up at the smiling Dorik and relaxed.

      “Sorry, Rik,” Boyd said. He grabbed a shirt off his bunk and pulled it over his head. “I was undercover in the Faction for too long, perhaps. Pull a stunt like that on a Faction raider and someone is going to die.”

      Dorik nodded, understanding etched over his face. He smiled and then suddenly lashed out and slapped Boyd across the top of his head before returning to his defensive stance.

      That was provocation enough and Boyd launched himself at Dorik with a flurry of punches. Dorik fended them off with his forearms raised and then stepped into the fight, grappling Boyd around the waist and powering him backward.

      Boyd brought an elbow down hard on Dorik’s shoulder before the pair crashed into the pistol strip contest. The sounds of clattering pulse pistol parts hitting the deck was accompanied by a chorus of shouts.

      “For krav sake, Sergeants!” One Marine stood, arms raised in protest. “I was going for a dozen straight wins.”

      Dorik climbed to his feet and looked down at Boyd, his shirt not fully on.

      “Stop your complaining, Markey,” Dorik said without looking away from Boyd. “And clear up those parts. Major Featherstone would be very disappointed to see you treating Blue Star equipment like that.”

      Boyd pulled his shirt on fully, fury on his face. He launched himself at Dorik, determined to do damage.

      Dorik’s communicator crackled to life. He held out a hand to stop Boyd.

      Boyd recognized the major’s voice over Dorik’s communicator from the first syllable. He stopped in his tracks.

      “Sergeant Dorik, report to the command deck.”

      Dorik acknowledged the major’s order and turned his back on Boyd, making for the exit.

      Boyd adjusted his shirt and followed. He grabbed his jacket as he passed his bunk and swung it over his shoulder.

      “Better put that on properly if you’re coming to the command deck,” Dorik said without turning around.

      Boyd buttoned up the jacket and adjusted his uniform as he walked through the white corridors of the Resolute.

      The command chair’s back was toward the entrance. In the chair, with an overview of the command deck, was Major Featherstone.

      Dorik and Boyd stepped around to the front to see the major busy tapping away at a holo-image projected over his right armrest. He held up a finger, instructing Boyd and Dorik to wait.

      Boyd looked about the command deck while he waited for the major. A series of consoles were set in line in front of the command chair, the operators all with their backs to Featherstone. At the front of the command deck with space all around it was the large, round holo-stage—a flat holo-projector able to display data, text, or maps. It currently showed the ship’s course as she skimmed over the rings of Supra. The image showed a red line extending from the Resolute off toward the inner system, toward the belt.

      “We’ve been redirected,” Major Featherstone said. “These orders come from tactical intelligence directly.”

      Boyd looked away from the holo-stage and up to the major.

      “Command has detected a Skarak signal in the belt.” Featherstone stepped down onto the deck. He walked between the consoles to the main holo-stage. Boyd and Dorik followed.

      “The Resolute is only on reconnaissance. The Skarak signal is weak and we are not expecting to find an active Skarak ship.” Featherstone tapped the side of the stage and the image zoomed toward the belt.

      The asteroids in the belt ranged from pebbles to small moon-sized objects. It was densely packed but easy enough for a nimble ship like the Resolute to pick its way through.

      The image zoomed in on one asteroid, a mid-sized chunk of rock and metal.

      “The signal is coming from here. A detachment of fighters sweeping the belt on either side of the convoy channels detected it. We are going to check it out.”

      Dorik nodded. “I’ll assemble a squad, sir.”

      Featherstone turned and looked at Dorik. “I’ll need you up here. Sergeant Boyd will lead the squad.”

      Dorik nodded.

      Boyd felt his chest lift. Finally, he thought, action.

      Featherstone turned to Boyd. “But no action, Sergeant,” Featherstone said, as if reading Boyd’s thoughts. “This is recon only. If the Skarak are down there, tactical intelligence will want to know about it. Don’t shoot the first scaly bastard that moves, not that any of them will. This signal is possibly a Skarak power core that is decaying rapidly. We don’t think they can sustain their environment much less a crackle beam or a drive field.”

      “I won’t let you down, sir,” Boyd said.

      Featherstone looked Boyd in the eye. “I know, Will. Assemble your squad and be ready to jump off in sixty minutes.”

      Boyd saluted. “Copy that, sir.”

      Boyd waited for Featherstone to dismiss him before turning on his heel and marching off. He hesitated as he passed the pilot’s chair, front and center of the command consoles. The usual occupant, Jim Hemel, was missing, and a new operator was in his place.

      “He’s on the recreation deck.”

      Boyd turned to Yanic Knole at the navigation console.

      “Sure he hasn’t just run off the get some more candy?” Boyd said, stepping over to Knole.

      “He’s running a holo-sim of the Raven’s slam from last season. He’s actually playing.”

      Boyd grinned. He knew Hemel was a curveball fan, he just didn’t know he was stupid enough to try and play with the pro leagues, even in a holo-sim.

      “He’ll get crushed,” Boyd said. He looked down at the pilot, who was focused entirely on his task. He missed the pilot’s chair. In the Faction, he had been the main pilot for an old pirate, now atomized along with his ship and drifting across the system as a thin nebula.

      “You’ve done a bit of piloting, I hear,” Knole said.

      Boyd nodded.

      “Miss it?” Knole said, then his relaxed demeanor vanished and his eyes flickered past Boyd’s shoulder.

      Boyd turned to see Featherstone looking at him. Dorik at his side, grinning.

      “In your own time of course, Sergeant Boyd,” Featherstone said. “Unless you want Sergeant Dorik to take the squad.”

      “No, sir. Excuse me, sir.” Boyd shuffled backward and then turned and ran. He ran off the command deck and toward the Marine deck to the rear of the ship.

      The Resolute was a small ship, designed for special operations. She needed to be fast enough to cross the system and small enough to get out of a tight spot. She was well armored, but not built for a ship-to-ship battle. Her power came in the form of the Blue Star Marines: small teams of special operations Marines able to infiltrate and annihilate a force far larger than them. They were a surgical strike force designed to cut deep into the Faction. Now they were also tasked with recon on any Skarak signal.

      The Resolute and her company of Marines were able to go on the attack at a moment’s notice and could operate independent of Union command for weeks or even months at a time, should the operation demand it. Boyd’s undercover mission in the Faction had lasted the better part of a year and could have gone on longer if his cover hadn’t been blown.

      Boyd opened a channel as he neared the Marine deck.

      “First Squad, assemble on the Marine deck in full assault kit for mission brief.”

      Boyd ran onto the deck and stepped over to the equipment locker, a small side room that housed all the Resolute’s Blue Star Marine equipment. Boyd’s personal locker opened as he stepped up to it. He reached in and pulled out his environmental suit.

      Boyd looked at his bare locker as he stepped into his suit. First Squad was arriving and quickly lockers were being opened and suits pulled on. Boyd glanced from side to side. He was still unused to being part of a functioning squad after operating alone for so long. He noticed one Marine’s locker had holo-images of friends and family moving around. An image of a smiling mother and father. An image of a kid sister jumping across steppingstones. And an image of a sweetheart, the light blue waters of a bay back on Terra behind her.

      Boyd looked back at his own bare locker. Boyd had no one. His brother had been his only family growing up, and he was dead, killed by the leader of the Faction. He had no one. Maybe there was one person whose image he would enjoy seeing here, but she was lost, probably dead, surviving now only in his thoughts. He slammed the locker shut and marched out on to the deck, calling behind him as he went.

      “Come on, First Squad. Form up.”
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      Sergeant Will Boyd jumped out of the Resolute toward the asteroid three hundred meters below. The dark crust of interplanetary dust that coated the asteroid gave it a dull appearance, but the surface had been scarred by the crash landing of the Skarak ship to reveal a fresh surface of rock and metal underneath. The flecks of metal glistened, sharp crystalline edges of rock scattering light from the system’s star.

      The Skarak ship looked like a dark, slick smear on the asteroid’s already-dark surface. The rapier structures at the front of the warship were snapped, but none were bent.

      Boyd remembered the first time he had encountered a Skarak ship—a crashed ship just like this one. It had been defended by animated, lifeless bodies that had attacked Boyd with bare hands and wild eyes.

      He remembered that attack with a shiver of excitement as he advanced. His life back aboard the Resolute had so far been as dull as the asteroid’s crust. He moved in closer to the crashed ship with a rising sense of excitement. He knew the Skarak could attack at any moment.

      Touching down on the asteroid surface and throwing a small puff of dust up around his ankles, Boyd swung up his pulse rifle. The boots of First Squad touched down around him. Boyd read their bio readings on his helmet’s holographic data display. All were calm.

      The discipline of the Blue Star Marines was in stark contrast to the Faction troopers Boyd had until recently been in action with. The Faction was made up of proud, brave, and fierce individuals, but they rarely acted in a disciplined manner. The Blue Stars were calm and ready.

      “Move up.” Boyd waved the squad toward the Skarak ship. He walked on, the dust on the surface hanging around his ankles as he moved.

      The squad spread out and formed a spearhead formation with Boyd as the tip of the spear. He moved toward the ship, the sides towering high overhead. The slick black wall of the outer hull reflected no light like the glistening surface of the asteroid did. Boyd felt as if he was falling into the dark slick. His heart raced and he felt alive.

      Boyd increased the pace a notch, eager to reach the outer hull. He halted when it was just a meter ahead. He raised his hand and brought the squad to a halt. They took a knee and scanned their fields of fire for any threat.

      Stepping up to the hull, Boyd slung his pulse rifle and held out a hand in front of him. He felt his hand touch the surface, but he couldn’t see what his hand was touching. The hull appeared like a deep black surface, falling away to infinity.

      Boyd walked to his left, his right hand moving along the surface of the hull. Somewhere there had to be an entrance. The scans of the ship had revealed no breaches, but it could hardly detect the Skarak ship at all. It appeared as a void in the sensor readings, any active scans seeming to fall away.

      Boyd called out to the squad to follow. They adopted a line formation and kept pace with him as they headed toward the forward section and the broken rapiers.

      The ship had come down hard and was partially buried in the surface. The ridge of asteroid sat against the Skarak hull and had appeared to cause no damage. Boyd’s hand moved over the surface. It was at once there and not there. He pushed hard and felt the resistance, but the dark surface appeared almost to not exist. His hand moved over it without friction, like a perfectly smooth sheet of ice.

      Then his hand fell through. He looked closely, but all he could see was the same emptiness. He could reach inside. Boyd called a halt and looked at the dark void in the perfectly black hull. He directed his helmet lights at the cavity. The light fell inside but lit up nothing. Boyd ran his hand along the edge of the dark opening. He could feel a curved edge running down to the asteroid surface and up high above his head. He moved across the opening and found the other side. It had the same curve. Boyd estimated the opening was a perfect circle about twenty meters in diameter. His helmet display agreed and displayed the calculation as a green projection against the Skarak hull.

      “Drones,” Boyd ordered, waving toward the opening.

      A Marine pulled a drone off his suit’s equipment belt and launched it. The micro gravity drive fields held it in space. It moved forward, passing Boyd at eye level.

      “Send it in,” Boyd said.

      The drone moved forward into the opening and was instantly lost to the dark.

      “Report,” Boyd said.

      “Lost contact, Sergeant,” the Marine reported. “Should I launch another?”

      Boyd took a knee and stared into the dark. He shook his head. “Negative. Hold position.” He activated the electron bayonet on the end of his pulse rifle and moved it toward the dark space before him. The blade tip came up against the hull and moved easily forward, but the fizzing white energy blade vanished. Boyd withdrew the bayonet and the blade reappeared.

      “Resolute, this is Boyd,” Boyd called. “Are you seeing this, sir?”

      Major Featherstone’s voice sounded over Boyd’s helmet communicator. “Yes, we see it, Sergeant. Our active scans show the hull to be intact; at least, we don’t detect any breach.”

      Boyd moved his bayonet inside again. Again, it disappeared and reappeared as he withdrew it.

      “I can’t see any further than the edge of the hull, but there is definitely an opening here.”

      “Send another drone,” Featherstone said. “Keep a tether on it.”

      Boyd ordered for another drone to be deployed. This one was attached to a length of fine cord before being sent forward. The drone tilted slightly as it went, the fine thread pulling it slightly off balance. The Marine let out more cord as the drone moved toward the opening, crossing the dark surface and vanishing from view.

      The cord moved alone into the dark. It was hypnotic to see the cord end abruptly.

      Then the cord was tugged violently forward and pulled the Marine off his feet. The others grabbed him and held him.

      “Just had a mighty strong tug on the chord, Sergeant,” the Blue Star reported as he got to his feet. The chord was tugged again, and the Marine and those holding him were pulled forward. Boyd watched as they were drawn toward the dark.

      “I’m going to disconnect the cord,” the Marine said.

      “No,” Boyd said immediately. “Hold it.”

      Boyd peered into the dark as the cord steadily drew the Marine toward the opening. At the last moment, Boyd cut the cord with his bayonet. The chatter that spread through the squad was quiet, but Boyd could hear the concern.

      “Hold position here,” Boyd said. “I’m going in.”

      He stepped toward the dark opening as he heard the voice of Featherstone over his helmet communicator. “Hold position, Sergeant Boyd.”

      Boyd stepped on. His pulse racing. He felt the pulse rifle in his hands. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention as he moved into the darkness.

      “Sergeant Boyd. Do you read me?” Featherstone’s voice was calm but firm.

      “Copy, sir. Read you loud and clear.” He turned and looked back at the Marines of First Squad, all holding position and looking at him.

      “Come in, Boyd. Respond.”

      “Yes, sir. I read you,” Boyd said and realized that his last message hadn’t made it out of the Skarak ship. He looked around. All was dark apart from a perfect circle showing him the Marines and the asteroid.

      All around was black. He walked away from the opening, deeper into the Skarak ship. It was as if he was adrift in utterly black space, but he could feel—not see—a surface beneath his feet. Then he spotted a small object at eye level. A micro drone. It was hanging in space. Unpowered but still able to hold position. If it had been outside the ship, the light gravity of the asteroid would have drawn it slowly down. Here, it was utterly motionless, like a still image on a holo-display.

      Boyd reached for the drone. He felt it under his fingers. At the slightest nudge, it fell away, as if into a deep well. Boyd felt disorientated. He turned around and saw First Squad outside, holding position.

      “First Squad, this is Boyd. Wave if you can hear me.”

      He watched for a moment. If any of the Blue Stars had heard him, they would have responded immediately. He took one last look around and then walked toward the circular opening only ten meters away.

      With each step forward, he saw the opening move away. His pulse quickened as did his step. He felt fear. It felt good. He ran and the circle of his squad fell further away to a small point. Then he heard the voice of the Skarak, welling up from deep within. A distant voice, half-remembered.

      Boyd fell face-down in the dust cloud on the asteroid’s surface. He felt hands grabbing him, dragging him away. Then the voice of Featherstone in his ear, shouting angrily.

      “I gave you an order, Sergeant.”

      “Yes, sir,” Boyd said as he struggled to find his feet and struggled to remember what had happened. “How long was I gone?”

      “A moment, that’s all,” someone replied.

      Boyd turned to the Skarak ship. The thick, dark hull gave nothing away. But Boyd felt a vibration. The dust on the asteroid quivered.

      Boyd pulled up his pulse rifle and activated the bayonet.

      “Stand to. Stand to. Make ready, Blue Stars.”

      The squad fell in line either side of Boyd, rifles coming up, all aiming at the dark circular opening in the Skarak hull.

      The first shape to emerge was a naked human, tumbling forward, falling to all fours and then up again only to be knocked to the ground by the person who came behind. Then another came and fell over those in front, only to be trampled by a wave of running, naked people.

      “Give fire.” Boyd delivered a blast of pulse rounds into the oncoming mass. A chest erupted as the pulse round hit, sending blood and guts spilling out into the low-gravity environment. The wave of bodies that followed plowed through the floating gore, and it splattered their gaping mouths and hollow eyes.

      “Fall back,” Major Featherstone ordered. “Incoming support fire.”

      Boyd hit the suit’s reverse thruster and flung himself back across the asteroid away from the Skarak ship and the herd of lifeless humans pouring out of it. A stream of spitz gun fire raked the asteroid just meters in front of Boyd and his squad. The white energy pulses slammed into the dark rock, blasting out chunks and super heating the surface with tiny points of glowing asteroid.

      The bodies of the lifeless, naked attackers were lost in a red mist and cloud of white dust. An active scan showed him the broken bodies in the cloud on his helmet display.

      Within the cloud, behind the twitching bodies, Boyd saw the Skarak soldiers advance. They came slowly, their long Skarak weapons in their insect-like arms. They stepped out of the opening in pairs and moved off to the sides in a quick, smooth motion. Boyd knew he was being surrounded.

      “Take cover. Open fire,” Boyd called out. Then he broke into a run.

      With pulse rounds flying around him, he charged the Skarak. Leaping forward under the power of his suit’s thrusters and flung himself into the nearest Skarak. His electron blade aimed forward, he drove the white energy blade clean through the Skarak. It writhed violently before Boyd pulled the blade aside and free of the Skarak soldier, its weapon tumbling free in the low gravity.

      Colliding with the Skarak hull stopped Boyd. He turned and fired at the next Skarak.

      “Get out of there, Sergeant,” Featherstone said.

      Boyd moved fast, firing as he went. A blast of spitz gun fire from the Resolute slammed into the ground a few meters away, the blast throwing him against the Skarak hull. He slid over the strange, dark material but managed to maintain his aim on the next Skarak soldier.

      Sudden pain in his right arm almost made him black out. He looked and saw a Skarak soldier gripping his bicep and pulling him inside the ship. Another Skarak pulled his rifle away and flung it aside. Boyd saw the dark circle around him and knew he was inside.

      Pulling an electron blade from his boot and activating it with a flick of his thumb, Boyd delivered a surgical slice to the Skarak hand on his arm. The blade passed clean through. The insect-like claw still gripped tight while the rest of the Skarak scurried away. Boyd kicked out at the large, dark eyes of the Skarak that had snatched away his rifle. The Skarak took the heavy blows and just pushed Boyd deeper into the ship. It lashed out with one of its long upper arms and flung the electron blade aside. It tumbled away and Boyd saw the white light disappear into the distance.

      The pulse pistol in his hip holster was in his hand and the round finally dispatched the second Skarak. The firefight on the asteroid was still visible through the opening but it was so distant now. Boyd felt himself falling deeper into the ship, but he was falling backward not downward. The dark space spread out in all directions. Although he was falling, he was always at the center point in a perfect sphere.

      Something bumped against his shoulder as he fell. He turned to take aim with his pistol and saw the micro drone, a trailing strand of cord hanging limply. He grabbed the drone and connected to the drive system. The drone still had power. He reactivated the drive and set his heading for the distant opening.

      No matter how fast he traveled, though, the opening never seemed to get any closer. All around was dark, not the distant dark of outer space but the immediate close dark as if he’d been buried alive. He set his pulse pistol to deliver a single bright pulse at super low velocity. The pulse built on the end of his pistol and then drifted away. As it moved, it lit up the dark space.

      Boyd found himself inside a vast sphere. Clinging to every side were dark panels lit in dark shades of green, blue, and red. Shadowy shapes drifted across the bright light before it faded—a Skarak soldier. The weapon drifting next to the body told Boyd it was dead.

      Boyd pushed the micro drone to take him to a distant light source. He could not seem to reach it; although he traveled, he could not get closer to the edge of the sphere.

      Then he was there, suddenly right next to the outer surface. It was disorienting to move and get nowhere and then suddenly be at the location. The dark lights in the curved wall were in a pattern and now he was close enough to see marking. It was Skarak writing. Skarak symbols. It made no sense to him other than it was clearly writing of some kind.

      He quickly took pictures of all the markings that he could see, then looked around for anything else unusual. There were no raised structures like on a human ship, Union or Faction—no flight consoles, no command chair. All the controls were seemingly embedded in the wall.

      Drifting sideways, captivated by the colors, Boyd captured more images. Some lights were in a block arrangement, others in fine lines, curving and twisting. He reached out and touched the wall. The lights flickering under his fingers.

      Then the image was in his mind. A map of the Scorpio System. Thousands of points of light suddenly burned on his mind. He pulled his hand away, and the image on the wall faded.

      Boyd blinked to clear his eyes of the sudden burst of light. He checked the last images his active scanners had captured—the image of the system was clear. Below him, he saw the opening. He had been sure he had traveled only side to side, keeping the surface of the asteroid at his feet. But now, the Marines of First Squad were looking up at him. He kicked off the wall and activated the micro drone’s drive, sending him toward his squad.

      The opening moved away until it was a mere pinprick of light, then Boyd felt himself burst out of the Skarak ship and crash into the asteroid surface.

      “Krav it all, Boyd.” The voice of Featherstone on his helmet communicator clearly furious. “Get back aboard now. Do you read me?”

      “Sir. Yes, sir. Boyd out.”

      Boyd leapt off the surface of the asteroid and headed back to the Resolute, his squad in formation around him.

      An explosion on the asteroid flashed over Boyd’s helmet, and he looked back to see the Skarak ship collapsing as the mass beam from the Resolute stuck. The ship collapsed in on itself and was buried in the asteroid. Boyd looked up to the Resolute, then down again at the collapsing Skarak warship.

      He felt more alive than he had in weeks. He had seen action, however brief. And he had discovered intel. He reviewed the image he’d captured off the inner hull. It was a map of the system with points highlighted. He zoomed in on one and saw an image of a disabled Union ship. He checked another and another, seeing more disabled Union ships, Faction ships. Every point on the image was a ship. Hundreds of them. It was clear that Skarak were involved with these ships.

      The Skarak were not gone. They were hiding. And Boyd had found them.
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      Boyd touched down on the Marine deck and moved into a run. He pulled off his helmet as he went, charging along the corridors directly for the command deck. Featherstone rose from his command chair as Boyd rushed in.

      “I’m going to transfer the data from my suit to the holo-stage,” Boyd said, stepping up to the holo-stage.

      “Let me see you in my office,” Featherstone said.

      Boyd held up a hand as an instruction for Featherstone to wait. He connected the data store to the holo-stage and the image of the system he’d captured from the Skarak ship filled the image. Standing ten meters tall and the same across, it rotated slowly to show hundreds of tiny lights. Boyd knew these were Skarak locations throughout the Scorpio System. He didn’t know how he knew; he just knew.

      “Sergeant Boyd!” Featherstone shouted. “It was not a request. My office. Now.”

      A hush descended over the command deck. Boyd turned his back to the rotating map and saw Featherstone standing in front of his command chair. The command deck operators all avoided Boyd’s eyes as he scanned the deck. Only Noland returned a cheeky look, knowing the major couldn’t see it.

      “Yes, sir.” Boyd walked across the deck toward Featherstone’s office.

      The door closed behind Boyd. He stood in front of Featherstone’s desk. The major walked around slowly. Boyd heard the major’s breath rasping in his nostrils, like a bull snorting before charging. Featherstone sat down, linked his fingers, and placed his hands on his desk. He spoke lightly.

      “Stand before me at attention, Sergeant.”

