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      On the dark edge of the Scorpio System, five billion kilometers from the blue giant star, a lone Union cruiser, the Preserve, drifted. Silent. Dark. Hiding. The ice and rock of the outer asteroid sphere sparkled under the light of the distant blue giant. Hanging in the void, under no power, it would take three hundred years for the Preserve to orbit the star. Its drive assembly was cold, and weapons systems were on standby. The surveillance drones holding position kilometers away to port and starboard gave it maximum sensor range.

      The Preserve sat and listened. And waited. A Faction ship was nearby. Sooner or later, it would give its position away.

      All Captain Bates had to do was wait.

      Patience was the vital element in a hunt. A respected, feared, and skilled cruiser captain, Bates had brought three Faction ships into custody and destroyed one more, all in the last year. His kill rate was not as high as some other captains, but he preferred to bring his prey in alive. He enjoyed his days out on the Union central planet, Terra, to watch the Faction captains hang in front of the Union Fleet Command Headquarters. He took pride in his work, and once he had a pirate’s trail, he always landed his prey, no matter how long it took.

      The image on the holo-stage in the center of the command deck appeared practically still, with the star at the center of the image, and the location of the Preserve marked by a green dot. The last-known location of the Faction ship was marked by a red dot. There was a hazy red cloud surrounding the point of last-known location, showing the area the ship was likely to be. The shipboard tactical intelligence and Bates’s own skill were combined to deduce the most likely hiding place of the Faction ship.

      The hunting area encompassed dozens of asteroids in the outer sphere, the region surrounding the system, densely packed with space-bound rocks and ice. The asteroids of the sphere ranged from huge, moon-sized monoliths down to fragments no larger than a pebble. They were surrounded by clouds of dust and gas.

      It was a favorite hiding place for Faction pirates. And with every passing hour, that area grew larger. The pirate would be trying every trick to slip away. Bates was waiting for any movement in the dust caused by a ship’s thruster or any space-time fluctuation caused by a powered drive reactor core.

      It was slow work, but Bates took it seriously. Deadly serious.

      On the very edge of the Preserve’s sensor range was the massive outermost planet of the Scorpio System—the super-terrestrial Lastone. A red glow from the latest volcanic event on a surface almost perpetually wracked by volcanism ripped the frozen surface and showed on the live data-stream being fed into the holo-stage.

      The plume from the eruption punched high into the planet’s atmosphere and beyond, a billowing cloud of dust and gas spreading out into space.

      Nearby, a pair of asteroids were slowly falling together. The two had been drawn together over millennia by their combined gravity field. After thousands of orbits around the blue giant, they were finally due to meet. A rare event. Spectacular.

      And, Bates knew, this would be great cover for a Faction captain to make his escape.

      He leaned forward in his command chair. The two asteroids collided, their surfaces heating and shredding. Ice turned to steam and erupted from the point of contact.

      “Stand by drive. Stand by weapons. Set targeting protocols. If that pirate moves, I want the mass beam on his drive in a nanosecond.”

      Lieutenant Brosh, the Preserve’s second-in-command, called out from her position at the communication console.

      “Detecting a transmission that’s not using a Union verification code. It is a wide-band vocal transmission.” She turned and looked up at Bates in the command chair. “It’s for you, sir.”

      Bates slowly rubbed his chin with his thumb and forefinger and looked at the holo-stage, the plume erupting from Lastone and the debris field growing around the asteroid collision. And now a transmission.

      The Faction ship was preparing to move, he could feel it.

      “Track the signal location,” he ordered, knowing this was a trick to throw his concentration so that the ship could slip away.

      “It’s local, sir. An asteroid only five hundred kilometers to port.”

      “Put the message on speaker,” Bates said calmly.

      “Commander Bates, I am Mitri, Captain of the Faction ship, Rising Nation. We are a transport vessel with many civilians aboard, and our environmental controls are failing. We need to return to the central asteroid belt immediately to disembark our passengers. Please do not fire on us. We are defenseless. We will not change course. We just want to get to the belt.”

      Bates deactivated the speaker system. He stood up, one hand behind his back, another in his jacket pocket.

      “Faction civilians?” Bates said with a sneer. “There are no civilians in the Faction. They are all criminals. Terrorists. Pirates. What is the location of the transmission?”

      The holo-stage view altered and zoomed in on an asteroid.

      “Load one combat drone and prepare to launch.”

      “What yield on the drone, sir?” Ensign Davak called up from the weapons console.

      “Don’t activate the warhead. I’m not wasting a combat drone on them. We’ll use it to flush them out and take them down with the mass beam.”

      “What about the civilians, sir?” Brosh asked.

      “There are no civilians. They are all terrorist scum.” Bates stepped down from his command chair and took position at the holo-stage. “Prepare rescue pods. If the ship is destroyed and any escape the destruction alive, we’ll take them prisoner and return them to Terra for interrogation, and then the rope.”

      With the combat drone tube ready to launch, Bates took one last look at the surroundings—ice asteroids drifting in the sphere on one side, the planet Lastone on the other with its fresh volcanic plume rising into space. The location of the communication signal and the predicted location of the pirate ship he’d been tracking for weeks showed on the holo-stage.

      He had them trapped, but not yet caught. They were getting desperate. They would make their move soon.

      Bates would not let them escape this time.

      The new signal was immediately identified by the Preserve’s antimatter detectors. The tactical intelligence presented the threat on the holo-stage. It was rated as a low threat. An old, obsolete Union Fleet torpedo moving toward the Preserve from a nearby asteroid.