      Boyd snapped to attention.

      “I realize you have been away from the company for some time so I understand your lack of discipline, but I will not tolerate insubordination. Is that quite clear, Sergeant?”

      “Yes. But that map, and I’m sure it is a map, is important.”

      “You will address me correctly, Sergeant.”

      “Sir,” Boyd added, cutting across the major’s sentence before he had finished.

      “Undercover work is difficult for many reasons. Returning to the structure of the Blue Star Marines is arguably even more difficult. This is why we only choose the very best for admission to the Blue Stars. Don’t make me think we have made a mistake with you.”

      “No, sir.”

      Boyd knew now he’d been disrespectful. He would never have marched on to Captain Poledri’s flight deck on the Odium Fist and dismissed him so casually. It would have meant a beating at the very least. But a dressing down from Featherstone was even more painful. It was humiliating, and he was sorry for having disrespected an officer for whom he had a huge amount of respect. Featherstone was not a desk jockey like many command officers. He was a fighter, and Boyd admired him for it.

      “Sorry, sir.”

      Featherstone sat back in his chair. “You have been back with us for a short time and I think you are having trouble fitting back in. You disobeyed a direct order down on the asteroid to not enter the Skarak ship. It was dangerous and foolish.”

      “I fell inside, sir,” Boyd lied. “I didn’t know there was an entrance. Look at my data. The entrance looked exactly the same as the hull. I fell and then I couldn’t get out. It was strange.”

      Featherstone looked Boyd up and down. Boyd felt the major assessing his honesty.

      “But once inside, I found what looks like a map. It was lucky for us. Now I think we know how to find the Skarak hiding in the system.”

      Featherstone leaned forward and tapped the desktop holo-stage. He transferred Boyd’s data to his desk and displayed the image.

      “It certainly looks like a map,” Featherstone agreed. “It would be really helpful if it was. We don’t know where the Skarak fleet went to after their defeat at the battle of Supra Eight. And with so many potential hiding places across the system, it would take us hundreds of years to find them. This could be an important find.”

      Boyd stepped forward and pointed to a light only a short distance from the Resolute’s current location.

      “We should start here,” Boyd said. “Put the Resolute in high orbit over that asteroid and I’ll take a squad of Blue Stars down to verify it’s a Skarak location.”

      “Attention, Sergeant,” Featherstone said gently, pointing Boyd back to his original standing position a pace or two back from his desk.

      Boyd stepped back and assumed the position of attention.

      “Permission to assemble my squad.”

      “Denied,” Featherstone replied, cutting Boyd off before he had finished his sentence. “You will write up your report on the encounter and how you came by this Skarak data and have it ready for me by the end of watch. Clear?”

      “Report?” Boyd said, anger rising. Was the major serious? Reports, when the enemy was within reach? “I’m not writing a report when we can take the fight to the enemy. The Skarak are not wasting time with reports. They are killing people.”

      “Control yourself, Sergeant, or I will have you detained.” Featherstone reached out and deactivated the holo-image. “Union Tactical Intelligence will have to study the data you recovered, and they will determine what locations are to be investigated.”

      “Tactical intel?” Boyd laughed.

      “Easy, Sergeant.”

      “We are Blue Stars. We don’t need permission to follow a lead. We are independent of their authority. Or have you lost your teeth while I was away?”

      Featherstone slammed his hands on the desk and stood up.

      “That is enough, Sergeant Boyd. I haven’t forgotten what it means to be Blue Star, but I’m starting to think that you have.”

      “Sir,” Boyd said. He felt his heart beat hard as he realized he had massively overstepped the mark. Major Featherstone was a great officer, and Boyd had no right to argue with him.

      “I remember a young Marine, green and eager to serve,” Featherstone said casually. “You were smartly presented. Top marks across all disciplines. I’d never seen a Marine so eager to join the Blue Stars, and there is not one Marine here who is not committed to our mission. We are a volunteer-only battalion, but we only take the very best. You were among the best.”

      Featherstone relaxed, sat back down, and took a breath. “I know why you joined, Will. Your brother was a great Marine. He never wanted to be a Blue Star. He wanted to be a top regular officer and he was on his way to leading his own company before…”

      Boyd’s head dropped. His brother had inspired him in the early days, when it had just been the two of them. Boyd had never wanted to follow his brother into the Union Marine Corps, however, not until his death. But he had been motivated by the most single-minded determination to join the Marines, make it into the Blue Stars, hunt Faction scum, and find the man who had murdered his brother—the now-Leader of the Faction, Kitzov.

      “I know his loss motivated you. You did him proud with your achievements. You made it into the elite Blue Star Battalion. Few do. Don’t let yourself down, or your brother, by forgetting what it means to be a Blue Star.”

      But Boyd had a dark secret that he knew what being a Blue Star meant. It meant finding and bringing to justice the man who killed his brother. Many Marines joined to smash the Faction forces that threatened the Union. Now, in the light of the Skarak threat to the system, they were the shock troops of the fleet, highly trained and deadly at close quarters, ready to take the fight into the face of the alien invader.

      Boyd had another reason to maintain his position in the Blue Stars. There was one other member of the Faction he needed to trace: Enke Thresh. Boyd couldn’t get her out of his thoughts. Only when danger threatened did he forget her face for a moment. But then, when danger came so close it felt as if his last moment had come and his life flashed before his eyes, it paused on the image of her face. Enke Thresh. Faction. Pirate. Enemy. Friend.

      “I must insist, Will,” Featherstone said as he stood and walked around his desk to the door, “that you maintain protocol and conduct yourself like a Blue Star sergeant. I will not enter this incident in your record. I will let the record show that you ‘fell’ into the Skarak ship, no matter how unbelievable that is. But if there is another incident, I will…”

      “Throw the rulebook at me?” Boyd said, interrupting the major with a grin. “Sir.”

      Featherstone scowled then shook his head with exasperation. “Smart ass,” he said. He tapped the door control and the door slid open noiselessly. The command deck officers turned to look. “Dismissed, Sergeant,” Featherstone said with a heavy, commanding tone.

      Boyd saluted smartly, turned, and marched out of the office and off the command deck with a wink to Knole at the communications console.

      He walked casually along the corridor toward the Marine deck. He was still in his environmental suit, and dust from the asteroid was falling to the deck plates, creating work for the sanitation drones that whizzed behind him.

      He stopped at a communications sub-node and stepped inside. A young technician was at the central console in the small room. He was a Blue Star, as everyone aboard the Resolute was, and needed to be ready to take on a dangerous mission, but this young Blue Star did not have combat pips under his Blue Star Marine star. The name tag, Allen, was fresh and clean. It was the same shining blue as all others aboard the ship, but Allen looked at home in the small sub-node on the communications system. He saluted Boyd as he stepped in.

      Boyd realized how he must look to the young, inexperienced Blue Star. He was wearing his environment suit, dusty from his recent action on the asteroid surface. And everyone on the Resolute knew Sergeant Will Boyd, newly returned from an undercover mission in the Faction.

      “Hey,” Boyd said.

      “Sergeant,” Allen replied.

      Boyd stepped up to the console next to the young Marine and began accessing the Resolute’s data files.

      “I’m calibrating the data matrix,” Allen said. “No access permitted, sarge.”

      Boyd looked at the young man. He needed to access the data and find any evidence of the missing Faction ship, the Silence, last seen fleeing toward the north of the ecliptic. It had been the last time he had seen her. The last time he had seen Thresh. If there was any clue to her whereabouts, he wanted to know. One day, he hoped to find her. He had no idea what he would say to her. Perhaps an apology for shooting her in the heart would be a good start.

      “Any access will reset the calibration,” Allen complained. “I would have to restart. I’ve already been here for two whole watches.”

      Boyd looked the younger man in the eye. He knew the Marine was impressed by Boyd, but not intimidated. A true Blue Star.

      “Okay, Marine,” Boyd said, stepping away from the console. “I don’t want to make work for you.”

      Suddenly, a siren sounded. The young Marine was on high alert in an instant. Boyd simply smiled in a relaxed way.

      “All hands. Action stations. A flight of Faction raiders has been detected. The Resolute is in best position to intercept. Weapons crews stand by. Assault teams assemble on the Marine deck. Sergeant Boyd, report to Marine deck, you will lead the assault teams. Featherstone out.”

      The siren dropped a decibel level but continued to sound.

      “You want to continue your calibration or are you ready to get your pulse rifle warmed up?”

      The young Marine looked at the data matrix display. In that moment, it blinked green and reported the calibration was complete. He looked back at Boyd with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.

      Boyd dusted a few grains of dust off his helmet. “The nice thing about being a returning hero is I can choose my own squad. The nice thing about being a tech specialist is you can get out of action if you want.” Boyd pointed to the young Marine’s uniform. “You want to get some pips for that Blue Star badge of yours, Allen? It ain’t nothing without the pips, kid.”

      The young Marine saluted.

      “No time for that,” Boyd said. “Suit up and fall in. Marine deck in ninety seconds.”

      Boyd walked toward the hangar deck with the young Allen scurrying off ahead.

      Danger was a drug and Boyd hadn’t yet had enough. The Resolute shook as she took incoming fire. The weapons systems activated, filling the corridors with their hum and whine. The dull bumping of the spitz guns firing was joined with a discordant hum of the high-energy laser activating.

      This was what being a Blue Star was all about. The action. The danger. He walked onto the Marine deck. First Squad was still dusty from their asteroid mission. Second and third were formed up.

      “Stand by, Blue Stars,” Boyd said, pulling on his helmet. In an instant, he was ready for action.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Bellini stepped off the boarding ramp of his ship, the Fall, onto the primary landing pad at the Faction shipyard in the belt. His second-in-command, Ramil, was beside him.

      The facility controller, Captain Gerard, walked over to greet Bellini and Ramil, a somber expression on his face.

      “Gentlemen,” Gerard said. “Everything is prepared. Are you still intending to proceed?”

      “Yes,” Ramil said steadily.

      Bellini grinned. “Don’t look so serious, Gerry.”

      Gerard maintained his serious tone. He didn’t get to be the controller of the Faction shipyard by being frivolous. He took his work seriously. And this was a serious business. Knucks were a trusted method of selection for Faction captains, but no one had run through the formal procedure since before Kitzov had taken over as leader.

      “Is there anything you need? I will arrange it right away.”

      “No,” Ramil said. “Just provide a location and a starter bell. We’ll take care of the rest.”

      “The location is prepared,” Gerard said. “It’s the lower observation deck of the main column. Three-sixty-degree views of the belt.”

      “We didn’t come for the views,” Bellini said.

      “It’s for the witnesses,” Gerard said, his voice catching in his throat.

      “We only need a handful of witnesses. Why the observation deck?” Bellini asked.

      “Word got out,” Gerard said. “I’ve been trying to find docking space for ships all day. More are turning up by the hour. I think every Faction captain in the system wants to see Bellini fight for his command in person.”

      Bellini grinned and nodded. “Let them see,” he said. He turned to Ramil, stood square on, fists on his hips. “Until tomorrow, old friend.”

      Ramil held out his hand. Bellini looked down at it but didn’t take it.

      “Until tomorrow,” Ramil said and withdrew his hand.

      “Accommodation and a practice suite are prepared for you,” Gerard said. He transferred directions to Ramil’s wrist-mounted device.

      Ramil nodded in thanks and followed the directions. When he was a few strides ahead, Bellini and Gerard followed, walking off the landing platform to the corridors of the facility.

      “I feel I should tell you that there has been interest beyond witnessing the knucks. Quite a substantial book has developed. A few captains are running books and the odds are heavily in your favor.”

      Bellini nodded. “Put the Fall down as a bet for me to win.”

      “I’m not taking bets,” Gerard said.

      “Then find someone who is.”

      “No one will take that bet. You are expected to win.”

      “Make it happen, Gerry,” Bellini said.

      “I will,” Gerard said. “Now, I can let you get to your accommodation or you are welcome to view the weapons test. The engineers have been working flat out and they are ready to go. I held back the test until you arrived in case you wanted to see it.”

      “Why wait for me?”

      “Everyone expects you will be leader of the Faction by tomorrow.” Gerard glanced nervously at Bellini.

      “I’m not knucking up for the Faction, just for my ship. Ramil thinks he’s a better captain, and he is within his rights to challenge. I’m not doing this for the Faction, just for me. The Faction, that’s Kitzov’s dream. I’m a pirate. I’m just in it for the plunder.”

      “Kitzov has been missing for almost a month. No one expects him to come back. A few captains are jostling for position, but word is you are the favorite. Everyone thinks this knucks is on so you can demonstrate your right to lead.”

      “Well, it’s not. It’s about demonstrating my ability to smash the skull of any one of my crew who thinks they can do a better job than me.”

      “Nevertheless,” Gerard said, “I expect you will have a few captains calling for you to take over as Faction leader, assuming you win the knucks.”

      “It’s not safe to assume anything,” Bellini said. “Ramil is a big unit. He could take down half the captains in the Faction with ease.”

      Gerard stopped at a doorway to a gray corridor. It slid open to reveal a huge window looking out at the belt. The viewing room was filled with Faction captains and other pirates. They all made sure Bellini had a nod of greeting as he stepped inside.

      The stanchions of the shipyard were covered with Faction raiders occupying every dock. Many more were hanging in space, parked with anchor fields holding them to the network of asteroids that made up the shipyard. Below, Bellini saw the viewing platform at the base of the main central tower of the shipyard where he would face off against his former second-in-command. They would both walk out there soon. Only one would walk back.

      “Over there.” Gerard pointed to a distant asteroid just beyond the complex.

      Bellini stepped up to the view screen, nudging some Faction pirates aside. He wiped his hand across the transparent composite and zoomed in on the location Gerard had indicated.

      A small shuttle was touching down on the asteroid, a huge emitter on its upper hull.

      “That’s the mass beam emitter,” Gerard said proudly. “Engineering teams have been retrofitting that shuttle to carry it to a safe test location.”

      “Who designed it?” Bellini asked, thinking he would have the best engineer for the Fall once he’d dealt with Ramil.

      “The Union,” Gerard said. “It’s a stolen design. A Union defector delivered the plans to buy his way in.”

      “A mass beam?” Bellini said. “You can’t beat a hail cannon, in my opinion. Energy weapons are powerful, but a blizzard of kinetic hail thrown in your face is always going to make a mark.”

      “Agreed, but the mass beam has better destructive power than a battery of kinetic hail. And once targeted, a ship cannot evade the mass beam. The target is that small asteroid further out.” Gerard pointed again.

      Bellini zoomed the view beyond the mass beam shuttle to the target. The asteroid was painted with a target, and the words ‘Faction, Freedom, Forever’ were painted around it.

      Gerard received a signal on his wrist-mounted device.

      “That’s the final word from the engineers. They are about to start the test. Do you want to say a few words?” Gerard looked to Bellini.

      “Just fire the kravin thing.”

      Gerard spoke into his device and informed the engineers to begin their test. He activated the data scans and presented them on the view screen of transparent composite. Numbers on boson count and intensity, focus and spin, streamed over the view.

      “Get rid of that crap,” Bellini said, wiping his hand across the screen.

      Gerard canceled the data readout, and they watched the distant asteroid.

      The mass beam emitter was long with a cone-shaped tip, and loops of silver composite wrapped around the central section.

      “How will we know if it’s working?” Bellini said.

      “Watch the target.”

      Bellini watched the target sitting a thousand kilometers away. The view zoomed in tighter.

      Nothing.

      Bellini lost interest.

      “So much for your engineers, Gerry,” Bellini said. “Maybe they can use the emitter as a club and bludgeon the Union to death with it.”

      Gerard’s brow was furrowed. He was checking data on his wrist-mounted device.

      “All the data suggests that it is working.”

      Bellini let out a snort of derision. “The target disagrees.”

      Just as Bellini was about to turn and leave, he saw the emitter on the shuttle quiver. It appeared to press down on the shuttle below it. Bellini zoomed in on the shuttle. The emitter was crushing the shuttle in a series of intermittent surges. Dust was rising from the asteroid surface and adhering to the craft and device.

      “Abandon the test,” Gerard said to a panicked-sounding engineer speaking over his device.

      Bellini watched closely as the shuttle suddenly crumpled. The asteroid began to break apart, huge chunks flying up. The emitter itself began to buckle before crumpling. In a sudden white flash, the emitter, shuttle, and asteroid were all reduced to a chunk of debris no bigger than a boulder.

      Bellini zoomed in. The bolder was dark, and flickering white energy discharges arced away into space and then were gone. The bolder was almost perfectly spherical.

      “Umm,” Gerard said.

      Bellini bellowed and threw his head back with laughter.

      “Nice test, Gerry,” Bellini said. He turned to walk away. “I’ll go and prepare for the knucks. I hope you have something special lined up for the engineers who built that suicide device. Maybe if we sell them back to the Union, they can take themselves out for us. Thanks, Gerry. I needed a laugh.”
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      Boyd watched the outer hatch eagerly. Red lights flashed across the deck, alerting the Marines to the imminent dispatch order. The hatch remained shut. Boyd bounced on his feet, ready to leap into action.

      “Assault teams ready to go, sir,” Boyd said over his channel to the major.

      “Stand by, Sergeant,” came the reply from the communication operator, Yanic Knole.

      “What’s the hold up, Yan?” Boyd said, bouncing on the spot, pulse rifle across his chest.

      “We are waiting for the flight of Blades coming from the garrison on Supra. ETA five minutes. Don’t worry, Boyd. You’ll have plenty of opportunities to get in the fight. The major is highlighting one raider for infiltration now.”

      “Sergeant.” Featherstone appeared on Boyd’s helmet display. The major was sitting in his command chair and presenting as a holo-image only a few centimeters high but filled with the authority of the Resolute’s leading Blue Star Marine. “One of the raiders is not as quick as the others. The drive field shows signs of asymmetry. It’s probably a pretty rough ride over there. With help from the Blades, the Resolute will be able to isolate it from the pack. You must take this one alive, Will. I want the Faction captain in a holding cell by the end of watch. These raiders were heading somewhere in a hurry. Tactical intelligence believes there is some kind of high-level Faction meeting going on somewhere. We want to know where. We need intel on this one, so bring me some warm bodies for interrogation.”

      An incoming fire alarm sounded suddenly across the Resolute. The ship rocked under the punch from a blast of kinetic hail and the red lights on the Marine deck blinked out for a moment. Then came the sound of residual tapping of kinetic frags scattering over the hull at low velocity, the deflection shielding having reduced their energy to harmless levels.

      The major continued.

      “Your assault squad will infiltrate and take down the raider’s drive systems and interrupt any attempt to self-destruct. We are going to arrest the entire ship’s company and interrogate them all.”

      The Resolute rocked again and then the outer doors slipped aside. They moved so fast it was dizzying. Even after dozens of combat traverse jumps, the sudden combat speed removal of the outer hatch was eerily fast.

      Boyd didn’t hesitate. He ran toward the opening, calling to his squad as he went.

      “Blue Stars, let’s do this.”

      The ship directly in front of the opening was a standard Faction raider. She looked so familiar to Boyd. He had spent almost a year undercover on one, after all. He was eager to get back aboard—this time leading an assault squad, his pulse rifle blazing.

      The raider was highlighted by his helmet’s enhanced data view as the target. He activated his suit’s thrusters and raced across space.

      A flight of Blades swept across the far side of the raider, their forward-mounted, high-energy lasers firing across her nose. Blade pilots did not miss, and the narrow misses were designed to keep the raider on her course, trapped between the Blades and the Resolute. The hull of the raider flickered as she gave the Union vessel a salvo of kinetic hail. A dark cloud, like a swarm of killer wasps, flew toward him.

      Boyd checked his location in relation to the Resolute’s deflection shield. He was still inside its range.

      “Slow advance, Blue Stars,” Boyd said, frustration in his gut, but clear command in his voice.

      The eager young technician, Allen, was too slow and Boyd saw him drift beyond the range of the deflection shield just as the salvo of kinetic hail reached its target. The deflection shield flickered as the frags were slowed, deflected, and vaporized. The body of the young Blue Star vanished in a red mist as the high-density frag cloud tore his suit and body to microscopic shreds.

      Boyd felt sick and angry. With the salvo threat neutralized, he pushed his thrusters to max. He left the safety of the Resolute’s shielding and restarted his traverse.

      The hail cannon emplacements on the side of the Faction ship were glowing from the last salvo. The muzzles extended beyond the line of the ship to cool them in the cold vacuum of space. Some were still bright white, but others were already fading.

      “Push it, Blue Stars!” Boyd called. He zoomed in his visor’s enhanced view on the closest hail cannon muzzle and saw it was now dark and slowly being drawn back into the side of the ship, ready to be loaded for another salvo.

      Boyd located the line of cannon muzzles and highlighted the gaps between them on his enhanced data view. He shared it with the assault teams.

      “Move to the point between the guns. Keep it tight and move fast.”

      The hail cannon muzzles to Boyd’s left and right were fully withdrawn into the raider. He knew it was only a matter of seconds before she fired again.

      Then the cannon punched out another salvo.

      Huge gouts of hail shot blasted away from the side of the ship. Boyd’s enhanced data view showed him the safe zone between the blasts of hail. As they raced away from the raider, the hail frags expanded out but still held a tight grouping.

      The dark vacuum around Boyd was suddenly filled with flickering light as tiny kinetic frags raced past at terrifying speed, glistening under the laser fire from the Blades and the fire pouring into the Resolute from the other attacking raiders.

      The frags flew past him like a deadly snowstorm that lasted only a fraction of a second. Behind him, Boyd knew the frags were already slamming into the Resolute’s deflection shielding. He knew that if the Faction captain had fired a hail curtain, the frags would have spread out instantly and his entire squad would have been shredded like the unfortunate young Allen.

      Boyd spotted his landing point on the side of the raider and closed in fast. He slowed his approach and turned so his feet were pointing toward the raider, ready to land on her starboard hull feet first and ready for action.

      Boyd touched down first and needed no time to recover from the traverse; he was already looking for his entry. And he could see exactly where he needed to go.

      Having worked and lived aboard a raider for so long, he knew their configuration better than many in the Blue Stars. Even the agents of Union Fleet Tactical Intelligence had a less intimate knowledge than he did. Next to the rear starboard-side hail cannon muzzle was a secondary ammo loading hatch, for rapid transfer of ordnance between raiders while in space. Any raider that had been rapidly using up their hail shot could resupply by commandeering ammo from another raider. It saved a return to a Faction settlement of a shipyard. And it gave Boyd a quick way inside.

      Boyd moved around the muzzle as it withdrew inside the hull before shooting out and blasting another gout of kinetic hail. He caught the flickering of the Resolute’s deflection shielding and hull stability field out of the corner of his eye. The purple wave that spread from nose to tail told him the Resolute was taking a beating. But with his squad on the hull of the raider, the Blades could break away and focus their attacks on the rest of the raiders and assist the Resolute. He saw the Blades’ tail drives flare as he pulled a hatch free and dropped inside the raider.

      The gravity field disoriented him at first. He fell awkwardly, but was on his feet in a moment, fast enough to blast a stream of pulse rounds into the Faction troopers rushing to the breach.