      A holo-file appeared alongside the new signal and showed the antimatter yield that had been detected on the torpedo. The file appeared on Bates’s armrest holo-display.

      “It’s hardly enough to put a dent in our stability field,” Bates said, a half-smile creeping over his thin lips.

      He rubbed his bottom lip and watched the torpedo’s approach on the main holo-stage, noticing its speed and heading.

      “The torpedo is heading for the lower quarter of the forward section of the Preserve,” Lieutenant Brosh called out. “Thirty seconds to impact.”

      Bates sat back in his chair. The torpedo was no threat to his ship. It was another attempt to distract him from his prey. The Faction pirate ship would no doubt be using this new distraction to cover their escape.

      “Lock onto the torpedo with the forward mass beam. Eliminate it when in range. Maintain scanner vigilance. That Faction pirate will be making his move any moment now.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Mitri ran across the flight deck of his ship. As the torpedo raced away toward the Union cruiser, Mitri prepared to detonate explosives he had previously hidden on several of the nearby asteroids. He had prepared this hiding place with distractions ready to cover their escape. This was his ground, and he’d prepared it well.

      He ran to the flight console and brought the power systems to full readiness.

      Mitri’s second-in-command, Lewis, stood by the weapons console.

      “Do you think they’re going to buy that crap about transporting civilians?” Lewis asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. We bounced our signal around these asteroids enough to throw them off our scent. The torpedo and the asteroid explosions we are about to set off will blind them just long enough for us to shift position. They are practically on top of the Rising Nation and will spot us any second if we stay here.

      The captain reflected a moment on the ship’s new name with a smile. ”You know, I quite like the new name of the ship. Rising Nation sounds kind of appropriate for a Faction ship, don’t you think?”

      “She will always be the Bonesaw to me, Captain,” Lewis said. Then added, “Didn’t your father ever tell you it was bad luck to rename your ship?”

      “He also said it’s bloody bad luck to have a Union cruiser blow a hole in your hull.” Mitri’s finger hovered over the detonation panel. He watched as the torpedo moved into mass beam range of the Union cruiser.

      “Stand by to kick full power into the drive. And hold onto something, the artificial gravity is still a bit on the temperamental side. We might end up getting knocked around the decks a bit, but it’s better than floating through space and freezing to death.”

      The mass beam from the Union cruiser slammed into the torpedo, the outer casing collapsing in on itself, obliterating it in an instant. At that moment, Mitri set off the series of explosions on several nearby asteroids. The thermal and percussive shock from the coordinated detonations blinded the Union sensors for a fraction of a second, while simultaneously delivering a glut of false reactor core signals.

      Mitri had no time to admire his genius. He ran.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Bates watched as the incoming torpedo was obliterated and the signal vanished from his holo-display. Then the sensors overloaded as a dozen nearby explosions ripped across the search area, tearing asteroids to shreds. He spotted the signal from the sensors showing what looked to be a Faction ship blasting off from the surface of a nearby asteroid.

      “Drive flare detected off our starboard quarter,” Lieutenant Brosh called out. “Space-time fluctuations consistent with Faction drive reactor. Receiving intercept course from the tactical intelligence now.”

      Bates looked at the various signals on the holo-stage. This pirate was a clever one. Or desperate.

      “Hold position. Focus on the region a thousand kilometers around the Preserve. Something tells me we are right on top of them.”

      Then a flash of a signal came just as an ice plume erupted from a nearby asteroid, water and dust billowing out.

      “That’s them.” Bates leaned forward in his chair. “Set a course.”

      “Setting course now. The asteroid will be within weapons range in a few moments, but I’m not detecting any drive signal, sir,” Lieutenant Brosh said, throwing the data onto the main holo-stage. “It looks like a micro meteorite impact on the water crust of the asteroid.”

      “Yes, it does, doesn’t it?” Bates said with a hint of admiration. “The Faction captain is shielding his ship from our sensors with the asteroid. The torpedo, the detonation on the nearby asteroids, the volcanic plume on Lastone, it is all helping to cover his escape. He is using the natural cover and then a few evasion tactics, and I bet he thinks he’s getting away. I think we’re dealing with a captain with some Union Fleet training under his belt. Stand down the mass beam. I am going to take this terrorist traitor alive. If he is former Fleet, they will save him for a hanging in the square in front of Fleet Headquarters on Terra. If he’s not, then I’ll shoot him myself on the Marine deck. Move in and prepare the grapple beam.”
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        * * *

      

      Mitri gripped the flight console, his knuckles white as the deck and console shook violently, practically on the verge of disintegration. Lewis was shouting something, but the sounds of the vibration in his ears deafened him. He looked at the small holo-stage that was flickering and blinking in and out of life before him. The image resolved clearly, only for a fraction of a second, but Mitri could see he was fully concealed by the asteroid. The Union cruiser was out of sight on the far side of the icy body.

      And then around the terminator of the asteroid, highlighted by the distant glimmer of the blue giant star at the center of the system, Mitri saw the silhouette of the Union cruiser.

      “They are on us.” Mitri dropped to the deck that was shaking violently and crawled across to the weapons console. He climbed up to his feet, using the console for support, and looked down at the vibrating panel to select the rear hail cannon. Kinetic hail use was outlawed system wide on penalty of death, but if Mitri allowed himself to be caught, there would be no better outcome. It wouldn’t take them long to discover his service record. He could only expect torture and interrogation, then the noose.

      “Target the forward sensor assembly on that Union cruiser!” Mitri shouted so hard that his throat burned. He lost his footing as he turned to the targeting console beside him. “We get a perfect shot and we might escape!”

      Mitri barely heard the reply of his second, who was shouting right next to him. The target was locked. This was Mitri’s last chance.

      “Firing now!” Mitri shouted. The flight deck was so loud from the violent shaking that he couldn’t even hear himself speak. He tapped the fire button.

      The gout of kinetic hail exploded from the rear cannon, and the explosive shrapnel cluster maintained its maximum density as it closed in on its target.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Bates saw the threat appear on the holo-stage. Kinetic hail. Somehow, he knew this terrorist would deploy illegal weaponry in his last desperate moments. Even as the kinetic hail raced toward his ship, Bates knew he was only a few moves from victory.

      “Angle the hull stability field and deflect as much of that hail as you can. Brace for impact. Deploy surveillance drones and scan ahead for the origin of that hail shot.”

      The hail clattered against the forward section of the Preserve, detonating in a flickering cascade of explosions. The holo-display flickered, vanished, then returned to the primary scanning display as the forward surveillance assembly was compromised by the high-density hail shot. The barrage of densely-packed kinetic frags also contained high-yield explosive frags, their impacts creating micro explosions that shredded the Preserve’s forward sensor assembly.

      Lieutenant Brosh ran around the command deck looking at one console after another.

      “We have a hull breach at the forward section. Maintenance teams are responding. Casualty report: one dead, several wounded from the forward scanning array control room. We’ve got the location of the terrorist ship, but they are moving away at high speed. A ship that old cannot maintain its velocity. She’s going to lose hull integrity and disintegrate any moment.”

      Bates sat back in his command chair. He linked his fingers together and rolled his thumbs one around the other. This Faction terrorist was desperate and knew it was either escape or death.

      “Bring the mass beam back online. We just need to give that ship a tiny nudge and she will be utterly out of control. They will either spin into an asteroid or the drive system will go offline. Get me in range and give me manual control of the mass beam trigger.”

      “Captain,” Lieutenant Brosh called out, “we are detecting a new signal emerging from the sphere dead ahead. Power system signal is unknown. It might be an aberration. Permission to deploy a surveillance drone and investigate?”

      Bates unfolded his hands and stood up. This Faction captain was good. Maybe good enough to draw a Union cruiser into an ambush. He looked at the main holo-stage and the new signal as he called out his orders.

      “Give me every reading you can on that new signal. Load a combat drone and set for full yield. Bring the high-energy laser assembly and mass beam to full power.” Then he muttered, more to himself, “This clever bastard might think he’s won. He might think he’s beaten a Union cruiser. Who would have thought I’d have had enough of this cat and mouse game? No more games. Looks like I’m gonna have to rob the hangman of a day’s pay.”
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        * * *

      

      With the deck of the Rising Nation rattling beneath his boots and his ears thick with the deafening noise of a ship on the edge of disintegration, Captain Mitri finally lost all effective communication with his small flight deck crew. He staggered over to the surveillance console and checked the data on the new signal emerging from the sphere right in front of his ship. It seemed to appear out of the void. He’d been so careful, so clever, but it looked like he was trapped.

      “Is it Union?” Mitri shouted into Lewis’s ear.

      The second-in-command shrugged and made all data available on the holo-stage, which was blinking in and out of life as rattled so much that it almost shook free of the deck.

      The flickering holo-image that appeared was difficult to make out. A dark shadow blinking in and out of existence, with huge spiked structures reaching forward from the main body of the ship like long rapier swords. The blades were as long as the main body of the ship that was formed from two large, black spheres sitting in line, creating a bulbous mass. Finally, a long straight tail protruding directly out from the rear tapered down to a fine point.

      Mitri looked at the signal. The Union was always developing new systems and new ships, but this was like nothing he’d seen before or even thought possible. It moved in small leaps, relocating from one position to another in moments without appearing to travel through the intervening space, but that may have been due to the poor quality of the Rising Nation’s holo-stage. Or, perhaps this was something entirely new.

      Mitri staggered to the weapons console and brought all hail cannons online.

      “It looks like the Union has us in their jaws now. Send a signal to the Faction relay station in the belt and transfer all data on this new type of ship.”

      Lewis called out, her voice edged with panic as the ship flew out of control. “Communications are blocked, but the systems report says the transmitter is fully operational. That new ship is jamming our signal.”

      Mitri pursed his lips. He had dodged the Union cruiser for weeks and thought he had gotten away, and now this new ship appeared as if from nowhere. He was trapped.

      “Stand by to fight. Check your personal weapons. If we lose our drive, they’ll try and board us, so don’t let them take you alive. You will only live to regret it.”
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        * * *

      

      Commander Bates looked at the signal on his holo-stage. The dark ship moved in stuttering leaps, disappearing one moment and appearing elsewhere the next. The fine twisting structures on the leading edge appeared to shift position every time the ship reappeared.

      “Detecting an energy signal from the forward edge of the unknown vessel.”

      Bates leaned forward and watched the image on the holo-stage. A blue flickering beam leapt away from within the twisting structures at the front of the dark, unknown ship. The blue beam connected with the fleeing Faction ship, the energy thinning to fine white strands that crackled over the outer hull. It instantly lost all power and tumbled through space, its drive section cooling rapidly.

      “The Faction ship is firing its hail cannons,” Brosh called out. “It’s targeting the unknown ship.”

      “So it’s not a Faction ship,” Bates said, “Is it secret Union test equipment? Notify Union Fleet Command and ask if any ships are operating in this sector.”

      “All communications have been blocked,” Brosh replied immediately. “The signal is away, but I’m not getting the Union receipt codes.”