      As the troopers fell, the rest of Boyd’s squad dropped in. Boyd was already advancing, heading to the drive room only a few meters away, behind one bulkhead and through one narrow, well-defended hatch.

      “With me,” Boyd said as he raced ahead. His squad needed to be faster to keep up.

      Boyd was on familiar territory and led from the front. He knew a side corridor to a utility room was only a few strides away. It contained only basic service facilities—no need for it to be defended—but he took no chances. He pulled a pulse grenade off his suit and tossed it around the corridor.

      The blast punched out as Boyd maintained cover. His squad caught up and took cover along the line of the corridor.

      Boyd was moving again, past the opening to the utility room. A pair of Faction deck crew lay twitching, weapons dropped at their sides.

      The next right turn put Boyd in the rear cross-corridor. Another left and the short straight corridor to the drive room. The drive room hatch was sealed, of course.

      Boyd spoke over the helmet communicator; his voice was silent outside his helmet, but his squad could hear him clearly.

      “Hold here. Defend this position.” He indicated the two open ends of the cross-corridor where the Faction troopers would come from.

      Boyd activated his electron blade and began to cut through the deck plates, soon pulling it apart to see the narrow access filled with conduit—a narrow way into the drive room that would bring him out on the lower side of the reactor.

      Boyd had seen Thresh work this system during their time together on the Odium Fist. He thanked her silently as he stepped into the tangle of conduits. He set his suit’s grav field to invert and pushed the conduits aside, letting him move between them. This was a trick he had taught Thresh: manipulating a suit’s grav field to let him slip along the tangle of conduits like a snake through a tangle of branches.

      Reaching the panel under the reactor, he activated his electron blade and cut upward. As the blade fizzed and dropped molten composite on to his faceplate, the flickering lights seemed to form the face of Thresh. He saw her everywhere. He could not rid her from his thoughts.

      Pulling the composite aside, Boyd climbed up into the drive room. Speed was the key. If he did not shut down the reactor quickly enough, the captain may activate the destruct. No Faction captain wanted to be paraded before the Union capital building and face the noose.

      Boyd wriggled free and opened fire at the first engineer he saw. As the body fell, Boyd saw the pulse rifles of the Faction troopers turn from the entrance hatch and onto him.

      He rolled sideways and into cover at the port-side rector stanchion.

      “Boyd, this is Featherstone. Report.”

      The voice of his commanding officer brought a smile to his face.

      “I’ve gained entry to the drive room. The raider will be unpowered in moments.”

      The stream of pulse rounds slamming into the meager cover sent sparks of composite showering over him. His squad outside the drive room reported Faction troopers at either end of the cross-corridor. They were taking fire and taking casualties.

      Boyd forced himself to break cover and return fire, only for the sustained return fire from the drive room troopers to push him back into cover.

      Yes, he’d entered the drive room. But could he survive it?
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      Boyd lay on his back under the primary reactor with barely a millimeter of space to spare. Pulse rounds flashed past him in the tight space, the reactor stanchion his only cover.

      Boyd relaxed, his rifle held on his chest, muzzle in front of his faceplate. He rolled over and returned fire before returning to cover.

      This could go on all day.

      The reactor cover in front of his face looked familiar. He had once spent days working on a core transfer shunt on the Odium Fist and it had looked just like this. He pulled his electron blade from his boot and activated it.

      “Careful now,” Boyd said to himself as he thrust the blade into the edge of the seal. He sliced down and across and pulled the panel away. Inside was a secondary shunt.

      “What would you do, Thresh?” Boyd asked out loud. “You would tell me not to mess around with the shunt.”

      Boyd knew a surge in the power moving through the shunt would cause an overload in one of the distribution nodes somewhere in the ship. The ship’s lockdown hatches were all powered through one node, so if he got the fluctuation frequency just right, he might blow the doors and unlock all hatches, opening the ship up for his squad.

      Boyd heard a scraping through his helmet where it was touching the deck. He turned and saw a pair of troopers crawling under the reactor, pulse pistols in their hands. They were moving to flanking positions and would have him in a crossfire in a moment.

      “Ahh, krav it all,” Boyd said and sent a multi-range frequency burst through the shunt.

      Instantly, lights across the drive room exploded, luminescent composite panels shattering as the distribution node governing them overloaded.

      The seal on the door broke with a hiss, and Boyd heard the firefight going on in the cross-corridor outside the drive room.

      Rolling out of cover to his right gave Boyd a line of sight on one of the troopers crawling awkwardly toward him. He fired and the trooper’s dirty helmet cracked, blood oozing out onto the reactor base plate. Boyd kept rolling.

      With his rifle held close, he kept firing at the troopers who were now under attack by the Blue Stars coming through the partially opened hatch. A distant alarm sounded. It was a fire alarm. A huge crack of an explosion followed and rocked the ship.

      Boyd fired at the second trooper who was trapped under the reactor. The trooper stopped struggling when Boyd’s pulse rounds hit. With the pair of troopers under the reactor dealt with, Boyd rolled onto the narrow sidewalk around the edge and came out from under the reactor. He climbed to his feet and advanced, low and fast, toward the forward bulkhead and the group of troopers defending the hatch.

      Opening a group channel to his squad, Boyd called a warning, “Grenade out!”

      He tossed a grenade toward the troopers, and the detonation ripped through them. Boyd’s faceplate blocked out the high-energy flash, but let enough light through for him to see the devastation. It had scorched the partially opened emergency hatch and flung bodies aside.

      “Clear,” Boyd said.

      The Blue Stars came in one by one. The last two took up positions on either side of the hatch and waited, ready to fight off any counterattack.

      “The rear of the reactor,” Boyd called out, “that’s where the self-destruct can be isolated. It’s between the reactor and the main drive assembly bulkhead. Watch out for snipers on the upper walkway guarding the initiator.”

      Boyd led the assault squad along the narrow catwalk lining the reactor and emerged into a tall section crossed with conduits running from the reactor to the drive assembly. A set of steps led up from the base deck to the top, the entire three hundred meters from upper to lower hull.

      The pulse rounds came slamming into the deck at Boyd’s feet from high above, narrowly missing. A Blue Star would never have missed the shot.

      Boyd moved fast to the stairway, a set of composite steps jutting out of the side bulkhead with a simple handrail on one side for safety. As Boyd ran up the steps, the pulse rounds burned into the handrail and the bulkhead next to him.

      “Covering fire,” Boyd called. He ran up the stairs and aimed at a sniper in cover high above. He laid down a burst of fire.

      Boyd swung his pulse rifle over his shoulder and pulled his pistol. He moved faster with the smaller weapon in hand. He took aim, picked a target, and opened fire—all while moving up the steps at a smooth, fast pace.

      Reaching the top of the three-hundred-meter climb and starting to feel the strain in his calf muscles and his lungs, Boyd took cover and gathered his breath. He had been out of the Blue Stars on his undercover mission for too long and had lost the edge of fitness he always used to rely on in a tight spot. But he had no fear of these Faction troopers and that gave him a fresh, dangerous edge.

      Spotting one of the snipers moving behind their cover was his moment to act. Boyd broke cover, advanced, and opened fire. He struck the trooper twice in the chest. The trooper crumpled and fell forward. Boyd didn’t break his stride.

      The pulse rounds from the Blue Stars below were tightly focused on the second sniper’s location and showed Boyd the way. He ignored the huge drop below and advanced.

      “I surrender!” the sniper shouted, tossing his rifle.

      Boyd stopped advancing; he holstered his pistol and swung up his rifle in one slick move.

      “Come out, trooper,” Boyd called.

      The trooper stepped out. He was wearing a dark dappled jacket with a fresh Faction insignia on the upper arm. Boyd recognized this was a new breed of Faction trooper, not the glorified pirate soldier but a centrally-trained and more disciplined trooper, the sort of thing Kitzov was trying to achieve—a central authority rather than a ragtag bunch of pirates and criminals.

      “I can help,” the trooper said. He took a step forward with his hands behind his head.

      “Hold,” Boyd said and aimed at the trooper’s chest. “Stop moving. Stay where you are.”

      The trooper took another step. “I have information. I’ll tell you everything. Just spare me the noose.” He stepped forward again.

      A message from the Blue Stars below came over Boyd’s helmet communicator. “He’s got something behind his head. Watch out, Sergeant.”

      Boyd stepped forward. “Drop to the deck, trooper.”

      “I don’t want to be Faction anymore,” the trooper said taking another step forward. “I just—”

      Boyd saw the intention flicker across the trooper’s face.

      “—want to kill Union scum.”

      The trooper brought his hands around and tossed a grenade at Boyd. A green light was blinking, and its rate was speeding up—nearing detonation.

      The trooper turned and ran but was met with a surge of rifle fire from the Blue Stars on the deck three hundred meters below. The pulse rounds shredded the trooper’s new uniform and he collapsed to the platform.

      Boyd was moving too. He climbed up on to the slim handrail at his side and jumped off the platform, leaping toward the top of the reactor.

      He wasn’t going to make it. He pushed his suit thrusters and inverted the grav field to give him a chance. He was still not going to make the top. He slammed into the end of the reactor and grabbed hold of a recess, barely clinging on by his fingertips.

      Then the grenade on the platform behind exploded.

      The detonation slammed into Boyd like a hammer blow across his entire body. He was momentarily pressed into the reactor housing before he dropped, losing grip on the small recess and dropping to the deck below.

      His suit’s grav system was resetting, the blast having knocked its calibration temporarily out of alignment. Boyd kicked off the reactor and spread his body out like a sky diver. He pushed all thrust on the front of his suit to slow his fall. The deck was racing up fast, proximity alert warnings flashing over his faceplate’s enhanced data view.

      The grav system reset and balanced, inverting the local field to slow his descent, and Boyd hit the deck at a painful twenty-five kilometers-per-hour. He laughed as soon as he recovered his breath. He was hauled to his feet by the squad.

      “Took a tumble there, sarge,” one said.

      Boyd laughed. He ran over to the primary reactor control panel. A security cover was over the controls, which he slashed down the side with his rifle’s electron bayonet. The cover showered sparks and globules of molten composite as it came away. Boyd pulled it aside to uncouple the reactor from the power distribution systems.

      The ship’s power was at his mercy. In a few moments, all ship’s power would be cut.

      “Boyd, this is Featherstone.” The voice of the Resolute’s commanding officer came over Boyd’s helmet communicator. “We have support incoming. A cruiser will be there in moments. We have orders to abandon the raider. Withdraw now, Sergeant. Do you copy?”

      Boyd looked down at the control panel.

      “The raider’s drive room has been secured. Give me a moment to lock it down and deactivate the self-destruct.”

      “We have orders, Sergeant. Withdraw immediately. The regulars aboard the incoming cruiser can take over.”

      “Incoming!” one of the Blue Stars in the drive room door called out.

      Hearing the familiar sound of pulse rifle fire striking composite bulkheads, Boyd felt the urge to dive into the fight.

      “They’ll retake the drive room if I abandon it. I’ll hold the drive room until the regulars can get here. Agreed?”

      “No, Will. Not kravin agreed. I order you to get your kravin ass back aboard the Resolute right kravin now. Is that clear?”

      Boyd saw the pulse rounds slamming into the hatchway to the drive room. Then he saw the light on the control panel for the self-destruct. The reactor was in overload. In minutes, the raider would be an expanding ball of plasma.

      “Tell the regulars not to bother,” Boyd said to Featherstone. “They have activated the self-destruct.”

      “Just get out of there, Sergeant,” Featherstone said.

      “Blue Stars, fall back.” Boyd wasn’t going to argue this one. The raider was going to explode, and Boyd was not sure he could do anything to stop it. Once the self-destruct had been initiated, it could not be halted. The overload was inevitable. It was just a matter of time, usually very short amount of time. Unless…

      “Abandon the raider and return to the Resolute. Move. Now.”

      Boyd swung his rifle over his shoulder and looked down at the control panel. If he could deactivate the reactor, he could stop the overload. He accessed the main power shunt. It was locked. The reactor kill switch did not respond. The self-destruct protocols were overriding all reactor power termination systems.

      The Blue Stars were attempting to fight their way out of the drive room into the cross-corridor. It was going too slowly.

      “Resolute, this is Boyd. I need fire support.” He tapped the controls on the power console. He accessed the raider’s hull stability field and localized a point on the starboard side of the drive room’s cross-corridor. “Give me a tight beam from the high-energy laser on these coordinates.” He transmitted the exact spot on the outer hull that was next to the corridor.

      Boyd ran to the security hatch and took position on one side, moving the Blue Star in that position out of the way.

      “This is weapons control. Be advised, fire request is at your current location.”

      “Hi, Doc,” Boyd said, recognizing the voice of Cronin at weapons control. “I’ve got a bulkhead between me and your beam. Make it a good shot, Doc, and I can get my assault team out of here before the whole raider explodes.”

      “Authorization for fire support has been given. Stand by, Blue Stars. Incoming fire.”

      The impact rocked the raider. The location where the hull stability field was weak let the beam strike the hull itself and punch through the outer hull. The bright red beam lit up the cross-corridor, the beam filling the corridor just centimeters from where Boyd was in cover.

      Then the beam was gone, but the image of the beam still burned brightly on Boyd’s retinas. It had overpowered his helmet’s filter.

      Then came the wind. The laser had punched a hole in the hull and the atmosphere was being blown out into the vacuum of space. The hatchway was suddenly filled with the troopers from the counterattack as they were blown out into space, their wild yelling barely audible.

      “Blue Stars, move, go, now!”

      Boyd waved the assault team out into the corridor where they were snatched up by the wind and blown toward the breach. Finally, with every last Blue Star from his squad away, Boyd moved. He stepped out into the corridor, half-blown by the wind. He was picked up off his feet and thrown toward the breach in the hull. The hole was a clean circle exactly two meters across, its edges were still glowing white-hot. Boyd used his suit’s gravity field to move in a controlled flight along the corridor and was shot out head-first like kinetic hail from a cannon.

      Once outside the raider, Boyd pushed his thrusters to the maximum and raced across the void back toward the Resolute.

      Looking over his shoulder, he saw the raider buck then disappear, consumed in white plasma fire. The ball grew rapidly, expanding toward him. He turned to face it, grinning at it as it came closer and closer.

      The plasma fire stopped expanding just meters from him. He reached out and almost touched it as he raced away from it. Then, having reached its fullest extent, the ball of plasma instantly began to retract.

      A pair of Blades swept by the fireball, grapple beams gathering up the few escape pods that were moving away from the raider. Not all Faction members were prepared to go down with the ship.

      Boyd turned to the Resolute and crossed the final few meters to the Marine deck. A fighter was landing just ahead of him, its rear port side badly scorched with laser strikes. It had heavy composite paneling damage, and where some panels were missing, Boyd could see some internal damage.

      Boyd touched down and moved to a casual walk, wiping his hand across the hull of the Blade next to him as the outer deck doors slid shut.

      “Took a bit of a hit there,” Boyd said with a grin to the pilot as he clambered out of his cockpit.

      “Sergeant Boyd,” Featherstone’s voice came over Boyd’s helmet. “My office. Now.”
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      Boyd marched onto the command deck still in his extreme environment combat suit, his helmet held in his fist. He walked to the door to Featherstone’s office.

      The door slid open. Featherstone was sitting behind his desk, a holo-file on his desk. He waved Boyd in and cancelled the file. The image vanished, leaving the smooth, dark desktop.

      “It is one thing to take risks with your own life, Boyd, but taking an inexperienced Blue Star on an assault on a Faction raider is too much.”

      Featherstone tapped his desk and an image of the young technician appeared.

      “Allen had been aboard the Resolute for less than a week, and you took him on a high-risk mission? What do you have to say in your defense, Boyd?”

      “Every mission is high risk, sir,” Boyd said. “What was your first mission?”

      “We are not here to talk about my service history, Boyd.” Featherstone slammed his hands on his desk and stood up. “I want to discuss your undisciplined behavior.”

      “The kid looked bored. He was happy I invited him on the raid. I can pick my own team, can’t I?”

      “Don’t quote the rulebook at me, Boyd. You are not keeping to the rules yourself. You are taking too many risks. You are putting yourself in danger, and now you have gotten a young Blue Star killed.”

      “The Faction hail cannon killed him, sir. Not me.”

      “Is that what I tell his family?”

      “No, you tell them what you always tell them. He died fighting for the Union against the Faction, ensuring stability in the Scorpio System. You tell them he was a hero and will be missed by his Blue Star comrades.”

      Featherstone sat down. “He doesn’t have a family. He was alone in the world. Family wiped out by a Faction attack on a transport heavy. His entire family working on a single heavy. Mother, father, and older brother. He had just been accepted to Forge Farm for Blue Star training so he didn’t go on the run from the Black Ice mines in the Sphere.”

      “That’ll save you writing a letter,” Boyd said.

      Featherstone brought his fist down on the desk. The image of Allen shuddered. “That is far too disrespectful, even for you. You are a disgrace, Boyd. You take unnecessary risks, you get my men killed, and then treat it all like a game. This is not a game.”

      “No, sir, it is not. It is serious. I didn’t spend the last year undercover because I thought it was a game. I’ve put myself in danger every day so the Union can be kept safe. Allen did the same thing. He just got killed on his first trip out. But it doesn’t matter if we are killed on our first action, our fiftieth, or our thousandth. We all know the risk. We all put our lives on the line every second we wear the Blue Star. Sir.”

      “Risk is accepted by all. Recklessness is not. You are reckless and I consider it a dereliction of duty. That is why you are suspended.”

      “Suspended?!” Boyd shouted. “Because a Blue Star died under my command? There won’t be a Blue Star sergeant in the battalion not on suspension by the end of the watch if you suspend me for that!”

      “Not just that, Will, but because you no longer take the Blue Stars seriously. You have become insubordinate, reckless, and a danger to those around you. You are a liability, and I can stand down or activate any Blue Star under my command.”

      “I am your best Blue Star, and you know it.” Boyd gritted his teeth. He could not be stood down. He needed the danger. Since returning from undercover duty, his time on the Resolute had been too safe. Too easy. He had lived with constant danger while in the Faction and found life boring back in the Blue Stars. Pedestrian. Dull. Charging down a broadside from a Faction raider’s hail cannon was the only thing that gave him any feeling of being alive, that and thoughts of Enke Thresh. If she was dead, as he thought she must be, he didn’t see the need to play it safe.

      “You know what my first mission was?” Featherstone leaned back in his chair. He didn’t wait for Boyd to answer. “It was in the Battle of Dark Crater.”

      Boyd looked at Featherstone and felt something he hadn’t for a long time: respect. The Battle of Dark Crater was a legend.

      “I went in on the Huntsman. My first action. Moving against the Faction in the first major attack on their central command.”

      Boyd knew the story, every Blue Star did.

      “We took the crater in less than an hour. I didn’t fire my weapon once in the initial assault. We put them down hard and fast. It was brutal. Then we waited for dust off and evac. Then the raiders came.”

      Boyd shifted uncomfortably.

      “When the Faction attacked us in force, we were completely unprepared. We were trained for attack. A static defense was not supposed to be in the Blue Star playbook. That was what the regulars were for—to sit tight and take a beating.” The major swiveled gently in his chair. “And they came. They didn’t want to give up their base. The Faction was small. Hail cannon hadn’t been outlawed yet. They poured it on us. And so many Blue Stars wanted to give it back and attack. Discipline went out the window. But my sergeant at the time held a few of us tight and in good order.”

      “You were there the whole time?” Boyd’s mouth fell open.

      “Yes, Sergeant. I was in the defense of Dark Crater. We held them off for hours before the first carrier arrived. And do you know what got us through? Discipline. There was risk and there was danger, but if my sergeant hadn’t kept us in good, disciplined order, we would have all been lost and then Dark Crater would be a synonym for defeat, not heroic defense.”

      “I had no idea,” Boyd said.

      “Do you tell everyone about every action you’ve been involved in? It’s not something Blue Stars do. We keep our missions close. We don’t tell anyone about what we’ve done. Who, other than a Blue Star, would understand?”

      “No one, sir.”

      Featherstone tapped his desk and called up Boyd’s service file. “I don’t want to make this official on your record. You have a great record and could go on to great things.” He looked up at Boyd. “You are under open arrest and will confine yourself to shipboard duties only.”

      Boyd felt his heart sink for the first time since he realized he might never see Enke Thresh again.

      “Sir, please,” he said.

      “You will confine yourself to non-combat tasks aboard ship. Don’t make me mark this record.”

      “But…sir. We could be called into action at any moment.”

      “We already have been. Tactical intelligence wants us to check out a location on that map you found. A reconnaissance mission. We are inbound and will be at the location very soon. And that is why you are stood down. This is a possible Skarak location. I need discipline on this one. No more unnecessary risks. No more selfish actions.”

      “Who will lead the Blue Stars on the mission?”

      “Sergeant Dorik,” Featherstone said.

      Boyd nodded. Dorik was a veteran and a solid leader.

      “Dorik would be my choice too, sir.”

      Featherstone looked up at Boyd. “Watch the feed from Sergeant Dorik. Try and remind yourself how a Blue Star leader should conduct themselves.”

      Boyd left the major’s office and walked straight to the Marine deck where Dorik was assembling his assault team for the mission. Boyd found it difficult to sit this one out. He had found the map thanks to his daring and risk. He should be on this mission.

      “Sorry not to have you along on this one, Will,” Dorik said as Boyd walked onto the deck.

      “What makes you think you’re going without me?”

      “The major just informed me you are to remain shipside.”

      “I’m ready to go,” Boyd said, indicating he was still suited up. “You really think the major would have me sit out a mission to investigate the Skarak location?”

      “He told me you’d probably try and tag along. No one appreciates your ability more than me, but if the major says you are not to go, then you are not to go. I have my team and I’m ready to lead them. Don’t take this the wrong way, Will, but I don’t need you.”

      Boyd shrugged. “Fine. I’ll stay. But don’t blame me if you get your ass chewed out by Skarak.”

      “It’s just a recon mission. The map you found is probably just a crashed derelict left over from the last Skarak incursion into the system. There are only faint power signatures detected at this location, and nothing suggests it has offensive capabilities. Just some secondary system still running in the background. I’m just going to go down there, check it is all quiet, and then have the major pound the location with mass beam and spitz gun fire.”

      The voice of Yanik Knole came over the communication system.

      “Resolute is in position for tactical insertion of Blue Star recon squad. Stand by for authorization to proceed. Command deck out.”

      “This is it,” Dorik said, pulling on his helmet. “Stand by recon squad. Ready for deployment to asteroid surface.” He turned to Boyd. “Get out of here, lay low for a couple of days, and do as you are told. I’m sure the major won’t keep you out of action forever.”

      Boyd nodded. The exterior door opened showing the asteroid a few hundred meters away. It was dark against the black background, but the asteroid was lit up with spotlights from the Resolute showing the target location—a cavern on the surface that led to the hidden Skarak energy signature.

      “Good luck,” Boyd said to Dorik, clapping him on the shoulder.

      “Blue Stars,” Dorik said in a powerful war cry. The squad on deck replied, and Dorik ran to the open hatch.

      Boyd watched as Dorik leapt out of the open hatch, his suit thrusters carrying him through the deflection shield and out into space.

      The assault team shrank away into the distance, and Boyd watched their progress on the Marine deck holo-stage. Dorik touched down in moments, his team all around him. He proceeded toward the cavern entrance and disappeared into the dark.

      The deck was quiet, with only the reserve Blue Stars, a maintenance team working on the damaged fighter, and Boyd watching the multiple feeds from the recon squad. The feed from Sergeant Dorik showed him at the front of the team, leading the way into the cavern. His scans showed a buried ship, its hull surrounded by rock.

      The hull of the ship was not Skarak, Boyd could tell right away. The Skarak hull had a strange depth to it, as if it had no outer edge. The ship in the rock looked more like it had the composite hull of a Union ship.

      As Dorik moved into the cavern and closer to the ship, his suit’s light showed markings on the side of the vessel. Boyd soon saw the name of a Union cruiser. Although partially obscured, Boyd could make out the name. He tapped on his wrist-mounted holo-stage and searched for the ship.

      It was the Ultimatum. Last known location: beyond the Sphere. Missing and presumed destroyed.

      “Are you reading this?” Sergeant Dorik’s communications with the command deck were relayed to the reserve team on the Marine deck.

      “Confirmed,” Major Featherstone replied. “It’s the Ultimatum. Proceed inside, Sergeant. Maintain communication. Use caution.”

      Boyd looked at the image of the Union ship. The team needed to act firmly, with aggression. He opened a channel to Dorik.

      “I’ve seen this sort of thing before, Rik,” Boyd said. “If the Skarak are involved, then the Ultimatum’s crew might be dead, but they can still attack.”

      Major Featherstone’s voice interrupted Boyd. “Sergeant Will Boyd. This is an operational channel. You are permitted to observe and that is all. Stand down and stop interfering with the operation.”

      “Resolute, this is Dorik. I have movement. It looks like Union crew. The ship is exposed to space, but they are moving, coming forward fast.”

      “They are not Union anymore, Rik. They are Skarak now. Open fire,” Boyd said, remembering how he’d seen a Faction crew attack in vacuum after the Skarak had transformed them into lifeless drones.

      “Boyd!” Featherstone snapped. “Stay off this channel or I will send a security team to place you under close arrest. Do you hear me?”

      The channel filled with the sound of pulse rifle fire.

      “We’ve got Skarak down here.” Dorik sounded calm over the noise. “We are outnumbered. Send in reserve team now, and ready a further team. There’s too many of them.”

      The reserves on the Marine deck were on their feet and running to the opening, leaping out into the void and toward the asteroid. Pulse fire flickered from within the cavern on the asteroid’s surface.

      Feeling frustration creep up on him as he watched the reserves race away, Boyd clenched his fist. Remembering the major’s orders to confine himself to shipside duties did nothing to kill the feelings he craved. Action.

      “Ahh, krav it all,” he said. He pulled on his helmet and ran across the deck, leaping out into the void.
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      Exiting the Resolute on an assault jump was as exciting as it ever had been. Today, there was the added excitement of disobeying his commanding officer’s direct orders. He was under open arrest and expected to stay on the ship, but Dorik had called in the reserves and Boyd knew the danger they faced.

      The asteroid below was lit by the powerful lights striking down from the Resolute. The cavern was flickering with pulse rifle fire. The blue crackle beam of the Skarak lit up the entrance, and Boyd saw the shadows of Dorik’s recon team fall back from the cavern.

      “Fall back,” Boyd messaged Dorik over a private channel. “Bring the Skarak out and we’ll have them in a crossfire.”

      Dorik remained silent. Maybe Dorik was shielded from his suit’s powerful communication systems by the asteroid. He boosted the power and then broadcasted the message to all the Blue Stars.

      “Bring the Skarak out and the reserve team will have them in our sights.”

      Dorik did not reply.

      Boyd heard Featherstone’s voice. “Sergeant Boyd. What are you doing? You are relieved of duty. Return to the Resolute and confine yourself to quarters.”

      The asteroid below was growing larger by the second. The Marines of the recon squad were falling back with a group of Skarak soldiers bearing down on them, crackle beam flickering through the darkness and throwing jagged shadows across the asteroid’s dark surface.

      “Sergeant Dorik is not responding. I’m taking charge of the assault. Reserves, light them up.”

      Boyd aimed down with his pulse rifle and opened fire. A burst of rounds slammed into the asteroid, throwing up grit and dust that hung in the weak gravity of the asteroid. The pulse rifles of the reserves poured fire down. The Skarak in the open fell, some retreating into the cover of the cavern.

      “Blue Stars,” Boyd said over the squad channel, “hold your ground. Give fire. Controlled bursts, send the Skarak back.”

      “Sergeant Boyd, return to the Resolute right now or I’ll see you flogged by end of watch.”

      “Dorik is down,” Boyd said, pouring fire on a new target. “The Blue Stars need a leader on the ground. I’ll take the flogging if it means keeping the team focused on task.”

      Boyd touched down on the asteroid in front of the cavern entrance. The helmet’s enhanced data view showed him movement in the darkness—Skarak soldiers falling back to the hull of the partially-buried cruiser.

      “With me,” Boyd said, moving forward into the cavern. “That’s a Union ship. We are taking it back. Watch out for the crew of the Ultimatum. They may have been turned.”

      “Turned?” Major Featherstone asked from the command deck of the Resolute. “What do you mean, ‘turned’?”

      Then, as if to answer the major’s question, a mass of bodies came surging forward. The crew of the Ultimatum was on the attack.

      “They are not wearing any suits,” a Blue Star from the recon squad said.

      “They are dead,” Boyd said. “Open fire.”

      Boyd poured a series of pulse rounds into the first of the lifeless attackers. The recon squad and the reserves were reluctant to fire on Union crew until they moved in close enough for the Blue Stars to see the dark holes where eyes should be, the gaping mouths with tongues swollen by the vacuum of space.

      “They are Skarak now!” Boyd called out. “They fight for the Skarak. Take them down!”

      Boyd fired up his electron bayonet as the mass of lifeless bodies lunged for them. His pulse rounds took down another and then he began the grizzly work of slicing into the dead as they came at him, clawing with fingernails in blackened fingertips, biting with teeth loose in bloody mouths. Only the sheer weight of numbers could do any damage. Behind the mass of reanimated soldier-slaves stood the few Skarak soldiers.

      Boyd counted a line of four Skarak, waiting with their hand-held crackle beam emitters aimed. The mass of Ultimatum crew thinned, and finally Boyd dropped the last with a thrust and an upward sweep of his fizzing electron blade.

      Then the crackle fire came.

      The cavern filled with jagged, blue beams. Boyd took a knee and fired a well-aimed barrage of pulses into a Skarak soldier. It fell backward, tumbling over in the light gravity, its crackle emitter tumbling along at its side. The beam continued tearing into the rock for a long moment before it fell dark.

      The barrage of pulse rounds took down the remaining Skarak, leaving them floating in the asteroid’s weak gravity.

      Stepping over the bodies of the Ultimatum crew, Boyd wasted no time in advancing, calling for the combined Blue Star team to join him. He saw movement and aimed his pulse rifle, but then saw it was a Marine. His enhanced data view on his helmet flashed the bio readings.

      It was Sergeant Dorik.

      “Rik!” Boyd shouted in excitement and relief. He slung his pulse rifle and reached down to Dorik, who was rolling over on to his back and looking up at Boyd.

      “What happened?” Dorik held up a hand and let Boyd haul him to his feet. He checked himself for his weapon.

      “You must have been trampled by the lifeless,” Boyd said. He drew his pulse pistol and handed it to the unarmed Dorik.

      “Must have,” Dorik agreed. He checked the pistol and pointed it toward the breach in the Ultimatum’s hull.

      “Resolute, this is Dorik. Proceeding into the Ultimatum now.”

      “Sergeant Dorik,” Featherstone said. “Take over down there and send Sergeant Boyd back to the Resolute.”

      Boyd looked at Dorik and shook his head. He pointed with his rifle’s muzzle to the ship in front of them and then he tapped the side of his helmet, suggesting communication trouble.

      Dorik shook his head. “Copy that, Resolute. I’ll send Sergeant Boyd back immediately.”

      “Say again, Dorik,” the major said. “We are having trouble reading you. The Skarak signal is interfering with communications. Say again.”

      Boyd walked toward the breach, low and fast. He waved for the Marines to follow.

      “Copy that, Resolute. Stand by.” Dorik walked up next to Boyd. “Looks like the Skarak want you to stick around for a bit. Their signal is interfering with communications.”

      “What Skarak signal?” Boyd said. “This is a Union ship.”

      “Let’s go and find out,” Dorik said. “As you are the gate crasher on this party, maybe you’d like to take point.”

      Boyd stepped inside the Ultimatum, his rifle light illuminating the dark corridors. He checked both directions, sweeping his pulse rifle across the dark corridors.

      “Clear. Advancing. Moving forward to the Ultimatum’s command deck. You are welcome to join me, Rik.”

      “Smartass,” Dorik said. “Sending in recon and reserves teams now. I’ll take rear guard. Proceed, Boyd.”

      Boyd was not as familiar with a Union cruiser as he was with a Faction raider. He had never been posted to a cruiser. He was a Blue Star and had always been posted on frigates—fast and powerful, able to swiftly deliver Blue Star Marines to any point in the Scorpio System.

      The command deck was in the forward section of the ship and his data view directed him with a series of holographic markers superimposed on his image of the Ultimatum’s corridors. The forward cross-corridor, running from port to starboard, gave access to the command deck corridor—a long, straight, highly-defendable hallway to the command deck. Boyd moved quickly along the cross-corridor and stopped at the corner. He peeked around it. The commend deck door was sealed.

      “I’ve made it to the command deck corridor. The command deck is sealed. I’m going to attempt to hack the door and open it up.”

      Boyd ran down the corridor and stopped at the door, a heavy composite blast door capable of withstanding a fierce assault. Boyd took a knee at the side of the door and cut away a section of the wall composite with his electron blade.

      Sergeant Dorik came along the corridor and stood looking down at Boyd.

      “Any luck?”

      Boyd tapped into the Ultimatum’s security systems. The door was not locked, only closed.

      “So, open it then,” Dorik said.

      “But there is an atmosphere in the command deck, and I’m detecting life signs.” Boyd looked up at Dorik.

      Dorik scanned the door with his wrist-mounted holo-stage, sweeping his forearm over the door. The data came back just as Boyd had said.

      “We can’t pop the door and risk blowing crew out into the void. Seal off the cross-corridor.”

      With Dorik’s instructions, the assault team came forward. Boyd activated the hatches on the port and starboard side, creating a sealed environment safe from the vacuum of space.

      “Just going to introduce an atmosphere into the cross-corridor,” Boyd said as he accessed the environmental controls and pumped breathable air into the sealed area. Once done, Boyd accessed the command deck security door controls.

      The door slid back with a hiss. Lights flickered over the deck from the control consoles, and they showed Boyd an unusual sight.

      In the center of the command deck were several benches laying back at a forty-five-degree angle. Tubes and cables were streaming away and connected to a dark, throbbing sphere that had been set up on the main holo-stage. As Boyd’s eyes became accustomed to the light, he saw there were bodies on the benches—the bodies of the Ultimatum’s command deck crew, all hooked up to tubes and cables.

      “What the krav?” Boyd said, climbing to his feet. He walked onto the command deck and stood in front of the line of benches.

      There were six in total, each with a body strapped down. Tubes came out of their necks, and cables were fastened to the tops of their heads.

      Boyd checked the first. It was the body of a regular Marine captain, probably the commanding officer of the Ultimatum’s Marine company. Next was a command deck officer. Boyd’s helmet informed him it was Commander Jacqueline Briggs, the Ultimatum’s second-in-command. She was alive but weak.

      Next to her was the ship’s captain, Brendon Sheen. His life signs were erratic and extremely weak. His eyes rolled around in his open sockets, mouth gasping and chewing the air. He struggled weakly against the restraints. As Boyd looked him up and down, he could see Sheen’s left arm had been removed and a Skarak arm had been grafted on in its place. The Skarak limb was gray and limp, not the usual dark shine of a Skarak arm, but the joints and the gripping fingers at its hand-like end were unmistakable.

      The next in line was a young junior officer. He too had a Skarak limb in place of his left arm, but he also had a secondary arm grafted to his torso near his lower left rib. The secondary arm ended in a Skarak technological device. It had a power supply of its own and was glowing in dark lines. A snub end to the device crackled with a light similar to the crackle beam.

      “A weapon?” Boyd said to Dorik, who was at his side, looking the poor, mutilated officer.

      Dorik remained silent.

      The next in line were all dead. Cables coming out of their skulls and various Skarak attachments had been grafted to their bodies.

      Boyd shook his head in disgust and disbelief. He walked back along the line. He stopped next to the captain and put his ear close to the captain’s mouth. The only sound to come out was a faint hiss and rasp of his dry throat.

      A whisper next to Boyd caught his ear. Commander Briggs was calling him.

      “Rest easy, Commander,” Boyd said. “We’ll get you out of here.”

      Briggs whispered. Boyd moved closer.

      “Too late. I can feel them.”

      “Feel who? The Skarak?” Boyd said.

      “Skarak. In my head. They want to make us their soldiers. They can make us flesh drones by animating dead flesh. Simple, lifeless fighters.”

      “Yes,” Boyd said. “I’ve seen them.”

      “Yes. The weak-minded are easily changed. They have different plans for others among us, plans for the leaders.” She looked over to Sheen at her side. “The captain fought them. They want strong leaders. Most can’t withstand their attempt at control, and it turns the brain into a basic processing unit. We here didn’t succumb, and they experimented on us. They killed some—five or six, I think.”

      “They didn’t try and attach their limbs or weapons to you.” Boyd touched Briggs’s hair soothingly.

      “No. I was the strongest. They had other plans for me. I am fighting them now. They want me to be under their control. They are trying to make me into their spy, to send me back into the Union, to corrupt the Union from within. I am too strong. I am fighting them. I won’t become a spy for them. Get me out of here. We can fight them.”

      Boyd looked into Briggs’s lethargic, pain-filled eyes. Then the sound of a pulse round hummed and Briggs’s head snapped sideways. A spurt of blood arced out of her head and she lolled forward.

      Boyd’s mouth fell open in shock. He turned to see Sergeant Dorik with a pulse pistol—Boyd’s pistol—in his hand.

      “Why did you do that?” Boyd said, exasperated.

      “It was a mercy,” Dorik said. “This is torture for them. I’d expect you to do the same for me.”

      Boyd looked back at Briggs. “She had information.”

      “Look at her,” Dorik said. “These tubes and cables coming out of her, all leading into that?” He pointed to the sphere on the holo-stage. “She doesn’t know who she is any more. They are in her head.” He tapped his temple with the pistol.

      Boyd looked at Briggs and then at Sheen. The cables ran from their heads into the sphere.

      Boyd knew he had heard the Skarak inside his head when he had first encountered them. Only his utter commitment to his mission had saved him from the strange feeling he had to turn on those around him. Others in his team had turned against each other and only he had come out alive.

      As Boyd looked at the sphere, he could hear the Skarak again, like a memory of a dream. He walked toward the sphere. The strange outer edge seemed almost to not exist in this universe but some other dark realm. The cables and tubes crossed the boundary and were lost in its depths.

      Boyd could almost sense other spheres of this kind. He stared into the surface that seemed to fall for thousands of kilometers into an object that was clearly only a few meters in diameter.

      “Do you read me, Sergeant Boyd?”

      The communication from the Resolute crackling over his helmet communicator and the sound of Major Featherstone’s voice snapped him back to the present as if he had drifted off briefly.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Leave the Ultimatum. Tactical intelligence is sending a ship to secure the area and the wreck. Return to the Resolute immediately or I’ll leave you there and let the intel agents deal with you.”

      Boyd looked around and saw the last of the Blue Stars exiting the command deck. He looked back at Captain Brendon Sheen one last time. His mouth was chewing the air, his eyes rolling around in his head, and a tear welling up in the corner of one eye.

      “Someone’s coming to look after you,” Boyd said, but he knew he was lying. Tactical intelligence would want to know what the Skarak were trying to achieve here. They were likely going to continue the Skarak’s brutal experiment to discover what they could. A look in Sheen’s eye told him whatever remained of the Union captain knew the same. His ordeal was not yet over.

      “Boyd. Return. Now.” Featherstone sounded impatient.

      Boyd knew he had troubles of his own and he had to face them now. He was in trouble with the major. Again. It was a dangerous position to be in, and danger felt good.
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      When Boyd walked into Featherstone’s office, for the third time in the space of a single watch, the major was sitting behind his desk watching the images from the asteroid surface on his desktop holo-stage.

      A Union cruiser was holding position above the cavern entrance that led to the Ultimatum. Thruster flares from a squad of regular Marines could be seen streaming down to the surface. A small shuttle, presumably containing intelligence agents, was departing the cruiser’s main hanger.

      Then the image was interrupted by a flicker and the image blinked out.

      Featherstone hesitated and then looked up to Boyd.

      “I’m guessing intel doesn’t want us seeing any more.”

      Boyd came to attention. He wondered how serious the major had been in his threat to have him flogged. He had seen a flogging at Forge Farm during training—a Blue Star trainee who had punched an instructor. A flogging followed within the hour and then the trainee was dismissed from the Blue Stars, released back to the regulars. It had been a hard watch and the trainee had wailed for the first few lashes until he was flogged into silence. Boyd hoped he could bear the flogging well.

      Featherstone looked up from his desk.

      “You are reckless, Will.”

      “Yes, sir,” Boyd responded, holding his position at attention.

      “At ease, Sergeant.”

      Boyd adopted the position of at-ease, but he was far from relaxed.

      “I cannot make threats of punishment and not follow them through, Will. What sort of leader would I be if I did that?”

      “Weak, sir.”

      “Do you think I’m weak, Will?”

      “No, sir. The major is the best Blue Star I’ve ever served with.”

      “Flattery will only gain you an extra lick of the lash, Sergeant.”

      “Sir.”

      Featherstone sat back in his chair. “You were always much more in control than you are now. That is why I sent you undercover. You can keep cool in a crisis. You have self-discipline. That is why you got undercover duties. What’s changed?”

      “Sir, may I speak freely?”

      Featherstone waved a hand and allowed Boyd to speak his mind.

      “Life in the Blue Stars is a little too boring after the thrill of undercover, sir. I think I need the danger.”

      Featherstone nodded. “I know. You wouldn’t be the first Blue Star to find it hard to transition back into the service after an undercover operation, and you will not be the last.”

      Featherstone leaned forward and tapped his holo-stage. After a few taps, an image appeared. It was First Lieutenant Daniel Boyd. Boyd’s brother.

      “He was one of the best in the regulars. I tried to draft him into the Blue Stars more than once, but he was dedicated to the regulars. A brilliant officer.”

      Boyd glanced down at the image of his brother. His murder had been the final factor in sending Boyd to the Marines and on into the Blue Stars.

      “I know how your brother’s death must be in your thoughts. I know you came to the Blue Stars looking for revenge. Do you think I didn’t know?”

      Boyd could not find an answer. Featherstone didn’t force the issue.

      “Do you think I would send a Blue Star on a mission if I thought his personal feelings would affect his judgment? I watched you closely before I sent you into the Faction to find Kitzov. The colonel told me you were a bad choice, emotionally involved. I told him you could control yourself. And you did. You got us closer to the Faction leader than any operative before. Your determination to succeed together with a disciplined mind gave us the best chance to capture Kitzov in years. Your mission was a great success.”

      “I failed,” Boyd said.

      “You got closer than anyone else. We will catch Kitzov. He will face justice for his actions against the Union and for killing your brother. Your operation helped us get part of the way.”

      “He’s probably dead now, sir. Or, like the crew of the Ultimatum down there, turned Skarak.”

      Boyd felt his heart sink at the thought of Thresh at the mercy of the Skarak. Had she been turned into a lifeless drone like so many others? Had Skarak limbs and weapons been grafted onto her body? Had she had her brain plugged into a Skarak device to turn her against her own kind?

      “If Kitzov is dead, then good riddance. If not, we will find him, and he will swing. And you did your part. You behaved like a true Blue Star. You got close, and you didn’t let any personal feelings get in the way.”

      “I could have killed him, sir. I had him in my sights and I wanted to end him myself.”

      “But you didn’t, because you were in control of your feelings. I need you to control yourself again. Enough with this risk taking, this insubordination. You are a great Blue Star.” Featherstone’s eyes on him were heavy.

      “Yes, sir,” Boyd said. “Discipline will be my watchword from now on.”

      “See that it is. You could have a very nasty mark against your record for breaking open arrest and joining the operation on the asteroid, but if you hadn’t, we might not have had a successful outcome.” Featherstone hesitated for a moment. “I was going to recommend you for officer training. A couple of months at the farm, some hard work, and you’d pass out with your Blue Star officer stripe.”

      Boyd was lost for words. He had never expected to be selected for officer training. His brother had been a highflier academically as well as physically. He had been a great choice for officer training and had been a great lieutenant. But Boyd did not think he was in the same class.

      “Not often stuck for words, are you, Will?” Featherstone laughed. “Given your excellent record and undoubted skill, I will give you one more chance to prove you are in control of yourself. Keep on a straight path, no more stupid risks or insubordination, and I’ll advance your file to the farm for officer training on the next training cycle. You can do it, Will. I know you can.”

      Boyd felt his chest swell. “Yes, sir.”

      Featherstone cancelled the image of Daniel Boyd and sat back in his chair, dismissing Boyd with a wave.

      “Now, report to the Marine deck. I will not let my threat of punishment go forgotten. Sergeant Dorik is standing by to administer six corrective lashes. Then, if you maintain your discipline, I’ll consider the matter closed. Dismissed.”

      Boyd turned on his heel and marched out of the major’s office.

      The way to the Marine deck was strangely quiet. There was no crew walking the corridors until he reached the end. Doc Cronin was waiting for him, a small leather bundle in his hand.

      “I can’t give you anything for the pain until after,” Cronin said.

      “I can take it,” Boyd said. He stepped up to the access hatch. It slid open.

      The scaffold was standing at the center of the Marine deck. Dorik was waiting, lash in his hand, the tail trailing over the deck. A witness squad of six Blue Star Marines stood in line.

      Boyd walked over to the scaffold and stripped out of his suit. He dropped that to the deck, then took off his shirt and casually tossed it to the deck.

      Dorik pointed to the grips for Boyd to hold. Boyd placed his hands on the scaffold and the mass generator gripped his wrists and held him in place.

      Doc Cronin held the leather bundle to Boyd’s mouth.

      Boyd shook his head. He was determined not to cry out. He didn’t need to bite down to ignore to the pain. He could take it.

      Cronin insisted. “It’ll stop you biting your tongue off. Doctor’s orders.”

      Boyd took the bundle in his mouth and Doc Cronin stepped back.