      Bates watched as the dark ship leapt to a new location, the long structures at the leading edge of the ship pointing directly at the Preserve.

      “Blocking my communications is one thing,” Bates said, stepping toward the holo-stage, “but facing off against me is way too aggressive for my liking. Target the ship. Mass beam and high-energy laser to full power. Fire when ready.”

      The Preserve’s energy weapons fired. The mass beam connected with the dark hull of the unknown ship, crushing one of the long beams at the front. Then the craft moved out from under the mass beam in a jerking motion, slipping instantly to one side. The high-energy laser flickered onto the target with a blinding flash as the dark hull of the unknown ship vaporized, erupting in a plume of plasma as the high-energy laser burst out the far side.

      The dark ship moved, leaping hundreds of kilometers in a fraction of a second, vanishing from one location and reappearing in another. The lasers reacquired the target and fired again.

      The long arms at the front of the ship broke away and the mass beam struck again, crushing a section of hull. The laser struck again and blasted a cavity deep into the dark shape.

      The command crew shouted out in triumph. Bates watched the data streaming in on the holo-stage, transfixed by the slightest development in the battle.

      Then the holo-stage lost power and the holo-image vanished. The Preserve’s command deck lights failed and plunged the deck into darkness. Commander Bates staggered back to his chair and climbed up into the seat. He opened the small compartment in the armrest and took out his sidearm. Activating the electron blade at the end of his pulse pistol, the white blade gave off enough light for him to see.

      “We have lost all power,” Bates heard someone say. Then he felt the deck vibrate beneath his feet. He felt a sick feeling in his stomach. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up on end. A blue, crazed, crackling light flickered over every surface, lighting up the command deck. The blue lightning thinned to crackling white lines of energy. A power conduit blew sparks across the command deck.

      “Abandon ship.” Bates sat back in his command chair. He was not going to abandon his command, but the ship was lost, all power gone. “All hands, this is Commander Bates. Abandon ship. Repeat, abandon ship.”

      Then the white lines crackled across the deck and over to his command chair before climbing up. As the white lines of energy wrapped around his body, he heard a voice, at once distant and close. It was all around him and inside his head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mitri skidded across the deck of his ship and up against the bulkhead. The holo-stage flickered back to life for a moment. He saw the dark, monstrous ship launch a blue crackling beam at the Union cruiser. The cruiser vibrated violently as the blue beam flickered over her hull, moving in a surging motion toward the drive section, then thinned out to fine white energy lines that crackled over the drive assembly. The Union ship fell into darkness, a hundred porthole lights and exterior hull lights blinking out. The light illuminating the ship name, Preserve, went out, the name lost to the dark. The drive flare died, the ship lost control, and they drifted lazily through space.

      Then Mitri saw the blue beam reaching and crackling across space to connect with his own ship. All power failed and the blue crackling lightning rippled across the deck beneath his feet. The last thing Mitri thought was that he had fought to the death. The Union would not take him alive.

      With the last breath of air in his lungs, Mitri shouted.

      “Long live the Faction.”

      And as his legs gave out, he fell to the deck and heard a distant sound deep within his own head.

      Skarak.

      Skarak.

      Skarak.
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      Will Boyd sat at the flight console of the Odium Fist and plotted an intercept course with the Union heavy transporter. The heavy was moving at high speed toward the inner system, as was standard operating procedure for any Union transport this close to the outer asteroid sphere. The ship had held its heading for the last ninety minutes, so it was about to change course.

      Boyd had already calculated the standard course adjustment for the Union ship and calculated a new intercept course. He was ready to nudge the Fist even closer to her prey.

      The Union heavy adjusted her course precisely on schedule.

      Boyd turned in his chair, hand and arm over the back, and looked up to Captain Poledri.

      “You see?” Boyd said, beaming up at Poledri. “Standard Union move.” Boyd turned back to his flight console. “So predictable. Too damn easy.”

      “Yes, very clever of you, Boyd. Guess you weren’t such a bad choice for my pilot after all,” Poledri growled.

      “I know pilots can be brash, but I’ve had enough of your arrogance, Boyd,” Carl Raye said from the weapons console.

      “Set new course and match speed,” Poledri said, ignoring his second-in-command. “Carefully. We don’t want to alert her.”

      Boyd brought up the Odium Fist’s drive and slowly pushed the ship onto its new heading. They would soon be in range, and then it would be impossible to hide from the Union ship. Soon the heavy would know she had caught the attention of a Faction hunter. Soon Boyd would be boarding her, taking control of the ship, and seizing the supplies and goods for the Faction.

      And with every fresh operation, with every ship seized, Will Boyd became more trusted. His skills as a pilot were undeniable. It had been pure luck for Poledri to find such a great replacement just hours after his former pilot had been killed in that freak landing bay accident.

      Boyd knew it had been too convenient for him to be at the Faction base the same day the Odium Fist’s pilot got sucked into a drive plate. It had been a carefully-planned accident, and he was sure Poledri didn’t suspect a thing.

      But now Boyd was pilot. He knew the crew didn’t like him very much, he could see it as clearly as the pulse pistol on their hips, but he wasn’t there to make friends. He had a job to do.

      Then something in the heavy’s course data drew his attention. Boyd was always suspicious—it was how he had stayed alive so long. The course correction was standard, but the thrust output from the drive was not. Boyd noticed the drive system operating at less than fifty-percent capacity.

      “Captain, there’s something not right here,” Boyd said. He accessed all data on the heavy’s maneuvers from the last few hours and the multiple course corrections she had made. “She’s not using enough power.”