      The hiss of the tail through the air sent Boyd’s hairs standing on end. Then the bite made every muscle tense. He growled at the pain. The second lash struck. His growl grew louder. The third, and the breath was knocked from his lungs. The fourth, and the leather grip fell from his mouth. Five, and his head lolled forward. The deck swam in a haze. The sixth knocked him out briefly and he slipped out of consciousness for a moment, returning to hear Dorik call out to the witness squad that they were dismissed.

      Dorik disabled the small mass generators and Boyd slipped to the deck. Immediately, Doc sprayed a pain relief agent over Boyd’s back.

      “No hard feelings, Will,” Dorik said, looking down at Boyd. “I couldn’t hold back. The major would just have ordered you take them again.”

      Boyd couldn’t speak. Dorik helped him up and handed him his shirt.

      “You’ll be fine in a couple days, but it’ll hurt like hell until then. Go and sleep it off,” Doc said.

      Boyd walked off the deck. He staggered his way to his bunk, the corridor swimming, but he could feel he was regaining his balance and senses. He crashed onto his bunk. He felt Doc Cronin apply a med-pack to the base of his neck and then Boyd was asleep.

      He awoke what seemed like a moment later. A muster alarm was sounding sharply across the ship. Then he heard the major’s voice.

      “Approaching Skarak target. Assault team, prepare for combat traverse.”

      Boyd jumped off his bunk, his legs strong under him, but still searing pain across his back. Gritting his teath, he grabbed his jacket and ran out.

      There was no way he was not going to join the assault. He was as ready as ever for duty. He ran into the locker. Sergeant Dorik was already suited up and checking his pulse rifle.

      “Up so soon?” he said with a grin.

      “When there’s work to be done, you need a good Blue Star in the lead.”

      Boyd pulled on his suit and it fastened in place. He grabbed his helmet and pulse rifle and made his way to the Marine deck. Marines gave him a respectful nod when he walked by. He stood in front of the outer hatch.

      As the hatch slid back, the sight that greeted him was a new asteroid with a Union heavy partially embedded in the surface.

      Boyd didn’t need a second invitation. He ran to the edge of the deck and leapt out into the void. His thrusters kicked in and sent him across the void to the Union heavy and the Skarak signal inside.

      As he raced toward the asteroid, the blue crackle beams leapt up from the surface. A beam flickered a few centimeters past his helmet. He took aim at the origin of the crackle beam and opened fire.
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      Boyd opened fire, and pulse rounds from the assault team slammed into the asteroid’s surface. The Skarak fire dropped as they ran back into cover. Boyd touched down and lay flat on the asteroid’s stark surface, pouring fire onto the retreating Skarak.

      The cavern on this asteroid was similar to the previous one, but this time, a group of ships were here in the large asteroid’s hollowed-out interior. Boyd detected several Faction ships, a Union civilian transport, and a massive Union heavy freighter. They were all buried deep. There were almost a hundred weak life signs, and they were all concentrated in one section of the freighter’s interior.

      The hull of the heavy was cracked open to the vacuum of space. The Skarak soldiers moved freely in the vacuum, seemingly without need of protective equipment. They moved easily over the asteroid’s glassy rock, clinging to the crystalline surface with their secondary arms and their insect-like feet, firing their Skarak weapons with their long upper arms. The flashing blue crackle beams reflected in their large, emotionless eyes.

      The narrow cavern and the small crack in the heavy’s hull gave the Skarak a highly defensible position. The only way to break the defense was with a determined forward assault. Every meter forward would be paid for with the life of a Blue Star Marine. Boyd waved the assault team onward.

      “Fire and maneuver. Suppress the Skarak and advance,” Boyd said calmly over his squad’s channel. The Marines advanced in small groups, rushing forward while their comrades laid down a heavy barrage of pulse rifle fire. With a small team having advanced, they stopped and opened fire, taking advantage of the cover against the sides of the cavern. One Marine reset his suit’s gravity field and clung to the roof. The Blue Stars in the forward position laid down a withering barrage, pulse rounds raking the ground in front of the Skarak soldiers, all rounds finding a target and dropping the defenders. Then the next group rushed forward under the covering fire before they too stopped and gave fire.

      Running into the dark cavern and closing in on the breach in the hull of the freighter, Boyd felt the thrill of the action rise in him. He stamped it down and advanced with cold determination. The feelings of excitement were wholly unprofessional. Not Blue Star. He needed to be focused and calm.

      The Skarak held their ground, their blue crackle weapons flickering along the cavern lighting up its dark crystalline walls. The medical readings of the entire assault team appeared on Boyd’s enhanced data view. Six Marines were dead from the short approach to the freighter’s hull. Several others were injured, their life signs erratic, heart rates racing as their bodies were racked by the disruptive energy of the Skarak crackle beam.

      The remaining Blue Stars closed in on the Skarak, electron bayonets flashing in the dark. The Skarak defending the breach fought to the last. Boyd put down the last defending Skarak with a blast of pulse rifle fire and immediately began organizing his team.

      With his team reformed and ready to enter the freighter, Boyd identified the position of Sergeant Dorik. He noticed that Dorik was at the rear of the assault, still outside the cavern on the asteroid surface. He hadn’t fired his pulse rifle. And he was calm. Boyd’s pulse was elevated. Even a seasoned, well-balanced Blue Star Marine experienced some fear and excitement during an assault. All the Blue Stars were brave, but brave did not mean they were without fear. The challenge for a Blue Star Marine during an assault was not to overcome fear but to manage it, and to continue to perform accurately and bravely despite their feelings.

      But Dorik’s heart rate was the same as if he were resting easy on his bunk.

      “Sergeant Dorik,” Boyd said to his old comrade. “We have made it to the breach. I will proceed and enter the ship. Do you copy?”

      Sergeant Dorik moved forward slowly.

      Boyd watched as Dorik moved into the cavern. Slowly, deliberately, he raised his pulse rifle and aimed it at Boyd.

      “Careful where you are pointing your rifle,” Boyd said, secretly enjoying the danger.

      Dorik said nothing but took aim. Then the last of the assault team formed up around Dorik, jostling him as they formed a tight grouping. Dorik’s aim was thrown off and he lowered his rifle.

      “Are you okay, Rik?” Boyd asked, concerned—not for himself but for his old friend and his state of mind.

      “I’m fine. Move up, Sergeant Boyd.”

      Boyd was surprised with the formality. He replied, half in humor, half with concern. “Affirmative, Sergeant.”

      Boyd moved into the interior of the heavy. He pushed aside the doubt and concern over Sergeant Dorik and made a mental note to talk it over with Doc Cronin at the earliest opportunity. He didn’t have time to deal with it now, though. He needed to press forward with the assault.

      The transport was a vast freighter designed to carry Black Ice from the Sphere to the inner system and principally to the Union central world, Terra. Although huge, a heavy required only minimal crew. They were based in the habitation zone around the command deck at the front and center of the craft. A three-man maintenance crew lived and worked at the other end of the ship in the drive section. A transit system linked both areas to a single small communal area. Boyd checked the readings being transmitted to him from the Resolute. The crew was in neither of these three areas. They were all in one of the main holds—a space large enough to accommodate a curveball field.

      Transmitting the coordinates of the life signs to the entire assault team, Boyd ordered an immediate advance on that area.

      Boyd released a swarm of micro drones. They raced along the corridors searching for any Skarak still in their way, but they didn’t encounter any. The feed relayed back to his holo-stage showed him the scene that awaited him in the cargo hold.

      It was just like the Ultimatum. Bodies were strapped to benches leaning back at a forty-five-degree angle. Cables and tubes were entering into their bodies and skulls. All but one was alive, their life signs weak but steady.

      “Assault team, advance on the cargo hold and those people.” Boyd moved forward quickly.

      Entering the bay, Boyd checked the environment conditions. The hold had been exposed to space and was in complete vacuum. The temperature was close to absolute zero. The bodies of the crew lying on the benches were unprotected by environment suits, yet they lived. Their skin was as pale as a corpse. Each was breathing through a Skarak flesh device attached to their face, which pulsed with each breath. Cables entered their bodies through the eyes, nostrils, mouths, and one had clearly drilled its way through the temples.

      One crewman—the civilian captain—appeared conscious. His eyes were white but moving, although Boyd could tell they were unable to see after having been exposed to the cold and vacuum of space.

      The captain’s hand on his right arm had been removed and replaced with a small Skarak device. It was powered and appeared to be a smaller version of the crackle beam emitter the soldiers used.

      The cables that ran from the crew all ran to a large, dark, throbbing sphere like on the last ship. Its outer surface reminded Boyd of the hull of a Skarak ship. The surface appeared solid enough to the touch but looked as if it fell away like a deep dark pool. Boyd’s reflection in the shimmering surface appeared to be meters away but also on the surface. The tubes entered in at seemingly random points and merged with the surface.

      As Boyd ran his hand over the sphere, he felt a distant memory of a voice telling him to kill his comrades. It was a voice Boyd had heard before. It was unsettling and unnerving, but he was able to ignore it. Yet it was hypnotic. As Boyd continued to touch the sphere, he began to detect other Skarak locations. An image appeared in his mind. It was the map he had found, but this was not just locations; there was detail in the image that he felt deep in his mind. Every location was a Union ship captured by the Skarak and hidden within the Scorpio System, all filled with Skarak devices designed to turn humans into Skarak slaves.

      Boyd began to understand the Skarak experiments, even though it was confusing. It was like understanding a nightmare he was in, but being unable to wake. The Skarak were trying to discover the best way to use humans. Some were simply killed by exposure to the vacuum of space and then reanimated; their brains were turned into simple processing units so they could operate their bodies although they were not sophisticated enough to operate any equipment or weapons. These were the lifeless flesh drones that Boyd had encountered before, people sent to rampage against their former comrades.

      Others were being manipulated on a much higher level, to act independently but in the interests of the Skarak. These were individuals with stronger minds, able to withstand the procedure. The Skarak were creating sleeper agents. It was just what Commander Briggs of the Ultimatum had told him before Dorik had shot her. But creating a sleeper agent was difficult for the Skarak to achieve and more were killed in the process than were brought under control.

      And then there was the final group: humans being reconstructed with Skarak biotech to turn them into hybrid soldiers.

      Boyd could feel the terror and the torment of a thousand Union citizens at hundreds of locations, all connected to a Skarak sphere in various states of transformation. Very few of these transformations were successful. Most were just in a state of torture. As Boyd explored the network of Skarak locations, one captured ship leapt out at him and took his breath away.

      “The Silence.”

      Amongst the Skarak locations was the location of the Faction flagship. Kitzov’s ship. The ship where Boyd had last seen the Faction girl he’d been unable to stop thinking about: Enke Thresh.

      He had found Enke Thresh.

      “Sergeant Boyd, this is Featherstone. Report.”

      Boyd took his hand away from the black sphere. The location of the Silence was burned in his mind. He looked around the cargo hold at the unfortunate civilians.

      “Sir. We encountered resistance from a handful of Skarak soldiers. I don’t think they expected to have to mount a serious defense. We have dispatched the defenders and have found the crew.”

      “What is the status of the crew, Sergeant?” Featherstone said.

      “Not good, sir.” He transmitted the feed from the hold to the Resolute. “Shall we try and save them?”

      “Negative, Sergeant. You are to withdraw immediately. Intel is inbound. Make sure the area is secure and return to the Resolute. Intel will take it from here.”

      Boyd turned his back on the people strapped to the benches, tubes streaming out of their bodies. He put the horror from his mind and walked toward the exit.

      “Wrap it up, Blue Stars,” Boyd called with a wave of his hand. They were standing around the cargo hold aghast, all staring at the people on the benches. All were stunned into silence, all except himself and Sergeant Dorik, who was leaning casually against the hold’s entrance.

      “Let’s go, Blue Stars,” Boyd said again, urging his team to move. “They are sending a specialist crew to look after the civilians here. We have orders to return to the Resolute. Move!”

      Boyd shoved one Marine in the shoulder and urged him to move, and the man woke up as if from a nightmare. His pulse rate suddenly elevated.

      Boyd looked him in the eye and spoke calmly, “Move. Back to the Resolute. Copy?”

      The Marine nodded and walked away from the cargo hold. Slowly, all the Blue Stars turned and left. Boyd was the last to leave. He walked toward Dorik, who was still leaning against the hold’s entrance.

      “Quite a sight,” Dorik said casually.

      Boyd looked over his shoulder. The half-naked crew were suffering. They needed to be revived or put out of their misery. Something told him that intel would want to continue whatever studies the Skarak were attempting to achieve here.

      “If they ever get inside my head,” Dorik said, his voice a low growl, “promise me you will put a pulse round right here.” He tapped the side of his head with the muzzle of his pulse rifle.

      “You got it, old friend,” Boyd said uncertainly. “I don’t know what I’d want if they got in my head.”

      Dorik pulled his pulse pistol and pressed it against Boyd’s helmet at his forehead. It was a swift and sudden movement that caught Boyd completely by surprise. Instinct kicked in and Boyd swept the pulse pistol aside.

      “Easy, Rik. What you are you doing?”

      Dorik laughed and holstered his pistol. “After you, Will.”

      Boyd eyed Dorik warily and exited. He had a dreadful feeling about having Dorik behind him. With every step, he felt a shadow of his old friend falling over his back. He felt as if the rifle was aimed at the back of his head. He accessed the feed from Dorik’s helmet. He was walking in step with Boyd, rifle slung over his shoulder, marching easy, not a care in the world. Boyd checked the medical readings. Dorik was calm and unaffected by the horrors of the experiments in the cargo hold.

      Stepping out of the freighter and onto the asteroid, Boyd felt relief to be out in the open. He leapt up off the surface, his thrusters pushing him away and toward the open Marine deck on the Resolute.

      Ships were arriving above the asteroid: an intel frigate and a squadron of Blades. They dropped their drive fields and deployed anchor fields. Boyd touched down on the Resolute. Once inside the deflection shield, it was safe for him to take off his helmet. He was sweating but cold, with a sick feeling in the pit of the stomach. He reported to the command deck that all were aboard as the outer door slid shut and the Resolute was underway once again.

      Boyd checked the Resolute’s heading on his wrist-mounted holo-stage. They were being directed to another Skarak location. Boyd checked the heading against the map he had transferred to his holo-stage. He marked the location of the Silence. The Resolute was moving closer to the Silence, but it was not a direct heading. Boyd knew that the Resolute was heading to a different location, but he needed to go to find Thresh. He needed to know if she was safe, or if she was strapped to a Skarak bench.

      With hundreds of hidden Skarak locations appearing on the network, it could be years before they were sent to the Faction flagship.

      Boyd headed to the navigation sub-node near the Marine deck. He stepped inside and closed the emergency door. It slid into place. He pulled the panel away from the base of the console and accessed a navigation node. Having spent almost a year under cover amongst the Faction, he had training and plenty of practice at this kind of work. He pulled a thread from his holo-stage and coupled it to the navigation systems.

      A simulated micro meteorite strike on the main drive assembly gave him the momentary glitch in the system for him to take control. As the Resolute raced toward the location given it by intel, he subverted the heading.

      The Resolute moved smoothly along its trajectory, drifting away from the original location and heading toward the new one that Boyd had selected.

      It was the location of the Silence. It was, he hoped, the location of Thresh.
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      Boyd had taken risks since returning to the Resolute, but this was suicidal. Subverting an intel order and rerouting the Resolute was not just illegal, it was treason. This was not going to earn him a flogging; this was a hanging offense. If he was caught.

      The skills he had developed during his mission undercover in the Faction served him perfectly here, and he watched the progress of the Resolute on his wrist-mounted holo-stage as it accessed the feed from the main holo-stage. The ship was climbing up from the ecliptic plane toward the northern edge of the Sphere.

      The Sphere, a region of densely-packed asteroids that surrounded the system, was peppered with Black Ice mining facilities, remote Union outposts, listening stations, and Faction pirate bases. It was also the location of the captured Faction flagship, now in the hands of the Skarak.

      Boyd urged the Resolute across the vast swath of space. This ship was fast—Blue Star frigates were designed to transport a special ops forces across the system in hours where it would take a freighter days—but it was too slow for Boyd right now.

      The last time he had seen her had been aboard the Silence. She had been helping him escape the Faction after his cover was blown. To make it look like an escape, Boyd had shot her in the chest. He still felt his heart sink to the pit of his stomach every time he remembered her slumping to the deck, a pulse round burn on her chest right next to her heart.

      If she had not helped him to escape, he would have ended up dead—or he could have ended up in the clutches of the Skarak too. He shuddered to think what terrors he would be subject to right now if that had happened. He felt a wave of frustration as he realized Thresh was there now. Would she still be the person he had last seen? Or would she be mutilated and adapted with Skarak biology and technology? Was she sitting strapped to a bench at this very moment, probes entering her skull, her brain? Was she a mindless, lifeless drone, ready to claw at any who approached?

      If she was, he consoled himself with the grim consolation that he would end her suffering. He was not sure if ridding Thresh of her torment was worth the risk of facing the noose—technically, she was the enemy, she was Faction—but he did relish the danger of subverting the Resolute’s course.

      The ship closed in on the northern edge of the Sphere and reduced speed. Dashing into the Sphere at full speed would surely put them on a collision course with one of the millions of asteroids within. Boyd regretted not being in the pilot’s seat. He was a great pilot and would relish the opportunity, and the danger, of piloting at top speeds through the asteroids.

      “Assault teams, make ready,” Major Featherstone ordered. “The location is showing high levels of Skarak activity. Looks like we’ve hit a nest of the bastards. Tactical intelligence wants us to make safe the location for their investigation. There are several ships buried down there, including a Faction ship known to be under the command of Kitzov, the Faction leader himself. We are detecting many human life signs concentrated in a Union freighter. Blue Stars will attack in force. Estimated time of arrival at Skarak location: five minutes. Suit up, Blue Stars.”

      Boyd was already running to the deck.

      It was bustling with the full company, all twelve squads of highly trained and fully equipped Blue Star Marines. The fighter that was almost fully repaired had been pushed to one side to make more space, but it was still a tight squeeze for the entire company. Sergeant Dorik was organizing the squads into their egress order, lined up facing the outer door. The door was already open and showed the target location: a massive asteroid. The surface of the asteroid was a honeycomb of caverns all leading into the interior, where Boyd new a large Skarak facility was waiting, filled with bodies of Union and Faction crew, all at the mercy of the Skarak’s horrific experiments.

      Doctor Cronin, his helmet under his arm and pulse rifle over his shoulder, picked his way through the crowd and over to Boyd.

      “How is your back feeling, Sergeant?”

      Boyd shrugged. “Fine, I guess. It will take more than a couple of licks across my back to slow me down.”

      “You’ve already been in action since the corrective punishment. I can sign you off this one if you like.” Doc placed his hand lightly on Boyd’s shoulder.

      “Not a chance, Doc. The major has ordered a full assault. I’m going in with the rest of the Blue Stars. Just you try and stop me.”

      “Somehow, I don’t think I could stop you, even if I wanted to. Just keep a check on your bio readout, I gave you some pain relief after your punishment. If you start to feel like you are losing your edge, then I want you out of the action. No sense us losing one of our leaders if we can avoid it.”

      Boyd checked his pulse rifle and marched to the front of the assembly. A flashing red light flickered across the deck. It turned green and the Marines jumped.

      Boyd kicked off the deck plate, his thrusters throwing him forward. He passed through the deflection shield, flickering static briefly interfering with his enhanced data view he passed through the field. Then he was out into the void, heading toward the asteroid below.

      Blue crackle fire leapt up from a dozen caverns on the surface, forcing Boyd to narrowly maneuver around an incoming beam. Boyd scanned the surface for the cavern closest to the highest concentration of human life signs. He hoped that Thresh was there amongst them. He dreaded the thought of what state she was in, but he had to know and to see her, if only one last time. He pushed his thrusters to the limit.

      Setting his grav field to its maximum to pull him in, and the thrust throwing him forward, Boyd dropped like a stone and rapidly closed in on the surface, moving out of formation and ahead of the rest of the company.

      “Sergeant Boyd,” Dorik’s voice came over on his helmet communicator. “Slow your approach. You are getting too far ahead of the main force.”

      “Increase approach speeds and catch up,” Boyd responded as the surface of the asteroid came frighteningly close. He slowed his descent with reverse thrust and inverting the grav field. The nearest cavern lit up as blue crackle fire was launched at the incoming Blue Stars. Boyd pulled a pulse grenade from his belt and tossed it toward the cavern. The grenade self-propelled toward the target point he had selected, and it detonated with a bright flash, lighting up all the shattered bodies of the Skarak soldiers inside.

      “That’s one cavern cleared,” Boyd said. “Get everyone down onto the surface. Speed your approach. We are wide open here. The Skarak are on a free shooting spree.”

      Boyd ran to the cavern he’d just cleared and looked in. The jagged edges of the cavern led down to a ship’s hull deep in the asteroid’s crust—the hull of the Union heavy.

      “Resolute, this is Boyd. I have found the heavy. I’m going in.”

      Boyd was already dropping into the cavern as Blue Star Marines were landing on the surface all around. Reports coming in from across the asteroid told him of the various caverns where Skarak soldiers were hiding in cover and firing at the incoming assault.

      “Why don’t they defend these locations more heavily?” Boyd said as he landed onto the ship’s hull.

      “I guess they didn’t know you were coming,” Dorik said. “I’m going to secure the Silence. I’m leading an assault on a position on your left flank. Take squads one through five with you, Boyd, and I’ll see you inside.”

      Although his feet were touching solid composite, the weak gravity of the asteroid made him slip around. He increased the grav field to hold him in position and activated his electron bayonet. He plunged the bayonet into the heavy’s composite hull and began to cut an opening.

      Boyd looked up from his work and saw the Marines dropping onto the hull around him, ready for action. He turned his attention back to the ship and cut an opening into the dark interior. A jet of atmosphere burst out.

      “It’s still got atmosphere,” he said.

      Boyd pulled a small deflection generator from his equipment pack and placed it on the hull, creating a temporary seal. Then he pressed through the field and into the ship, dropping into vast, open space below. His helmet light showed him a dark, abandoned craft. He sent a group of micro drones ahead and then activated his thrusters, moving quickly along the corridor toward the human life signs.

      As Boyd moved toward the life signs, the rest of his Blue Stars were coming up behind him.

      “Focus on the life signs of the people. Deploy micro drones to keep a watch out for the Skarak soldiers.”

      Boyd entered a hold with a ring of benches all around the edge. They were tilted back at forty-five degrees and the people lying on them were connected to a central sphere with tubes that pulsed and throbbed. The victims were in various states of mutilation. Boyd moved to the center and scanned them quickly.

      None of them were Thresh.

      More life signs lay further along in another of the freighter’s cargo holds. Boyd moved on and reached the bulkhead of the next bay.

      As Boyd cut his way through the composite bulkhead, the Marines with him activated their electron bayonets and joined him. Within moments, they had gained access.

      Boyd was first to look inside.

      The interior of this hold was not laid out like the first. There were no benches here but floating around, like so many asteroids of the Sphere, were human bodies. Bio readouts showed him that most were alive. Some were in critical condition and would not survive much longer. All those who were alive were unconscious.