      “What are you talking about, Boyd?” Poledri walked over and leaned on the back of Boyd’s chair.

      “She’s not using enough power to turn that amount of mass. This ship is practically empty.”

      “We’ll find out soon enough when we board her,” Poledri said. “If she’s not carrying any goods, we will still have the ship. A Union drive system alone is a worthwhile haul.”

      “But why would a heavy be coming out of the sphere empty?” Boyd asked.

      “Who cares? In a few hours, she’ll be mine.”

      Boyd turned to Jemmy Noland at the scanners.

      “Run another scan of the ship, Jem,” Boyd said. “Scan her density.”

      “Are you giving orders now, Boyd?” Poledri said, stepping in between Boyd and Noland.

      “No, Captain, I’m just curious. Something isn’t right with that ship and I want to know why.”

      Poledri glowered at Boyd. It was dangerous for Boyd to irritate his new captain in this way, but the Faction was full of self-confident, independent thinkers. Such insolence would never be tolerated in the Union fleet, but the Faction crew would have been suspicious if Boyd had not been so arrogant. Besides, it was useful to Boyd to be disliked. People left him alone in his off hours.

      Poledri turned to Noland and gave the briefest of nods, instructing Noland to scan the ship again. Then Poledri fixed Boyd with a stare, his scarred right eye as piercing and cold as the blue left.

      The scan came back and Boyd studied the results. Poledri leaned closer and read them for himself off Boyd’s console.

      “She is running light,” Poledri conceded. “I’d expect her to be dense with ore, or at least black ice. But she is carrying something.”

      Boyd had a thought, a worrying thought.

      “It’s a trap. The only thing we are going to find on that ship is a well-armed company of Union Fleet Marines. She’s a pirate hunter, making out like a heavy transport. A nice juicy bait to draw us in.”

      Poledri was shaking his head slowly when Noland called out.

      “Union heavy is slowing and coming about. They’ve seen us.”

      Poledri looked at Boyd. “You’re the expert. Have they seen us?”

      Boyd shook his head. “No, it’s just a crazy pivot. They are just checking their rear. If we keep our energy output below threshold, she won’t be able to see us.”

      “New signals,” Noland called out. “Union fighter craft moving in at speed.”

      “Are you sure they haven’t seen us?” Poledri said, angry this time, his hand tugging at the back of Boyd’s chair.

      “No, they haven’t. Just hold course and speed and we will slip by them.”

      Poledri gripped Boyd by the shoulder. “Get us out of here, Boyd,”

      “No,” Boyd said, watching the progress of the Blade-class fighters and the heavy on its crazy pivot maneuver. “The moment we power the core we will be detected for sure. I’ll take my chance against a heavy loaded with Marines, but those Blades will be out for us, looking to punch a hole in our drive assembly the moment we kick up the power.”

      Boyd watched the signals on the holo-stage with rising dread. He had tracked this heavy and knew exactly how to stay hidden. It was Boyd’s job to stay hidden. But with Poledri breathing down his neck, thoughts of being discovered and captured crept into his mind. He dispelled them and remained calm. This was no time to panic.

      The fighters moved into close formation with the Union transport.

      The only possible escape was to head back out toward the outer system and conceal the Odium Fist in the asteroids of the sphere. Capture by the Union would be a bad result. Boyd had spent months building this position in the Faction with Poledri. If he was captured now, it would all be for nothing.

      Capture. The worst of results. This was clearly a Union honey trap designed to capture Faction members alive, but the presence of fighters meant that if Poledri deployed his hail cannons and started a fight, the Odium Fist would surely be destroyed. A single fighter was hard enough to deal with, as its maneuverability and speed was far superior to that of the Fist. They might well survive an encounter with a single Blade, heavily armed and armored as she was, but a pair of Blades was more than enough firepower to deter any single Faction ship, and three of the Union’s best fighter craft was simply too much of a challenge.

      “We must abandon the hunt.” Boyd turned and looked up at Poledri.

      The captain was stiff with anger, his knuckles white on the back of Boyd’s chair right next to his face. Poledri’s neck was red, as it often was when he was angry. He had been with the crew long enough to get the measure of the captain. He was often angry. But then Boyd saw the deep scar on his face twitching.

      He recognized the signs. Poledri was not just angry. He was furious.

      “Move us away, pilot,” Poledri said, pushing himself away from Boyd’s chair. “Bring the Fist about, slow, and take us back into the sphere.”

      Poledri marched back across the flight deck and dropped heavily into his command chair.

      Boyd plotted a course to the nearest large asteroid of the outer sphere. He initiated a light thrust that pushed the Odium Fist off its heading and nudged it gently away.

      Poledri grumbled to himself, but Boyd was focused on the holo-stage. He saw Noland, out of the corner of his eye, glance across the flight deck at him with a half-smile on his face, enjoying the sight of the arrogant pilot in trouble with the captain. Boyd ignored Noland and watched the fighters falling into formation with the Union transport.

      The heavy turned again, completing its crazy pivot, and headed back into the inner system, a heading that would take it eventually to the Union’s central planet of Terra.

      But the Blades held their course. The three fighters adopted a search formation, each fighter taking the point of a triangle covering a huge swathe of space.

      “They are searching for us. They know we are here! Damn you, Boyd, you were supposed to stay hidden.” Poledri stood up again. “Bring the hail cannons online and prepare explosive shrapnel charge.”

      “Weapons online already, Captain,” Carl Raye called out from the weapons console to the side of the flight deck.

      Boyd felt his heart miss a beat. He turned and shot Raye a fierce look before standing up and turning to Poledri.

      “Get those weapons offline!” He turned to Raye. “When did you power them up?” Boyd turned again to Poledri. “They have spotted us. They detected the weapons power system. I know how to keep a ship hidden, but not if the kravin’ guns are powered up. They are here searching and that is just the sort of signal they’ll be looking for: a Faction weapons signature. Damn it all, Raye, get it offline now!”

      Poledri marched across the flight deck and squared off against Boyd. He jabbed a finger hard into Boyd’s chest.

      “I command this ship. I don’t care how good a pilot you are,” Poledri jabbed Boyd hard again. “If you give an order on my flight deck again, I will airlock your arrogant ass. Understand?”

      Boyd looked Poledri square in the face.

      “Those Blades are closing in on our last position. It won’t take them long to find us, if we keep the guns powered up. If you want command over a smoldering wreck, then please carry on. And if you really do want to airlock me for trying to save the ship, then you’d better be quick. Those Blades will be on us fast, and we’ll all be floating in space pretty soon.”

      Poledri looked at the holo-stage. Boyd stood firm, although he wanted to glance over his shoulder and see the position of the fighters in relation to the Fist. He guessed they must be close, because Poledri turned on his heel and walked back to his chair, waving his arms wildly as he went.

      “Take the hail cannons offline right now. Get us out of here, Boyd.”

      Boyd dropped into his seat in front of the flight console. He needed to act with caution. Every moment he stayed here, he was in danger of being detected. Detection would possibly mean he would find himself blown out of a hull breach, cut to shreds on the jagged edges of hull composite that the Blades’ spitz guns left behind, floating in space and freezing to death while bleeding out and choking in the vacuum.

      Boyd carefully nudged the Fist further off course with another light thrust. Bringing the main drive up to power now would be suicide. He looked at the holo-stage and saw the fighter craft sweep in a methodical search pattern, covering the area of space that the Odium Fist had so recently been traveling through.

      “Hail cannons offline,” Raye said with spite edging his tone. He looked across the flight deck at Boyd, hate in his tiny, pale eyes.

      Boyd knew how and when to pick his battles. He didn’t mind that Poledri hated him, as long as he trusted him. Raye, however, was a violent thug—a first-generation Faction criminal that had taken an instant dislike to Boyd. Even though Poledri had the power of a Faction captain and could execute Boyd at any moment, Raye was the crewman most likely to drive an electron blade into the back of Boyd’s skull, purely on the basis of hate.

      Boyd looked back to his console. A few more light thruster bursts and the Odium Fist would be clear of the immediate area where the Blades were hunting. Two days they had been tracking the Union heavy, and they had closed in without detection. Boyd admitted to himself that if Raye hadn’t brought the cannons online prematurely, the Blades would not have come in support, and the crew of the Odium Fist would have walked into a trap, a Union heavy transport laden not with valuable material but with a strike squad of Union Fleet Marines. But Boyd was not going to admit that the thug Raye might have actually saved them from capture.

      Minute after tense minute slipped by and eventually stretched out into long dull hours. Finally, the Odium Fist drifted into the sphere.

      Boyd moved the Odium Fist into orbit around a large asteroid, skirting the surface of the ancient black ice world at only a few hundred meters altitude. Close enough to be practically indistinguishable from the icy body in a long-range scan, yet mobile enough to move off in an instant should they need to run.

      Boyd sat back in his chair. He could feel Raye’s eyes burning into him. Boyd was never going to make friends with the old pirate, and he was a dangerous enemy. But Faction ships were dangerous places, not least of all for Boyd. He turned and gave Raye a cheeky wink. Having such a dangerous enemy was not ideal, but Boyd knew that if Raye hated him, he would actually be quite easy to manipulate. Besides, he couldn’t resist irritating the old thug. It was good for Boyd to make friends on the Fist, but one strong enemy was also very useful.

      “There’s something down there,” Jemmy Noland said. “Scanners are picking up something.”

      “What kind of something?” Poledri walked over to the scanner console and shoved Noland aside.

      Boyd accessed the scanner data on his flight console. The ‘something’ down there was creating a strange power signal. It appeared to merge with the asteroid, vanish momentarily, then come back strong, only to vanish once again.

      “Is that some kind of Union power system down there?” Poledri said as much to himself as anyone else.

      The Fist’s scanners focused on the point where the signal was coming from and put the image onto the holo-stage. The holo-stage flickered and refocused on the source of the signal—a large, deep black structure partially embedded in the black ice of the asteroid.

      It was unlike anything Boyd had seen before. He knew Union ships, and this wasn’t one.

      The black ship flickered on the holo-stage.

      Poledri walked away from the scanner console and sat in his command chair, his arms folded, looking at the strange image.

      “It’s a ship,” Poledri said. “Have any of you seen anything like it before?”

      Raye and Noland replied no.

      “I want a closer look,” Poledri said. “Put us down on the asteroid, Boyd. And then you and Raye suit up, get out there, and take a look. Is that clear?”

      Boyd looked back at Poledri and then at the flickering image of the black ship.

      “Should we maybe send the drone first?” Boyd suggested, looking back to Poledri.

      “Maybe you should just do as you are kravin’ well told for once! Now get down there and take a look. Something tells me this find is going to be juicy, real juicy.”
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      Will Boyd stood in the airlock of the Odium Fist alongside Raye. A group of Faction fighters arrived and nodded at Raye, ignoring the pilot. With the full team in the airlock, Raye hit the control panel and closed the inner hatch. It screeched as it slid shut, sending a shiver down Boyd’s spine.