      Boyd clenched his fist in frustration. He needed to find Thresh. Of all the people here, he only wanted to save one. Only one mattered to him. And then, floating amongst them all, he saw her. Her hair was drifting around her as she turned. Her face relaxed, eyes closed.

      As Boyd prepared to move in through the breach he had cut, ready to scoop her up in his arms, he saw a blue flickering light leap out from a sphere at the far side. The blue, crackling light moved around the surface, seeming to thin and spread as it went, turning to white fine strands of lightning, and then it leapt between the floating bodies.

      Boyd pulled back as the strands flickered between the people. One leapt across the hole in the bulkhead and struck a Marine next to Boyd who was peering in. The fine white lightning struck him on his helmet and the Marine instantly began to shudder. His life signs appeared on Boyd’s enhanced data view. He was rendered unconscious instantly.

      “They are keeping them unconscious,” Boyd said. “It’s that white lightning that’s doing it. We need to deactivate it.”

      Boyd watched the sphere. It sent out another blast of crackle fire that thinned down to the fine white lightning that flickered through the floating bodies once again.

      Sergeant Dorik reported that all Skarak soldiers were down and the Silence was secure. He was moving in to support Boyd. He came up to the breach and looked inside.

      “That’s our target,” Boyd told him. “Now how do we deactivate it without potentially destroying the entire asteroid? Maybe we can just remove it. It’s a Skarak device in a Union ship. They must have put it in here. We must be able to take it out.”

      The crackle fire rippled through the bodies again. Boyd checked the frequency of the discharges and worked out how long he had between pulses.

      “We are not going to make it across the cargo hold in that time,” Dorik said.

      “But we can make it around the outside of the hold and attack the device from the other side. We can cut away the composite it is attached to and remove it that way.”

      “Good plan, Boyd,” Dorik said. “I’ll hold here.”

      Entering the port-side corridor, Boyd sent a micro drone ahead to scan for Skarak soldiers that might be lurking around any corner. The drone glistened in the flashlight on his helmet before disappearing along the corridor that traveled along that side of the freighter. The service corridor was wide enough to accommodate a mobile loader or the exoskeleton power suits the crew used to move cargo during transit and unloading.

      The drones relayed the image back to Boyd and it appeared on the side of his helmet.

      Data from the entire assault team—the freighter’s layout, his own suit’s data—all flickered over his view as he watched for hidden surprises in the dark corridor. It was a lot to take in, but he was trained to deal with such a huge amount of data. His suit was also programmed to initiate a hostile response protocol should any Skarak jump out and attack. Essentially, the arms of the flexible and durable suit would bring his pulse rifle up, assisting and directing his own muscles, before he had consciously become aware of a threat. It was a microsecond advantage over the enemy, but in a firefight, the difference between activating his weapon and thinking about it was the difference between life and death.

      He was so occupied with his advance that he almost forgot about Thresh for a moment. The danger was exhilarating and the dark corridor foreboding. He was enjoying every spine-tingling moment of it.

      But for occasional, fleeting moments across the back of his mind, he thought of Thresh and that he could save her from this ship of torture.

      Reaching the location at the far side of the hold, Boyd scanned through the composite to locate the Skarak sphere that was keeping the people unconscious, which would in all probability render him unconscious if he stepped inside the hold without disabling it first.

      “Hull stability fields are in place,” Dorik reported. “The Resolute has moved in and is projecting the field over the entire freighter in case there are any further hull breaches.”

      “That’s right,” Major Featherstone jumped in. “And it’s leaving my ship vulnerable. I still have the Resolute’s deflection shielding in place, but we are vulnerable to surprise attack. Work quickly, Sergeant Boyd.”

      Boyd acknowledged the message and sent a Marine to cut away the bulkhead around the device. He instructed the assault team to take up positions forming a defensive perimeter.

      “Send out drones. Watch the corridors out to one hundred meters in all directions. I want to know if the Skarak are trying to sneak up on us so we can prepare a warm, fire-filled welcome for them.”

      The team sent drones out, the tiny units twinkling in the dark corridor before disappearing into the distance.

      Boyd felt the tremor through the deck before any drone reported in. His rifle was up, the butt against his shoulder, before the first report came in.

      “Form up,” Boyd ordered. He pointed to the deck and drew a line with his finger. “Form a line here. Fire up your electron bayonets.” Boyd stepped over to the Blue Star cutting away at the bulkhead. He laid a hand on the Marine’s shoulder. “Keep cutting.”

      The data came in from the drones. The vibration in the corridor was being caused by a mass of people running forward, tumbling in the light gravity. They were clamoring to move forward, some falling only to be swarmed over by those behind. Those were then pushed to the side of the deck as more pushed onward. They filled the wide corridor and appeared to be eight or ten deep. A hundred or more. Some were wearing Union fleet uniforms, while many were civilians. Some were in the rough Faction outfits. They all surged forward, badges and political allegiances irrelevant to the dead-eyed flesh drones.

      Boyd looked at the size of his squad. It was a handful to face a much larger number. But Boyd had seen these lifeless attackers before. Their numbers were their only advantages.

      “They are unarmed civilians,” a Blue Star called out. “Sergeant, we can’t shoot them.”

      “They are no longer the people they once were.” Boyd took his place in the line, spreading his force across the width of the corridor. “They are dead. The Skarak made them this way. If they feel anything at all, it is only the pain of being turned by the Skarak. They are casualties of war. Don’t let them near you. Here they come.”

      Out of the dark came the thunder of feet and a distant guttural rumbling as the dead surged forward. Boyd opened fire, and his rifle lit up the corridor. The flickering rounds showed the mass, and with every flash of a pulse rifle, the mass had advanced a meter or two more. They came on fast. The faces at the front were crazed, their black eye sockets and gaping mouths showing them for the lifeless puppets they were.

      With every flash, the faces at the front changed as they were replaced by others from behind—a young Union officer, an older civilian lady, a Faction trooper, a Union command deck officer. Now they were Skarak flesh drones and beyond help. They all fell under the barrage from Boyd’s squad, but they did not fall quickly enough.

      The first of the dead crashed into a Blue Star on Boyd’s right, and Boyd watched the Marine dispatch the reanimated body with a swipe of his electron bayonet. He cut clean through and began to clamber back to his feet as another of the dead broke through and charged him, fingers clawing forward, a guttural growl deep in its throat. The Blue Star pressed forward with his rifle, the bayonet slipping through the thing’s chest. The body fell to the side and the Blue Star fired a burst into the horde.

      Boyd fired a quick burst, chose his next target, and fired again. He moved his rifle side to side in short, controlled movements, picking and dispatching a target every second. Along the line, the dead were reaching the Blue Stars. But none broke through.

      After a few frantic moments, the bodies stopped coming. The last was dragging her shattered leg behind her. Dark eyes and open mouth looking up at the nearest Marine. He stepped forward and dispatched her with a single pulse round.

      There was no sense of victory standing amongst the broken bodies, only a sick feeling of anger toward those who had created these pathetic, sorry beasts from once-vital, living people, all with a history, all with a tale to tell, a joke, a sad story, but none as sad as the day the Skarak turned them into these monsters.

      “Broken through, Sergeant,” the Blue Star cutting the bulkhead called out.

      Stepping back from the carnage, Boyd turned to see the completed work—a glowing circle where the Marine had cut through the bulkhead. Boyd extended his suit’s grav field and pulled on the bulkhead, and a huge circle of composite slipped out.

      “Assist here, Blue Stars,” Boyd said. The team added their grav fields to Boyd’s and the section came away. On the far side, nesting on the inner bulkhead, was the Skarak device. It flickered with blue crackle energy all over its dark, deep surface.

      The crackle energy flickered over the rim of the cutaway section.

      “Resolute, this is Boyd. Can you detect this Skarak device?”

      The communications operator on the Resolute’s command deck replied. “Yes, we have it on the holo-stage now, Sergeant.”

      “This is Featherstone. How do you want to proceed, Sergeant Boyd?”

      “Can you grab this thing and flush it out into space?”

      “Affirmative,” Knole said. “Resolute is cutting in through the outer bulkhead. Get to the far side of the device. The mass beam is being configured to grab it. We’re going to kick so hard it’ll go interstellar. Like a classic curveball downfield punt. Stand by, Blue Stars. Initiating punt maneuver in five…”

      Boyd walked to the other side of four-meter-tall sphere. He ordered his team to do the same. On Knole’s count, the device was pulled away along the corridor by the Resolute’s mass beam. The blue crackle beams flickered as it vanished into the dark, fine white tendrils trailing for a few moments.

      As the device was thrown far into the void, Boyd stepped into the cargo hold. The bodies were no longer floating, instead lying all over the deck. They were still unconscious, but some of the stronger ones were coming around, twitching or writhing—not so much like waking up from a deep sleep, but coming out of a nightmare.

      Boyd scanned the hold—looking for that person in the mass—and then he found her.

      She was sprawled out face up on the cold deck. Her breathing slightly erratic, her chest heaving up and down in a stuttering rhythm. Boyd kneeled next to her and put his hand under her head. She moaned, wriggled. An eye flickered open.

      “Thresh. Hey. You’re safe now.”

      Her eyes fully opened and looked up at Boyd. He smiled at her. She wrinkled her nose and sat up. “You shot me, you bastard.”

      Boyd grinned, then laughed. “Didn’t do a very good job. Looks like the Skarak couldn’t finish you off either.” Boyd turned away for a moment and called Doc Cronin over. “She needs help, Doc.”

      Thresh looked around, suddenly nervous.

      “The Skarak. They hit us. Their blue crackle beam. I thought we were dead. Where am I?” She flinched as Doc Cronin kneeled at her side, medical scanner in hand.

      “You are in the hold of a Union transport,” Boyd told her. “I think the Skarak were about to run some experiments on you.”

      “Where’s Kitzov?” Thresh asked.

      Boyd’s heart nearly stopped. Kitzov was there too. Cronin shot him an excited look and stood up, searching for the Faction leader.

      “I’m right here,” the familiar deep, confident voice of the Faction leader sounded next to Boyd.

      Sergeant Dorik stepped over to Boyd. The Blue Stars were administering to the Union personnel. The Faction members were being taken to one side of the hold. A line of Marines guarded them, their rifles ready to kill any Faction member who moved.

      “Get moving, Faction scum,” Dorik said, kicking Thresh in the hip. “You too, old man,” he said to Kitzov. “And you—” Dorik shoved Cronin. “—go and see to our own.”

      Boyd stood and faced off against Dorik. “These people are our prisoners.”

      The sudden blast of a pulse rifle drew his attention. A Blue Star was stepping over to the Faction Trooper that had made a run for the hole Boyd had cut. His Faction jacket was charred. The man lay dead.

      “Get up,” Dorik said, pulling Thresh to her feet. He shoved her over to the wall with the other Faction members. Some Blue Stars were readying their weapons. It looked like the Union was preparing a quick and brutal firing squad for the dozens of Faction prisoners.

      “Stop,” Boyd said, stepping in front of the line of Blue Stars. “This is illegal. These are our prisoners.”

      “They are Faction scum,” a Blue Star called out. “They killed my father and my uncle. They deserve nothing more than a pulse round to the face.”

      A few Blue Stars called out their agreement. A shout from the line of Faction prisoners came.

      “Faction. Freedom. Forever.”

      “Stop,” Boyd said, hand out. Thresh at his back.

      “You heard the Sergeant.” A voice sounded across the cargo hold that stopped every Blue Star in their tracks. Major Featherstone stepped into the hold and marched over to stand next to Boyd. He was wearing a set of combat webbing over his command deck jacket, a pair of pulse pistols in his twin holsters. He looked at Kitzov.

      Featherstone held his wrist-mounted holo-stage in front of Kitzov. It showed an image of Kitzov and a green bar with his name. Text crossed the image.

      “Apprehend. Detain. Deliver to Union Fleet Command immediately.”

      Featherstone looked Kitzov up and down. “Mr. Kitzov.”

      “Just Kitzov,” came the reply.

      “You are under arrest for piracy, terrorism, and sedition.” Featherstone turned to Boyd. “Sergeant, see these prisoners are returned safely to the Resolute. Make sure we get everyone out. We have orders to break up this asteroid and take the Silence in tow. She’s going back to Terra along with Mr. Kitzov here.”

      “Just Kitzov,” the Faction leader repeated.

      Featherstone ignored the man, turned, and left, stepping over the dead trooper on his way.

      Boyd looked at Kitzov. After all this time, he finally had the man who had killed his brother.

      “Will Boyd,” Kitzov said. “A dirty spy on my own ship. I didn’t think I’d see you again, not alive at any rate.”

      Boyd held Kitzov’s gaze. The man was still proud and impressive, even under arrest for capital crimes. He then glanced at Thresh. She had was smiling sadly.

      Boyd waved his rifle toward the hold’s main exit as it was opened. “This way,” he said and marched his prisoners away.
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      Bellini stepped out of the elevator shaft and into the observation sphere at the base of the shipyard’s central column. The clear composite floor was set in the bottom third of the transparent sphere, giving a full three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the shipyard and space beyond. Above the platform inside the tower were viewing platforms filled with Faction captains. Beyond the clear sphere, Bellini saw countless Faction ships, all docked in position to give a view of the fight, all here to witness the knucks—the bare-knuckle fight to the death to determine the next captain of the Faction ship, the Fall.

      Knucks was an old system for deciding a ship’s leadership. If the captain wasn’t giving the crew the plunder they thought they deserved, then a new captain could be declared and would take over—if he was able to beat the incumbent captain in knucks.

      Since Kitzov had become Faction leader, knucks was no longer used. Sometimes a ceremonial boxing match was held between the new and old captain. A few blows traded, a few drops of blood spilled, but changes of leadership had become more centralized and bloodless.

      But Bellini was old school and liked things done the old way. Ramil had been growing in influence on the Fall and throughout the Faction. He was strong, smart, and brutal. He would make a great captain. And Bellini knew it. He needed to get rid of Ramil once and for all, and knucks was the perfect way to do it.

      At the far side of the circular floor was Ramil. He was wearing a pair of loose ship pants, a tight tank top, and a pair of heavy boots. His wrists were wrapped up with tape, and he had a mouth guard sticking out of the side of his mouth, chewing it casually. He was dancing on the spot, testing his reach and warming up. He ignored Bellini walking out to the center of the circle.

      The twenty-five-meter walk felt like a long way. Bellini increased his pace, eager to get down to business. Standing in the center was a small man wearing all white. His bald head glimmered under the lights. He acknowledged Bellini’s approach. Bellini recognized the old man, a Faction legend, a counterfeiter of Union codes for over fifty years. Now retired, he was the perfect choice for the starter. He had no allegiance to any ship, no allegiance to either Bellini or Ramil. He could walk away from the knucks along with the winner and not feel in danger for having been a supporter of the defeated man. Even so, as Bellini approached, he saw a glimmer of anxiety on the old man’s face.

      Bellini pulled off his jacket and threw it to the starter. His bare torso was covered in dark red tattoos, electron blade scars, and one large cauterized scar on his left elbow. Bellini had been in a hundred battles. Another was about to begin. But this battle, with his former second-in-command, would be over within the hour—when one of them was lying dead on the clear composite circle in the observation sphere.

      The starter nodded to Bellini. “Are you ready?”

      Bellini nodded.

      The starter called Ramil over. He came at a light jog, punching his fists together. He then delivered a few punches to the sides of his head in preparation for the punches that would surely come.

      As Ramil came to the edge of the center circle, Bellini looked up at his old shipmate. He was a good half-meter taller than Bellini. He arms were longer, giving him a greater reach. His fists were huge and scarred. Ramil had thrown a punch or two in the past.

      Bellini clapped his hands together. He was no stranger to a fistfight, but it had been some time since his last. Ramil looked like he had been warming up for this one for a while. He looked in great condition. His eyes were calm, a distant trouble-free gaze into the middle distance.

      “Ready?” the starter asked Ramil.

      “Request we reset the gravity to five percent above standard.”

      The starter looked at Bellini and then up to the main observation platform and Captain Gerard, the shipyard controller.

      Gerard nodded.

      The starter looked up to Bellini. “Do you agree?”

      Bellini looked at Ramil and snarled. He knew Ramil, with his extra height and reach, would gain an advantage from the increased gravity, making his punch just that extra bit harder as they came down onto Bellini’s head. But the bigger man would lose some maneuverability in the extra gravity. Bellini reasoned that Ramil was hoping to trade some movement for a heavier punch and end the knucks quickly in his favor.

      “Sure.” Bellini shrugged and stepped into the center circle.

      The extra weight came on suddenly, and Bellini felt his feet clamped to the floor. His fists felt heavy. The starter stepped back out of the inner circle and then turned and walked, half-ran, away, moving as fast as he could in the extra gravity.

      The knucks had begun.

      Ramil brought his right fist down toward Bellini’s upper left temple. Bellini was ready for an early attack and knew Ramil would lead with his right. Bellini moved out of the way, but the punch came down fast and landed on his shoulder. The pain was intense. Ramil had accidently caught a nerve.

      Bellini, off balance, regained his footing by delivering a left hook to Ramil’s ribs. As he punched, he regained his balance and stepped to Ramil’s right.

      A second blow came from Ramil’s left, a downward blow aimed at Bellini’s head. Bellini moved away to his left and swept around with his right leg, kicking Ramil hard in the ankle. The crunch from Ramil’s leg was satisfying, but Bellini wasted no time before rebalancing to his right and throwing a left hook, again targeting Ramil’s ribs.

      Ramil squared off against Bellini, limping slightly on his damaged ankle, grimacing over his red mouth guard. Bellini, both fists raised, moved in. The extra gravity pulled at his fists and made it hard for him to move his feet, but he was getting used to it.

      Ramil stepped in to meet Bellini and rained down a series of wild punches. Bellini weaved to avoid them but felt the crushing weight of the fists on his shoulders and one that sent a pulse of pain around the back of his neck. He reacted on instinct and moved inside the range of Ramil’s punches to deliver a series of jabs to the big man’s gut.

      Ramil pushed Bellini away with a two-handed shove that sent Bellini staggering backwards. He saw the red line of the inner circle as he fell. It was the first time either had been outside the center circle.

      Ramil came lumbering forward as Bellini tried to gain his feet. He heard a distant roar and cheer from the observation platforms. Bellini could see Ramil was struggling in the extra gravity. It had been a gamble, but it had not yet paid off. Bellini got back to his feet.

      With Ramil only a few centimeters from range of his next punch, Bellini sized up a hammer blow. Ramil was advancing, his right fist drawn back and his left up as a guard. Bellini needed to time this right, or he’d be reeling and dizzy from Ramil’s hit.

      Bellini stepped inside Ramil’s range and then a fraction to his left. Ramil’s right hammer blow came down millimeters from Bellini, and then the big man was utterly at Bellini’s mercy. And there would be none.

      With Ramil off balance, Bellini went in with a combination of punches to Ramil’s kidneys. The big man writhed to get away from the damage on his exposed side. He struck back with his right elbow.

      The connection was brutal. Bellini tasted blood. He realized he was falling. The clear sphere was spinning. The cheers of the crowd sounded distant, as if he was under water. Bellini felt the warm sensation of blood trickling out of his right ear, his jaw felt strange and he felt it might be broken.

      Bellini fell to the floor, the taste of blood cutting through the dizziness. He saw Ramil turn and lumber over. Bellini couldn’t gauge the distance as his vision swirled, but he saw Ramil lifting his heavy boot and preparing to bring it down.

      Bellini moved as quickly as he could, rolling to one side. The boot struck the clear composite centimeters from his head.

      Bellini was up on his knees. He punched Ramil in the back of the knee. Ramil went down as Bellini got up. He moved fast and wrapped his arm around Ramil’s neck. He felt the elbows jabbing back into his gut, taking the wind right out of him, but he held on and squeezed.

      The elbow blows became weaker and Bellini felt Ramil getting heavier. He squeezed until he heard a crunching sound.

      Then he released and let Ramil fall face first to the clear platform.

      Bellini placed a knee in the small of Ramil’s back and grabbed hold of his head. He looked down, through the clear composite floor, out through the bottom of the observation sphere to the open ships anchored beyond and their crew cheering the sport.

      Bellini made sure Ramil was dead before getting up and staggering back to the inner circle.

      He tested his jaw. It was not just broken, but dislocated on one side. He could not speak, he could only breathe. He felt the gravity return to standard and then the cleanup crews came running in to take Ramil away.

      A Faction doctor came over to Bellini and held up a med-pack. Bellini nodded and let the doctor apply it. The dark tendrils streamed out from the pack, went into Bellini’s mouth and across his jaw before pulling the pack on tight. Bellini felt a moment’s pain before numbness.

      He held the pack on his jaw, the large pack knitting his bone and tissue back together, delivering pain relief. He looked down at Ramil as they carried him away on a stretcher. Bellini stopped them with a grunt as the med-pack would allow him no words. He pulled the mouth guard from Ramil’s mouth and tucked it into his pocket. Something to remember an old shipmate by. A trophy.

      Captain Gerard stepped out of the elevator and walked over to Bellini, a pair of captains at his side.

      “Congratulations, Captain,” Gerard said.

      Bellini ignored Gerard and walked toward the elevator. He wanted to get back to the Fall as soon as possible. Get his jaw fixed in his own med-bay and get back out into the void.

      “Captain,” Gerard said, scurrying along beside Bellini. “Our sources in the Union have informed us in the last few minutes that Kitzov has been captured. He is on route to Terra as we speak. Kitzov is as good as dead. We are relocating all our major assets right now, but the Faction needs a leader. The captains of all raiders have been asked and the majority of them think that you should take the position. What do you say?”

      Bellini stepped into the elevator. He pointed at the med-pack on his jaw and grunted.

      The doors closed, leaving Gerard and company none the wiser.

      But inside, Bellini thought about the offer. Leader of the Faction.

      It sounded good.
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      The main hold of the Resolute was the single biggest space on the ship after the Marine deck, and that was where the Faction prisoners were being held. A mass barrier had been erected, an invisible wall created from an extreme mass field, impossible for an individual to force their way through. Boyd walked across the hold and over to the markings on the deck that indicated the wall.

      A small group of Union crew were gathered at the field wall. Boyd saw they had a grapple arm used for grabbing cargo in hazardous areas. They had corralled a group of Faction women into one corner of the holding cell and were attempting to grab one around the neck.

      Boyd recognized the uniforms of the Union group. One was a civilian wearing a freighter command deck uniform. The others were all Union cruiser officers. None were Blue Stars.

      “Hey, what is going on here?” Boyd walked up behind the group.

      The civilian turned, grinning. “We are going fishing, Bud. Going to catch me a juicy Faction bite and boy, am I going to have me some chow.”

      One of the cruiser crew, his uniform showing he was a navigation controller, turned with a stern expression. “You can wait your turn, soldier boy,” he snarled. He wagged a finger at his group. “We get to go first. Got it?”

      Then the man with the grapple yelled out in victory.

      “She’s a struggler,” he laughed.

      Boyd looked and saw that the grapple had caught Thresh around the neck and was pulling her through a point in the field where the grapple arm had been slipped through. A localized field reduction was being created by a small grav generator one of the group was holding.

      “Bring her in, nice and slow,” the man with the grav generator said. He made some adjustments and pulled Thresh to the field. “Should be weak enough to drag her through.”

      “Stop this,” Boyd said. He grabbed the grapple arm and held it, preventing further pulling.

      A big gunner pushed Boyd away. “If you don’t like it, don’t watch. Get gone, soldier.”

      Thresh looked at Boyd as she was pulled forward. Her eyes filled with fierce rage at the indignity of being caught around the neck and dragged against her will. She was a free spirit, like any among the Faction, and she hated this more than death.

      “I’m going to pull your kravin eyes out,” she said to the group as they pulled her to the field.

      “It’s hurting her,” one called out and then laughed. “Don’t break her. It took us ages to snag one of the good-looking ones. I haven’t got time to grab another if we break this one.”

      The man with the grav field made some adjustments, weakening the field over an area large enough for Thresh to fit. She yelled in pain as she came bursting through.

      Then, with the grapple pole and Thresh out of the mass field, the grav generator operator deactivated the device and returned the mass field wall to its proper strength.

      Boyd stepped in front of Thresh, shielding her from the group.

      “Step aside, soldier boy,” the big gunner said.

      Boyd punched the man in the face. He toppled back like a felled tree. Then Boyd pivoted and struck out with a powerful left jab at the next nearest, dropping him to his knees. The man clutched his broken nose and yelled out in pain.

      Boyd didn’t see the punch that landed on him, but he felt it and it sent him spinning. He staggered, fell back against the mass field, and regained his feet. He heard the cheers from the Faction prisoners behind him. He saw Thresh delivering a series of punches to the gut of the man who had caught her. As he reeled under the flurry, she gripped him by the hair and ears and brought his face down hard on her knee.

      Boyd staggered over to help, but he was too late to stop a punch landing hard on Thresh’s head. She was sent sprawling across the deck. Boyd leapt into a flying kick and caught Thresh’s attacker in the small of the back. He landed next to Thresh, where she brought an elbow down on his neck with a crunch. The man’s legs twitched for a few moments.

      The others backed away from Boyd and Thresh, who were sitting next to each other, bloody and sweaty, panting from the exertion.

      Boyd turned and wiped a stray hair off Thresh’s face. “You okay?”

      Thresh smiled. “I think I broke a tooth.”

      “I think you broke his neck,” Boyd said, nodding to the man lying face down next to Thresh.

      The pair looked at each other and laughed.

      Boyd stood up, offered Thresh his hand, and pulled her to her feet. He wanted to pull her closer, to bring her face to his, her lips to his.

      The sound of boots in the corridor snapped Boyd away from Thresh. A group of Blue Stars came running in, armed with batons. They pushed the group that had been attacking Thresh out of the main hold.

      Sergeant Dorik stepped up and reached out suddenly, grabbing Thresh by the hair. He pulled her down sharply and snarled. “Kravin Faction devil. You killed this man.” Dorik threw her against the mass field. She bounced off it, her nose dripping with blood.

      Boyd acted instantly and aggressively. He struck out, even though in the back of his mind he heard a thousand conflicting thoughts: ‘You can’t treat her this way.’ ‘This is Rik, my old friend.’ ‘The major is going to give me trouble over this.’ ‘I hope I knock Dorik off his feet.’

      His punch landed hard. Dorik staggered backwards, letting Thresh go. Before he could regain his footing, Boyd was in with another punch.

      The crack on the back of his head dropped him to his knees, his vision blurred. He turned to see a Blue Star with a baton ready to crack him on the head again if he got up. Behind the Marine with the baton, he saw Thresh being returned to the holding cell as the mass field was temporarily lowered enough to push her safely through. She looked at Boyd, tears in her eyes.

      Dorik stood over Boyd and spoke to the Blue Stars. “Get him the krav out of here.”

      Boyd felt himself dragged along, drifting in and out of consciousness. He realized he was in the med-bay and lying on a firm bunk. Doc Cronin was at his side.

      “Always took you for a smart Blue Star, Sergeant Boyd,” Cronin said.

      “Guess I’ve taken a few too many bumps on the head.”

      Cronin smiled and attached a med-pack to the side of Boyd’s head.

      “How’s Thresh?” Boyd said.

      Cronin looked at him, puzzled for a moment. “Oh, the Faction girl? Okay, I suppose. I mean, they are used to a fight, aren’t they?”

      “How is he?” Featherstone marched on to the med-bay, his tone fierce.

      “Recovering. It’ll take more than a cracked skull to stop this one, sir,” Cronin said, looking down at Boyd. “I’ll change that pack in a few moments. Just lie back.”

      Featherstone looked at Boyd. “What is the matter with you, Boyd?”

      “It was wrong what they were doing.”

      “I agree. Totally inappropriate. Attacking her like that was uncalled for. But so was what you did. Starting a fistfight, alongside a Faction prisoner? What were you doing? You should have called in a Blue Star team as soon as you saw what those fleet idiots were up to. The prisoners might be Faction, but they are still human beings. Even if they will all be marched up the gallows in front of the capital building in a few hours, they should be treated humanely.”

      “Gallows?” Boyd asked. “All of them?”

      Featherstone looked at Boyd, puzzled. “Yes, all of them, except Kitzov of course. He will face trial. We need to show the Faction that their leaders are illegitimate. The Union is the only power in the Scorpio System, and the sooner these Faction idiots realize that, the sooner we can end this scourge of piracy.”

      “Thresh helped me, sir. When I was undercover. She helped me get away. Does that count for something? Will the courts grant her a reprieve for helping a Blue Star?”

      “She won’t face a court. She has already been judged and found guilty. She is Faction, Sergeant Boyd. She will hang.” Featherstone looked at Boyd with a worried expression. “I think you were too long undercover.”

      “I think—” Boyd propped himself up. “—you got your head up your…” He felt a sudden wave of dizziness and vomited before collapsing back to the bunk.

      Cronin was there in a moment. He applied a fresh med-pack.

      “He is concussed, sir,” Cronin said to Featherstone.

      “He’s got rocks in his head, for sure,” Featherstone said. He looked back at Boyd. “You have lost your objectivity. I’ve given you enough chances. That’s it. You are suspended. When we get back to Terra, I’ll have you sent to Forge Farm for a training refresher course. You probably need to see a psych too, get that cracked head investigated. See if the damage runs deeper than a cracked skull.

      “You are a great Blue Star, Will. One of the best. It’s my fault you are here. As your commanding officer, I should have judged when you needed to be pulled from undercover ops before you got too close to the enemy. It happens. It won’t affect your career. Every Blue Star to go undercover has created close relationships with the enemy. It’s dangerous, but necessary to properly blend in. But I can’t overlook these events. You need a rest and refresher training. You’ll be back with us before you know it.” He patted Boyd on the shoulder and walked out.

      Boyd touched his head. It was sore and swimming. Cronin removed a spent med-pack and opened another. The fine tendrils fell from the bottom of the pack and found their way into Boyd’s neck. He felt the soothing touch of the pain relievers as the pack pulled itself tight to his neck.

      Then Cronin placed another med-pack on Boyd’s cracked skull.

      He felt sleepy. Cronin smiled at him.

      “Take it easy, Boyd. You’ll be out for a few hours. I’ll keep you sedated so you can heal, and I’ll have you wake up at the Farm.”

      “No,” Boyd said. He fought the drowsiness creeping over him. He watched Cronin walk away, leaving the med-bay. Boyd knew if he fell asleep that by the time he woke up, Thresh would be dead, hanging for a day in front of the capital building with a sign around her broken, strangulated neck. Faction. Pirate. Terrorist.

      He reached up to the pack on his neck. His hand felt like it weighed as much as a Union cruiser. He felt the effort sap him of strength and move him further toward sleep. Half of him wanted to give in, but the other half never would. His fingers wrapped around the pack as his eyes refused to stay open for one fraction of a second longer. He pulled the pack away from his neck, ripping skin. He dropped the pack to the deck, and felt the drowsiness dissipate.

      Still dizzy from the concussion, he looked around the med-bay. It was empty. Bright lights and empty pods. He swung his legs off the bunk and almost collapsed to the floor. He staggered over to the set of cabinets, clear composite doors over lines of clean and orderly equipment and supplies. He found a stim-pack and ripped it open. Slapping it on his arm, he felt the immediate effects of the stim shot. He was still slightly dizzy and felt like vomiting every few seconds as the concussion and the stim fought a battle in his brain. He found an antiemetic and administered that. Moving along to the next cabinet, he pulled a fresh med-pack. He tapped the controls to reduce the sedative effect, activating only the repair tendrils, like a field dressing keeping a Blue Star in the fight while simultaneously patching his wounds.

      Then Boyd was away, sneaking out into the corridor, making a huge effort to walk straight and upright.

      He headed to the cargo hold. He needed to save Thresh. He also dimly realized he needed a plan, and possibly a ship, but above all, he needed to save Thresh.
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      Thresh sat next to Kitzov in the holding cell, and he laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “Little Enke. You are so brave in a fight.”

      She looked up at him and then opened her jacket to show him the grav generator that had been used by her attackers—the grav generator she had scooped up in the fight.

      “Clever little Enke,” Kitzov said with a grin. He took the device from her and studied it.

      “It’ll pump out enough of a reverse field to weaken this mass field so that a few of us can get through.”

      They both looked at the Blue Star Marines that had been posted at the entrance as guards to stop any Union members trying to attack any of the Faction women again.

      “Or just two of us, silently,” she added, pointing at the guards. Both were watching the corridor, their backs to the holding pen.

      “How will you get their pulse rifles?” Kitzov said, handing the device back to Thresh.

      “I can generate a strongly positive field once I am out and drag them off their feet. Should be easy enough to disarm them when they are down.”

      Kitzov nodded and moved to the mass field wall. The only indication it was there was the yellow-and-black crosshatch on the deck. He tested the field’s position with his hand. Although there was nothing to see, Kitzov felt the field as if it were a solid bulkhead. As strong as any. He watched the guards at the entrance hatch a few meters away for any movement. They stood rigid. They had been given instructions to watch the door and stop anyone entering, and they were following their instructions to the letter.

      “If they were Faction, they’d be more inclined to think for themselves. Look at them, following orders with no idea why or for whose benefit.”

      Thresh had heard Kitzov’s lectures on the difference between Union and Faction thinking many times before. She nodded, but focused on the device in her hand. She set the inverse grav field and applied it to the field wall.

      Kitzov pressed the field and felt his hand slip through, like pushing through a thick, heavy Newtonian fluid. His hand moved through only if he pressed slowly enough. He nodded at Thresh.

      Pushing with her shoulder first, Thresh slipped through the invisible barrier. Her arm was free. She stepped through with one leg. Then she pressed her body through. If the grav device failed now, she would be cut in two. She pulled her arm through, the device coming last.

      Once outside the field, she indicated for Kitzov to follow. She saw the sudden fear flash over his face. She turned and saw one of the guards was turning to look into the hold.

      Without a moment’s hesitation, Thresh set to work on the generator and set it to form a grav field. She set the focus of the field into a tight beam, pointed the emitter toward the guards, and activated the field.

      The two guards, one who had half-turned and had spotted Thresh, were lifted off their feet and drawn through the air toward her. She moved aside, and with a flick of the device, she sent them both flying into the invisible mass field.

      Neither were out for the count, but were struggling to regain their feet. Thresh reset the device to allow Kitzov to push his way out, then she set the device down next to the field and grabbed a rifle off one of the groggy guards.

      Kitzov grunted as he pressed his way free. A line had already formed of Faction prisoners waiting to push their way through as well.

      Kitzov took the pulse rifle from Thresh. He held it in front of him and studied it for a moment, running his hand along its length.

      “A fine piece of equipment. I’ll make sure the Faction has the capability to manufacture these for ourselves soon.”

      He activated the electron bayonet and then thrust it down into the chest of one of the prone guards. He withdrew the meter-long fizzing bayonet and thrust it into the second guard.

      Thresh kneeled and collected the second rifle. She handed it up to the next Faction prisoner to escape. She collected a pair of pulse pistols, passing one off to an eager Faction hand, and then gathered an electron blade from one of the guard’s boots and a spare pulse pistol power pack.

      Kitzov was organizing his troops, sending one to watch the door and another to move the bodies of the dead guards.

      Thresh stood next to Kitzov. “We should move.”

      “The command deck?” he said.

      “Too well defended.” Thresh counted the numbers of Faction. Half a dozen had pressed themselves free and another dozen were eagerly waiting their turn. They came through two at a time now, swelling Kitzov’s numbers.

      “The drive room,” Kitzov said.

      “Or the Silence. They have your ship in tow. I can get her powered up in a few moments.”

      Just as Kitzov agreed, they heard the sudden shout of pain from the latest pair pushing through the mass field. Thresh looked at the small generator. Warning signals were flashing over its holo-display. It was about to fail.

      Then it did. The mass field returned to full strength and sliced through the two prisoners halfway through the field.

      Those still in the holding pen rushed at the mass field, pounding and pressing in vain to get free.

      “Find us a way out, Enke,” Kitzov said. He turned his back on the prisoners, trapped behind the mass field. “Let’s move.”

      A pair of troopers that had escaped took the lead, armed with pulse rifles. Thresh directed them.

      “I’ve studied these frigates. It’s broadly the same configuration as the Silence. There is a small sub-node for the grapple beam generator. We can leave the ship there and make it along the grapple beam to the Silence.”

      “How are we going to breathe?” Kitzov said, marching alongside Thresh.

      “I can expand the beam to form a tunnel, then pump in some atmosphere. We’ll have to stay within the field or we will be left behind. This Union ship is going full speed to Terra, so slip outside the field and you’ll be left in the ship’s wake, choking on vacuum.”

      “It’s never easy, is it?” Kitzov said.

      Then they came under fire. A pair of Blue Stars in the corridor opened fire and dropped one of the troopers. Before the trooper hit the deck, a Faction pilot grabbed up his pulse rifle. All Faction escapees dived for cover as pulse rounds whizzed by.

      A siren sounded across the corridor.

      “We can’t stay here,” Thresh said. She pointed her pistol out of her slim cover at the side of the corridor and let off a few blind shots. “We have to move now.”

      “Faction. Freedom. Forever.” Kitzov stood up. His shout and his movement spurred the group into action. They were on their feet and moving forward, returning the pulse pistol fire. The Faction pilot fell. A young Faction deckhand grabbed the rifle and fired before falling to a pulse round in the chest. The group pressed forward, the front firing and falling, the charge taken up by those behind.

      Kitzov pressed forward, urging them with promise of victory. The group of dead now outnumbered the survivors, but they reached the pair of Blue Stars and shot them down where they stood.

      Kitzov grabbed a fallen pulse pistol as he walked by, following Thresh.

      “Just around here.” She led them into a side alcove, a small sub-node. A young Blue Star technician was standing, trying not to look afraid. He was unarmed. The Faction group filled the sub-node. Thresh got to work on the access hatch. Kitzov entered, and without breaking his stride, he fired a pulse round into the young technician.

      “Okay, it’s ready. Just through there.” She pointed the way. “Stay within the grapple beam,” she said as the first Faction member entered the hatch, moving out toward dark space and the Silence being dragged behind.

      “Are you sure this will work?” Kitzov said, handing Thresh the pistol he had just used on the technician.

      She took the pistol and stood up. “It’s got a better chance than trying to take a ship filled with Blue Star Marines.”

      With a handful of Faction crawling along the narrow grapple beam, Kitzov took a look. The group was moving forward, seemingly open to the void apart from the occasional flicker of power along the outer edge of the beam showing it to be an energy field in space connecting the Resolute to the Silence.

      “After you,” Kitzov said, showing Thresh the way forward.

      “No, Kitzov. I’ll stay here and make sure the beam stays intact until you are across.”

      Kitzov nodded. He heard an eruption of pulse rifle fire. The Faction pirate in the entrance of the node returned fire as the Blue Stars attacked.

      “Go,” Thresh said. “We’ll hold them.”

      “The power?” Kitzov said. “How can we get it back on?”

      “You don’t need me for that, but I’ll come over as soon as you are safely across. Go.”

      Kitzov crawled into the hatch and out into the tunnel Thresh had created. It made him sick and dizzy. The energy around him playing havoc with his senses. As he crept forward, he saw the other side of the beam connecting with the Silence’s forward section. One of the Faction escapees was cutting his way through the hull with an electron blade.

      Then the Silence was open and the first Faction member was aboard. Kitzov moved faster, ignoring the waves of nausea. He saw another one of his new crew enter the Silence. He hurried toward the small, dark opening. Freedom. Forever.

      Thresh watched as Kitzov slipped inside his ship.

      “Kitzov is aboard,” she called to the Faction pirate who was laying down a heavy return fire, partially exposed. “Let’s go.”

      He turned to look at her and then a pulse round slammed into him. He fell limp and lifeless to the deck.

      Thresh turned and crawled into the opening, toward the grapple tunnel. She saw the Silence power up, lights flashing on the outer hull, lighting up the name painted on with Faction colors.

      “No,” Thresh said. “Wait for me.” She saw the drive field at the rear of the ship flare up and fight to break away.

      With the grapple beam an open tunnel to the open Resolute, Thresh would be blown out into space the moment the Silence broke free. She had seconds. She reset the grapple field to fold back on the hull, sealing the breach she had created and freeing Kitzov. As the field was reset, the Silence leapt away and raced away into the dark.

      “He left me,” she said quietly.

      “Hold there, Faction scum.” A Blue Star Marine stepped into the sub-node.

      She turned and looked up at the Blue Star standing over her.

      “Help a lady get up, would you, sweetheart?” She held up her hand.

      The Marine brought the butt of his pulse rifle down hard on her forehead, and all went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Boyd watched Thresh being dragged along the corridor on his wrist-mounted holo-stage, which was currently tapping into the Resolute’s surveillance feed. She was being dragged his way, back toward the hold and the makeshift holding pen. He straightened up, ignoring as much of the pain as he could, and walked boldly around the corner. He stopped in front of the pair of Blue Stars dragging her, one holding each arm. She was drowsy, semi-conscious. Her head was slumped forward, her hair hanging down. A drop of blood fell to the deck. Boyd spotted it.

      “I’ll take her from here,” Boyd said to the two Marines.

      “Sorry, sarge,” one said. “You’ve been stood down. Major’s orders. I need to take you back to the med-bay.”

      Boyd smiled and took a step closer, hands on his hips. “It’s all fine,” he said, shaking his head.

      The Blue Star holding Thresh’s left arm dropped her and swung up his pulse rifle. “Stand down, Sergeant. This is my prisoner and we are taking her to the holding pen.”

      Boyd pointed back behind the pair of Marines. “Isn’t that the way to the holding pen?”

      One Marine half-glanced back. Boyd took the opening and attacked. He grabbed the muzzle of the rifle aimed at him and pressed it upward with his left arm while delivering a bone-jarring jab to the second Marine’s jaw.

      The man staggered back, dropping Thresh and grabbing his face. The Marine with the rifle fought back quickly. He let Boyd push the rifle up and swung the butt into Boyd’s gut.

      Boyd, filled with pain killers and stim, didn’t feel a thing. He grabbed the rifle with both hands and brought it to the horizontal between him and the Marine.

      The second Marine was swinging up his rifle.

      Boyd thrust the rifle forward and struck the Marine he was wrestling in the face. Thresh, now coming around, stuck her foot out and unbalanced him. He fell back.

      Boyd, now with the pulse rifle, swung it like a club and caught the second Marine in the head.

      Both Blue Stars were on the deck in seconds, sprawling and struggling to get up. Boyd grabbed Thresh and pulled her to her feet.

      “He left me,” she said as Boyd slung her arm over his shoulder.

      “I won’t,” he said. He pulled Thresh along with him, her feet struggling to keep up. Her toes dragged and she stumbled as Boyd dragged her along the corridor. He turned a corner and walked onto the marine deck.

      The deck was empty except for the repaired fighter plane. A single seat fighter, it was going to be a tight squeeze, but there was just enough room for two. Boyd dragged Thresh to the side of the Blade and popped open the hatch. He dragged her up the step and she became more alert. She touched the Blade.

      “A fighter Blade. I’ve always wanted to take a look at one of these.”

      Boyd helped Thresh into the rear of the cockpit. “Bet you’ve seen enough of them in your time, Faction girl.”

      Thresh settled in and started activating navigation systems and then a weapons check.

      “I meant take a look when they are not firing their high-energy lasers at me or my ship.”

      Boyd dropped into the front of the cockpit and closed the hatch. It slid overhead and sealed them in. Thresh activated the fighter’s deflection shielding. It shimmered over the transparent cockpit as it activated and surrounded the little ship.

      Boyd fired the maneuvering thrusters and lifted off. As he turned the Blade to face the Marine deck exit, he saw a squad of Blue Stars run on deck—fully armed, with Sergeant Dorik coming in behind.

      The Marines fell into formation and took aim with their rifles. Boyd moved the fighter toward the exit, passing through the deflection shield and moving out into space.

      “Sergeant Boyd,” Major Featherstone’s voice came over the cockpit communication device. He was transmitting on a narrow focus band, knowing Boyd would hear.

      Boyd pulled on the pilot’s head gear and replied on a private channel. With the headgear on, no one else—not even Thresh sitting right behind him—could hear. He realized Thresh could easily hack into the channel and hear Boyd’s every word, but at this stage, he didn’t care.

      “Major. My undercover mission is not over. Kitzov has escaped. I can bring him back. I can restore my cover if you make it look like I fought my way free.”

      A blast from the Resolute’s spitz guns flashed across the nose of the fighter, just millimeters off target. Boyd pushed the Blade into evasive maneuvers. “That was a bit too convincing,” Boyd said.

      “Not as convincing as the drop from the capital building gallows will be. If you have gone rogue, Boyd, I’ll watch you hang along with your Faction pirate friends. But if you bring me Kitzov, I’ll tell fleet command that you were acting under my orders as a Blue Star. You have taken a big risk. You won’t be able to contact me. You will be on your own.”

      “I’ll bring you Kitzov, sir. I want to see him swing as much as anyone.”

      The Resolute fired another burst, again narrowly missing.

      “They are activating the mass beam,” Thresh said. “It’ll be live in five…four…”

      “Mess this up, Boyd, and you’ll be right alongside him.”

      “Three…”

      Boyd hit the main drive.

      “Two…”

      The Blade leapt away. The fastest of the Union’s ships, not even the Resolute could match her for speed.

      “What now?” Thresh asked. She shifted to get comfortable in the cramped cockpit. She stretched her legs forward, around Boyd’s waist. She leaned forward against his back, her head on his shoulder.

      “First thing we do is we get out of the area. Head to the belt and get lost in there for a bit.” Boyd looked to his side. Thresh was here, her hair brushing his cheek. There was small abrasion on her forehead. He wanted to clean and dress the little wound. He pulled out an emergency med-pack from the cockpit supply drawer and handed it over.

      “For your head,” he said.

      She took it and smiled. Her smile dropped. “He left me,” she said as she ripped open the pack.

      “He needed to get away. He’s important to the Faction. Without him, the whole thing could fall apart and you’d be back to being just a disparate group of criminals.”