      The display on Boyd’s visor showed him the countdown to the opening of the outer door. Thirty seconds to go as the pressure was equalized with the outside environment, a virtual vacuum. Green numbers ticked down to twenty-nine, twenty-eight, while the tenths of seconds raced down alongside.

      Then the display turned red as the countdown hit ten seconds and counting.

      Boyd double-checked the seals on his suit. He ran a system check that slightly increased the internal pressure of the suit before measuring the pressure, checking for any leaks. The increasing pressure filled his ears. The check responded with the all-clear, but there was something about these Faction extreme environment suits that he did not trust.

      Like most Faction equipment, Boyd’s suit was old, worn, and close to failure. Also like most Faction equipment, it was a stolen Union kit. It had once been state-of-the-art, but without regular maintenance and system updates, they were now dangerous, potentially fatally.

      Boyd had secured his own suit for personal use rather than taking one from the equipment stash in the hold of the Odium Fist. He had maintained it and brought it up to higher standard than the other suits he saw on the bodies of the fighters around him in the airlock. Even Raye wore a suit that was scuffed so badly in places that it would have been trashed by any self-respecting Union Fleet Marine.

      Despite Boyd’s maintenance of his suit, he left it looking disheveled, beaten, and as worn and tattered as everyone else’s. He didn’t want it to look like he didn’t trust the kit. He needed to blend in.

      The one piece of kit that he did trust was his pulse pistols. The Odium Fist had recently seized a container transporting decommissioned Union equipment from a garrison on the moon Kallis One, orbiting the planet Extremis. The haul had contained several heavy weapons, rapid-burst pulse guns, and a crate of pulse pistols with various holsters. It had been Boyd’s first major act of piracy aboard the Odium Fist, and he had secured himself two extremely well-kept pistols.

      Boyd checked the one on his right hip, tapping it with the palm of his hand to surreptitiously make sure it was still there. He felt safer knowing it was within his grasp. The holster on his hip was fastened shut, so he gently unclipped the top cover and let his finger check that the pistol was secure within.

      The second holster was on his right side just under his arm. He slid his hand over to the pistol and touched the handle. He was as ready as he could be. But it was not what was beyond the doors of the Odium Fist that had him most concerned. He was stepping out onto the planet with a band of Faction fighters, and a Faction second-in-command who deeply disliked him. Boyd was new to this crew and they owed him nothing. If he died now, no one would miss him and no one would be sorry, and few would ask questions about what really happened. He was good at his job, but everyone could be replaced. Boyd was not yet truly one of them.

      These were dangerous times.

      The red numbers on Boyd’s visor counted down to one, and the tenths and hundredths flashed past, blinking as the final countdown raced to zero.

      The outer hatch slid open, rising slowly, and the boarding ramp slid away from the airlock deck to make contact with the asteroid’s surface. The servos pressed the boarding ramp across the black ground, scraping at the top layer of super-hard ice, piling it up in a neat ridge in front of the boarding ramp. Pristine glistening white ice appeared beneath the blackened surface.

      Raye shoved Boyd toward the opening. The old pirate’s deep, gruff voice crackled over the helmet speaker next to Boyd’s ear.

      “Move,” Raye growled.

      Boyd didn’t need any encouragement or coercion, and he certainly didn’t need to be bullied. He was more than prepared to step out onto the asteroid’s surface. He’d been in dangerous environments before.

      “Moving out,” Boyd responded. He stepped out onto the surface, the toe of his boot brushing through the ridge of ice bulldozed forward by the boarding ramp. Pure white crystals of ancient ice sparkled on the tip of his worn boot.

      The Faction fighters stood in the pools of light from the lamps on the underside of the Odium Fist. Boyd walked ahead of them to the edge of a pool. With the lower hull of the Odium Fist above his head, Boyd felt that he was still in relative safety. The area was lit up brightly, safety only a few steps away. The others hesitated at the edge of the darkness. Boyd glanced up at the hull of the Fist. The composite hull was pockmarked by micro meteorite strikes and charred with weapons fire from its many encounters with Union forces. Boyd took one more step forward, out from under the hull.

      Above his head, space. Distant stars sat as perfect points in the black velvet canopy. The closest star, the system’s blue giant, appeared small at this great distance on the edge of the system. Boyd stared for a moment as he stepped further into the dark.

      Checking the terrain on his wrist mounted holo-stage, Boyd picked an easy path to the location of the strange signal they were there to check out. At about fifteen hundred meters or more away, the strange signal continued to appear at intervals. Boyd turned back to the group.

      “First Squad, with me. Let’s move.”

      Moving along at a steady pace, Boyd soon found that the group of Faction fighters were falling behind. He checked their formation on his wrist-mounted holo-stage as he advanced toward the signal. First Squad was huddled together in a tight group behind Boyd as he walked over the asteroid’s surface, the surface turning from black to pristine white with every footstep. Boyd held his left arm in front of him, looking at the stage. The image appeared above his wrist and pointed him directly toward the distant signal. His own position and that of First Squad appeared as a series of small red dots. The names of the men in his squad were kind of familiar, but he hadn’t had the time or the desire to get to know them all personally. Some had been on the Odium Fist under Poledri for a year or more. Others were relatively new, having been posted to the Fist by Faction bosses higher up the organization. Some had been on the Fist as little as a month.

      But none of the Faction fighters or the flight deck crew had been on board for less time than Boyd. He was the new guy, he had to be the best of them, the toughest and bravest, if he was to stand any chance of gaining their acceptance.