      “Isn’t that just what you want, Sergeant Boyd?”

      Boyd turned as much as he could. “I don’t think I’m a sergeant anymore. I’ve just beaten up some Blue Stars, stolen a Blade, and helped a known fugitive escape. I don’t know if I’m Faction either. Guess I’m just Will now.”

      “Look out, Will.” Thresh pointed forward out of the clear composite cockpit cover. A distant dark speck was highlighted on the holo-display. “What’s that?”

      “That,” Boyd said, settling into the seat and placing his hands on the flight controls, “is the carrier Eminence. And she’s launching a flight of Blades.”

      “They are heading right for us,” she said. She sat back in the cockpit and began familiarizing herself with the Blade’s systems.

      Boyd turned his Blade and ran. All he could do now was run.
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      The Silence approached the Faction shipyard at full speed, slowing at the last moment. Kitzov opened a channel to the shipyard’s command center just outside the defense platform’s kill range.

      “This is Kitzov. Clear a landing platform. I’m coming in.”

      Kitzov waited and wondered why there was no immediate response, then Captain Gerard finally replied, “Kitzov, we heard you had been captured.”

      “You heard right. You didn’t hear how I broke out and freed many of our Faction friends who were captured with me. Now, which landing pad is free, Gerard?”

      “Proceed to landing pad two. Welcome back.”

      “Landing pad two?” Kitzov said to himself. The Silence should have been given the primary landing pad. He received the flight plan for landing pad two on his command chair’s armrest controls and sent them to the flight console, instructing the pilot to proceed.

      The Silence moved toward the shipyard, a towering structure binding several large asteroids together. The central control column was surrounded by Faction ships. Kitzov spotted old junkers retrofitted with hail cannon or high-energy lasers. Some stolen Union ships, frigates and corvettes. And there were the Faction-built raiders that had all been designed and built here at this yard.

      “Why are so many ships here?” Kitzov leaned forward in his command chair and looked at the image on his main holo-stage. “They should be out, harassing the Union.”

      As the Silence came closer to the central column, Kitzov saw the ships on the landing pads.

      “Something’s been going on here,” Kitzov said to himself. He opened the small locker on the inside of his left armrest and pulled out the pistol. He climbed down from the command chair and tucked the weapon into his hip holster.

      “Time to landing?” Kitzov asked. He turned and walked off the command deck as the pilot called out that they were only three minutes from touchdown.

      Kitzov stood impatiently at the boarding ramp, and the moment he felt the ship slow and turn for landing, he opened the ramp. The door slid up and the ramp slid out. He stepped out onto the ramp with the ship still a few meters above the pad. As the landing thrusters curled in the grav field, Kitzov looked down for his welcoming committee.

      No one.

      The Silence was within a meter of landing when Kitzov jumped off the ramp. He moved smoothly into a striding walk toward the elevator that led to the shipyard interior.

      The elevator was ready for him.

      “The only thing that is ready for me,” Kitzov muttered to himself as he stepped inside. “Main command.” The doors slid shut. Kitzov saw the newly-rescued crew of the Silence walking down the boarding ramp.

      The elevator moved down to the central command center. The ride was rough. The stability field was clearly out of calibration. The door slid open. Kitzov, feeling nauseous from the bumpy ride, stepped out into the busy space.

      Captain Gerard was standing with a group of Faction captains. Gerard walked over to Kitzov as he stepped out.

      “Kitzov. Welcome.” Gerard said, smiling rather too much for Kitzov’s liking.

      “The elevator is out of calibration,” Kitzov said. “Get someone to fix it. Now.” He walked past Gerard and over to the group of captains. “Greetings, friends. News of my capture is a little out of date. I escaped the Union. Just like I freed us all from the Union.”

      One captain looked Kitzov up and down. He pulled out a hand scanner and swiped it in front of Kitzov.

      “No need for that. I’m back and I’m ready to lead us on our next step toward parity with the Union, and then we can free all citizens of the Scorpio System from the heavy boot of Union oppression.”

      “It’s him alright,” the captain with the scanner said, hardly looking at the scan results.

      Captain Bellini stepped out of the group and in front of Kitzov.

      “Nice words. You have a lot of words, Kitzov. We’ve had enough words. We want action. The Union is scattered, chasing Skarak ghosts across the system. We need to be freed up from your patrol patterns and tactics. We want free rein again, to seek out juicy plunder and attack. Destroying plunder is bad business. We want things back the way they were.”

      “Captain Bellini,” Kitzov said with a smile. “One of our best and most reliable captains. We wouldn’t have got where we are today without your bravery and courage. Look around you.” Kitzov swept his hand across the large transparent bulkhead to the shipyard, filled with Faction ships. “We were once a disparate group with no direction. Running from Union cruisers and hoping to avoid the noose long enough to spend some plunder. Under my leadership, we have built a nation, a community. We are building our own ships, strong enough to rival any Union cruiser–”

      “And when did you last face a Union cruiser?” Bellini snarled, stepping forward.

      “Some of us are better placed elsewhere in our organization. Those of us best suited to killing Union ships do that, while some of us are humble servants of the Faction.”

      “Humble?” Bellini sneered. “Never thought of you as humble, Kitzov.”

      “I serve the Faction. Who do you serve, Captain?”

      “Myself.” Bellini squared off against Kitzov. “As do all the captains here. You have used our ships for your own purposes for too long. It’s time for a new leader.”

      Kitzov smiled as he saw the nods of agreement from the group of captains at Bellini’s back. A side glance, and Kitzov saw Gerard avoiding his gaze, looking at his feet, hands fiddling nervously in front of him.

      “A new leader?” Kitzov said. “You?” He looked at Bellini, his head tipping one way and another as if considering the idea. “Okay. Send out a Faction-wide call. All captains and settlement governors to have their votes back to the shipyard for collation in one week. Agreed?”

      Bellini smirked. “No. No votes. We do this the old way, the proper way, the pirate’s way. I challenge you for leader, Kitzov. I challenge you to knucks.”

      Kitzov felt his stomach drop. It might have been the result of the bumpy elevator ride. It might have been fear. Either way, he didn’t let it show. He felt the pistol on his hip. A slight twitch and he gave away his thought of grabbing for it. Bellini saw it and had his hand on his own pistol, half-drawing the weapon.

      Kitzov relaxed, smiled. Bellini returned his pistol to its holster.

      “Is that the decision of the captains?” Kitzov said. “Is it to be the knucks between Bellini and myself?”

      The captains nodded.

      “And you think this is the best way to proceed?”

      Again, nods.

      “It’ll be the knucks,” Bellini said. “It is the proper way. Shall we say, one week?”

      Kitzov nodded. He offered Bellini his hand. Bellini stepped back and folded his arms across his chest.

      “I have your usual accommodation ready for you, Kitzov,” Captain Gerard said, stepping up alongside. “I can escort you.”

      “I’ll find my way,” Kitzov said. “I built this shipyard. I can find my rooms.”

      Kitzov walked away, back to the elevator. Knucks was an outmoded system of leadership selection and it had held the Faction back. He had built it up into the coherent organization it was today. Kitzov was not about to let it all slip away because some thug wanted power. He stepped into the lift and turned to face the group in the command center.

      “In one week then,” he said, and the elevator door closed.
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      Boyd threw the fighter into a tight turn and blasted off in the heading that would take it as swiftly away from the Eminence as possible.

      “The Blades from that carrier sure are closing in fast,” Thresh said. “I think I can find a bit more power in these systems.” She pulled a panel off the side of the cockpit and started digging through the tangle of conduits and fibers hidden behind.

      Boyd had the Blade at top speed and all he could do was watch the small holo-stage as it showed him the fighters closing in.

      “We are too heavy,” Boyd said.

      “Heavy?” Thresh said. “What are you saying?”

      Thresh moved the loose panel out of the way of the tangle of fibers and bashed Boyd on the head.

      “Oww, watch it.”

      “Shut it, Union scum,” Thresh said and began pulling out handfuls of micro conduits.

      “We’ll be in range of their spitz guns any moment.”

      The fighters were formed in a tight diamond. The Blade in the top position was only a hundred meters from the Blade at the bottom.

      Their spitz guns fired.

      “Countermeasures,” Boyd said. He activated the Blade’s defense systems. A series of micro drone decoys and target scramble flare fields erupted from the rear of the craft. The barrage of spitz rounds flashed over the cockpit cover, but they were just out of range.

      “Why don’t they ask us to surrender?” Thresh said. She pulled a conduit and cut it with an electron blade.

      “Careful with that! You’ll slash through the cockpit cover with that thing.”

      The Blade rocked as another round of countermeasures was launched. A fresh barrage of spitz gun fire from the perusing formation burst around the fighter. Boyd looked up and saw the rounds burst only meters from the cockpit.

      “They are still not in effective range. They are trying to force us into a turn so they can get a clean kill.”

      “They are not going to have to make us turn to get a clean kill if I can’t get some more power.” Thresh cut a second conduit and started binding the two different conduits together. “But I think I can give us a boost.” She grabbed a third and held it near the spliced pair. “Hold on to something.”

      Boyd was pinned into the cockpit with Thresh’s legs wrapped around him. He was packed in like a ration block in its shrink-wrap. It was impossible for him not to hold on to something.

      Thresh touched the conduits, and the Blade jumped forward. The stability field fluctuated and Boyd felt his body being tugged in a hundred directions. He started to feel dizzy and on the edge of vomiting. His vision blurred.

      When the Blade settled down and his vision returned to normal, he saw they had leapt away from the perusing formation by a thousand kilometers.

      “Good work,” Boyd said. “What was that?”

      “I took power from the weapons and threw it into the drive.”

      “Are you insane?! You could have blown us to bits!”

      “Maybe I did.” She wrapped her arms around Boyd and squeezed with her legs. “Maybe this is the afterlife.”

      A flash of energy ran through his body as he felt Thresh press against him, but he forced himself to concentrate.

      “Faction nonsense,” Boyd said. He checked the position of the pursuing Blades on the holo-stage. “You’ve only bought us a few minutes, ten minutes at most. Those Blades are still closing in. And we’ve actually lost a bit of our top speed.”

      Boyd opened the sensor range to maximum reach, low resolution, and looked for anywhere he could hide. The Eminence had cut him off from running to the belt. The next planet on his sunward journey was Supra. A renegade Blue Star and a Faction fugitive? They would be in danger anywhere around the gas giant Supra or on any of her moons.

      “Just take us back to the belt,” Thresh said. She laid her chin on Boyd’s shoulder and he felt the flash of energy again as her breath moved past his ear.

      “Good plan, with only one major drawback. The Eminence and the flight Blades are between us and the belt.”

      “What if I could make us disappear?”

      Boyd turned and looked at Thresh. She was so close he could feel her warm breath on his face.

      “Invisibility?” Boyd said.

      Thresh laughed. “I am good, but I am not quite that good. Maybe I can send us to the next life, or at least make them think that’s what we did.”

      “And how are you going to do that?”

      “Turn us around and attack.” Thresh unwound her arms and legs from Boyd and turned toward the back of the cockpit, kicking and nudging Boyd as she moved. She began pulling at the bulkhead.

      “Attack? We won’t last five minutes against a flight of Blades. I am a great pilot, but I’m not that good.”

      Thresh was pulling conduits. “Oh, Will,” she said. “You are not a great pilot. But maybe you are just good enough. Now put us on a collision course with those Blades and I’ll get to work on the escape plan.”

      Boyd shook his head. “I don’t know what you are doing, but I’ve got to tell you, I thought we were becoming friends. If you get me killed, I am going to be very angry with you.”

      Boyd turned the Blade and headed straight for the center of the pursuing fighters.

      “They have already seen us customize this ship to get away. Now I’m going to make them think I’ve boosted the weapons.”

      “I thought the weapons were offline,” Boyd said, watching the range to the Blades race down.

      “The weapons are offline, but they don’t know that. If we move in and activate the spitz gun, they will angle their deflectors in a group deflection shield. Then…” She hesitated, pulled a final conduit, and studied it to check it was the right one.

      “Then what?” Boyd said.

      “We explode.” Thresh cut the conduit. She reached into the hardware and pulled out a small device with short conduit cable where she’d cut it free.

      “Explode? Is that really your plan?”

      “They will think we are dead.”

      “We will be dead.”

      “Not if we can use this.” She held the device forward in front of Boyd.

      “Is that a deflector shield generator? So now we have no deflector?”

      “We can use it to make a bubble around us. We set an overload in the power governors and we blow up. The deflection bubble will keep us safe from the blast. They will never spot us in the explosion, and they will race past and their deflection shield will throw us off to the side. They’ll think we’re goners.”

      “So, you want us to abandon ship, no environment suits, just a deflection shield bubble.”

      “Yes.” Thresh slumped back into the seat behind Boyd. “But when you say it like that, it sounds like a bad idea.”

      “It is a bad idea.” Boyd watched the holo-stage range counter. Fifteen seconds to spitz gun range.

      Boyd pulled open the Blade’s emergency bailout kit. It had one pulse pistol. One emergency ration block, one respirator, and one communicator set to transmit to the nearest Union ship.

      “Well, I’ve found us dinner,” Boyd said, holding up the ration block, “and an atmosphere.” He held up the respirator. “We won’t have long.”

      “Longer than if we stayed here. Ready?”

      “No.”

      The Blade controls began to glow. Thresh tightly squeezed her arms and legs around Boyd. She pressed her head into his neck.

      The spitz gun fire from the fighters peppered the noise of the Blade and then all around was suddenly white. Boyd clenched his eyes shut. Fierce white fire raged around him just a few centimeters from his face. He felt no heat and heard no sound. He just felt Thresh gripping him tight.

      This was danger. This was great.

      Then Boyd was in blackness and tumbling wildly. He looked at the spinning view and tried to steady his mind, Thresh riding piggyback as they tumbled through the void. The drive flares of the flight of Blades slowed and surrounded the shrinking ball of plasma.

      Thresh shrieked in joy. “I did it!” she said. She held Boyd tight and climbed around to be face to face with him. She wore the deflection field generator around her neck like a pendant.

      Boyd was releasing air from the respirator, filling their invisible bubble with atmosphere.

      “Don’t talk,” Boyd said. “We’ll waste air. We don’t have long. I can rig the pulse pistol to give us some thrust. Maybe we can make it to the belt.”

      The massive carrier was approaching fast as Boyd and Thresh flew forward, carrying the speed from the Blade before it detonated. They were floating almost naked in space. Only the deflection field bubble and the atmosphere from the single respirator preventing them from dying in the void.

      The Eminence raced by. Boyd looked at its dark hull. A huge ship, so powerful. A symbol of the Union and its dominance of the Scorpio System.

      “You wish you’d stayed on the Resolute?” she asked. She ran her fingers through Boyd’s hair.

      Boyd looked at the direction they were tumbling in. The belt was only a short distance away, and hopefully, he could find somewhere to set down. He looked at Thresh, the backdrop moving as they fell through space.

      This was dangerous. This was thrilling. He looked at Thresh and couldn’t help but feel her body as it pressed against his. He told himself to focus, but it was difficult when he could feel her, smell her. When he spoke, his voice was deep and heavy. His own voice gave away his feelings for her. But still, he tried to push them aside.

      “Let’s try and find somewhere to set down. This respirator was not built for this, and we don’t have much time.”

      But Boyd could spend an eternity out here in the black if he could be next to Thresh.

      She locked eyes with him, and he could hear her breath changing. It slowed but deepened at the same time. He saw Thresh glance at his lips, and his own breath quickened. She pressed her body even closer to his. What little focus he had on the outside world disappeared. The world out there didn’t matter. All that mattered was right here, right now.

      Thresh moved her face forward and let her lips brush against his. They felt soft and warm. How long had it been since he had felt the delicate features of a woman? He didn’t know, but he knew he had never felt the way he felt when he was with Thresh. She let her lips brush up against his again and he knew she was teasing him. While he felt wildly out of control, she was the complete opposite, enjoying her power over him, and that just drove him even more crazy. Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. He reached up and gently, but firmly, put his hand on the back of her head, his fingers tangling in her hair. He pressed his mouth to hers and heat flashed through his body. Thresh must have felt it too, because she let out a moan and kissed him like she was devouring her favorite meal. And she was hungry. So hungry.

      Finally, she pulled away, leaving Boyd breathless. Thresh just smiled at him. She was still in control while he barely had his wits about him, and he knew she was enjoying it. He had a feeling this wouldn’t be the last time she’d have him in this position—at least, he hoped it wouldn’t be.

      She smiled and snuggled against him.

      Boyd looked toward the belt, dark objects glinting in space. Still a long way to go, and no certainty that they would make it. It was risky, and it made him feel great.
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      The asteroids of the belt swarmed around Boyd and Thresh as they floated in their bubble. The atmosphere was running low, and their speed was running high.

      Boyd showed Thresh his holo-stage. A Faction settlement was within range. He pointed, not talking, conserving what little atmosphere remained in the bubble.

      Boyd pointed to the settlement, hidden in the dark and distance, and indicated to Thresh that he would put them down there.

      “We need to slow down,” Thresh said quietly, trying not to use air unnecessarily.

      Boyd nodded. He pushed the muzzle of the pulse pistol through the field. It was like pushing through a thick, viscous liquid. With the muzzle outside of the bubble, he fired a wide beam. The pulse acted like a reverse thrust and slowed the bubble.

      “That’s a Faction settlement. Be careful what you fire at or they might take offense.”

      Boyd nodded. But there was nothing he could do except fire again.

      The asteroid came into view, a huge asteroid that had a small asteroid moon of its own. The weak gravity just about held the dust on the surface in place and the tiny rock of a moon in a slow orbit. Buried in the surface of the asteroid was a small mining town with a docking bay for small ships—a couple of Faction raiders at most.

      Boyd fired again and slowed their movement. They were no longer flying through space but falling toward the slowly spinning asteroid.

      “We’re running out of air,” Thresh said. She was looking pale. Boyd was feeling dizzy as the effect of carbon dioxide poisoning became apparent. In a few minutes, they would both be asleep before finally dying.

      “It is going to be a hard landing.” Boyd watched the docking bay coming closer. A deflection shield covered the opening. “We’ll have to deactivate the bubble before we reach the docking bay or we’ll be repelled and flung back out into space.”

      “I’ll do it,” Thresh said. “But not until the last minute. Once the deflection field bubble is down, we’ll be exposed to space. I’ll give us a few seconds before the cold and the vacuum gets us.”

      Boyd judged the distance and the speed. They were going to fly into the docking bay at a painful twenty meters-per-second, but they should survive the landing with little more than some minor cuts and bruises.

      “Drop the field when I pat you on the shoulder,” he said. He looked Thresh in the eye. She was looking nervous. He’d never seen her nervous, not even when he was pointing a pulse pistol at her heart. “Breathe out, expel all the air from your lungs or it’ll expand in the vacuum and you’ll bust a lung.”

      Thresh started to breathe out.

      “And hold me close. It’ll get real cold real quick.” Boyd let out his breath and wrapped his arms around her. He held her tight, enjoying the closeness of her body but also to squeeze out any air still in her.

      He looked over her shoulder to the docking bay. A group of docking technicians were staring up at them, pointing and wondering what they were looking at. As he came closer, they started to see but not yet believe. He tapped her shoulder.

      The field vanished, and the cold hit hard. He felt his eyes swell almost to bursting. His lungs burned. His flesh began to burn as the gas and liquid in the upper layers of skin began to boil.

      Then they passed through the deflection field holding the atmosphere in the docking bay. They came in at a low trajectory and skidded along the ground. Boyd felt Thresh being ripped from his arms, and he tumbled over the smooth composite deck. He rolled until he hit the rear wall, scorched with blast marks from a hundred Faction ship takeoffs.

      Boyd felt the air in his lungs, and his skin stopped burning. He heard footsteps running toward him. He looked around to find Thresh. A huddle of Faction docking bay crew were gathered around her. Then his view was obscured by a pair of Faction troopers pointing ancient pulse rifles at him.

      “A Blue Star Marine,” one said. “You chose the wrong town to invade, Union boy.”

      “He’s with me,” Thresh was calling, her voice harsh and weak.

      Thresh pushed through the gathering crowd and over to Boyd, who was being prevented from getting to his feet by two serious and confused Faction troopers.

      She pushed them aside and sat next to Boyd.

      “I’m Enke Thresh. Tell your communication room to send out a message for Kitzov that Thresh is alive.” She pushed the muzzle of a pulse rifle out of Boyd’s face. “He’s with me. He’s not Union. He’s Faction.”

      Boyd looked around at the nervous faces. He stood up, weapons still aimed at him, and laughed. This was so dangerous. It was the most excitement he’d had since being discovered as a spy. He could have been killed. They still might shoot him, kill him where he sat, happy to put a few holes in his Blue Star Marine jacket. He laughed again, and his lungs hurt.

      Thresh wrapped her arms around Boyd’s neck and buried her head in his shoulder. “We made it. I thought we were dead. We made it.”

      Boyd looked around. The Faction civilians staring at him and Thresh, the pair who fell from space with not even an environment suit between them.

      “Any of you know where we can get a shower?” Boyd asked, helping Thresh to her feet. “Falling through space is not as easy as it looks, and I could do with a good shower.”

      One open-mouthed civilian pointed Boyd toward a doorway at the edge of the landing bay. Beyond lay a small mining town. A small-town street built into the interior of the mined-out asteroid. A bar, small residential pods, and a shower block.

      “Do they have men’s and women’s showers?” Boyd said.

      Thresh slipped her arm through his. “You’ll want separate showers for Union and Faction next.”

      A trooper ran up alongside Boyd. “The town governor wants to talk to you right away.”

      “The governor can wait.” Boyd walked arm in arm with Thresh to the shower block.

      The trooper jabbed a pulse rifle in Boyd’s side. “No. Now.”

      “Not out of danger yet,” Boyd said to Thresh. “You go shower. I’ll see you soon.”

      As Boyd walked away, he wondered how much he could trust Thresh. He’d risked everything to help her escape, and she might know that he was still determined to bring Kitzov to Union justice. She could stab him in the back at any moment. He looked down at the rifle at his side.

      So much danger on all sides. Boyd wasn’t sure if he’d survive the day. At last, he was happy again. It might not last, but then again, he wouldn’t be surprised if it didn’t. He walked into the governor’s office and the door slammed shut behind him.

      No Union Blue Star had ever gone this deep undercover. Will Boyd was so deep that not even he knew if he was still a Blue Star or if he was a rogue. He hoped he would live long enough to work it out.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Thanks for reading Terminal Risk, the fourth book in the epic Blue Star Marines series.

      Boyd has risked everything for what he believes in, and maybe the love of a lady, and survived. At least for now. There’s way more danger on the horizon, though. Can he survive the Faction and the Skarak?

      

      
        
        The next story in the series will be available soon. Keep an eye out for it on Amazon.

        amazon.com/gp/product/B088FJ6WK1

      

      

      

      Before you check out the next book, though, it would be awesome if you left a review for me. I really enjoy reading reviews and hearing from readers.

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for our Science Fiction Newsletter

        and get a FREE short story
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!
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