      Walking ahead of the small group, Boyd kept a constant check on his small holo-stage. Data transferred to him from the Fist’s sensor assembly showed him the terrain and the location of the mysterious signal. After a walk of around ten minutes, Boyd could see something on the surface—a thin, black structure about a hundred meters long, like an extremely long, thin claw. It came arching out of the surface of the asteroid reaching out to stab at space. The black claw appeared blacker than the backdrop of space, even seeming to vanish from time to time, lost against the void.

      “Are you going to fill me in? Or do I have to come down there and looked for myself?” the voice of Poledri burst over Boyd’s helmet speaker.

      “I can see something on the surface up ahead, Captain,” Boyd said. “I’ll be at the location in another ten minutes or so.”

      Boyd moved forward at a steady pace, his eyes fixed on the point of the horizon with the black structure flickering in and out of view. It was strange, and Boyd sought an explanation. He reasoned the visor of his helmet was scuffed and obscuring the view. Or maybe some reaction with the crust of the asteroid, some magnetic anomaly or temperature differential with the backdrop of space that was causing the structure of the crashed ship to flicker like a mirage. Maybe it was hidden just beyond the horizon and was being brought into view by some kind of chromatic effect.

      Glancing down at the holo-stage on his left wrist, Boyd saw he was moving ahead of First Squad. Second Squad, with Raye amongst them, was even further back. Boyd checked his heart rate on the suit’s medical readout and saw that his pulse was elevated. He had been moving quickly, but his elevated pulse was more due to excitement, maybe a little apprehension, nervousness and fear. It was certainly not overexertion.

      A quick check of the medical readout on the rest of the team showed that they were all tired, breathing heavily and struggling to keep up with the punishing pace that Boyd was setting. Boyd was fit, but he had been careless here. Allowing himself to appear so much fitter than everyone else might suggest he hadn’t spent his youth in Faction camps, scrabbling for scraps of food with other urchins. It was known that the Faction leaders had the best of everything, but Boyd wanted to be seen as just an ordinary guy from some tiny settlement in the belt. The central asteroid belt that lay between the orbits of planet Glacies and planet Supra was teeming with settlements, and a million destitute families. Boyd needed to look like he was one of them.

      He dropped to one knee and looked at the target location.

      “Captain Poledri, this is Boyd. I am moving as fast as I can, but I need to take a rest. I should make it to the signal location in another few minutes. I’ll report to you when I am in visual range.”

      “Stop complaining, Boyd,” Poledri’s voice crackled in Boyd’s helmet. “Get moving and get to that signal location. And send up a micro drone as soon as you get there. I want to see everything you see.”

      Boyd checked he had a micro drone on his suit. A cluster of three were functional and he prepared them for deployment. He knew Poledri wasn’t truly interested in the sights of the signal location, he just wanted to make sure none of his crew pocketed anything of value for themselves. If there was anything of value at the site, it would be Poledri’s plunder alone. He would decide how much he would share with the crew, and those further up in the organization would decide what portion Poledri would offer to them in duty.

      But Boyd wasn’t interested in plunder. He was becoming increasingly interested in the strange flickering structure that again appeared on the horizon.

      The rest of the team eventually caught up. Boyd stood up only to be knocked forward by an aggressive shove from Raye.

      Boyd tumbled forward, his suit’s artificial gravity losing its center momentarily. The light asteroid gravity field and the imbalance in his suit’s artificial field caused him to stumble. He reached out with his left hand to stop his fall and landed back on the asteroid’s surface on one knee. He was upon his feet in an instant and standing square on and face to face with Raye.

      “Watch where you’re going, why don’t you!”

      Boyd could see Raye’s smirk through his helmet visor.

      “Calm down. Just try and keep your balance. You sure you’re not drunk?” Raye brushed past Boyd, giving a shove with his right shoulder as he passed.

      Boyd took the shove, stumbled slightly, and then regained his balance. Raye stepped ahead of the team toward the signal location.

      “I’ll take the lead,” Raye said, “if that’s okay with you?” He turned and grinned at Boyd. “I’ll take First Squad, and Second Squad as well. Why don’t you hang back, Boyd? Let the experts take over.”

      Boyd stood his ground as Raye walked ahead. The fighters from Poledri’s crew chuckled darkly as they followed Raye, one or two of them jostling Boyd as they passed.

      While Boyd had not yet earned their trust or respect, Raye was a favorite among his crew. A vicious and violent thief, he was always going to have the support of any Faction pirates.

      Boyd released the three micro drones and sent them after Raye. He positioned them at fifty meters above the surface of the asteroid, the scanning range giving Boyd a wide view around the group as they advanced. He let them take a short lead and then followed.

      Following in the footsteps of the group, Boyd looked at the image on his wrist-mounted holo-stage. The structures that appeared to be moving in and out of sight were only meters ahead, jutting out of the asteroid surface.

      A small ridge, the edge of a crater, came up on the surface as Boyd moved toward it. The black claw Boyd could see was indeed not entirely solid. It appeared to shift in and out of focus. More of the structures were also now visible, all curving one way or another. Some appeared stunted and did not taper off to fine points like the others, but on closer inspection, Boyd thought they looked damaged, as if snapped off halfway along their length.

      But one thing Boyd felt sure of was that this was not a natural structure—it was mechanical, though it also appeared somewhat organic.

      And it was clearly a ship.

      Boyd sent the micro drones racing ahead of the Faction crew. He opened the channel to the flight deck of the Odium Fist.

      “It’s a ship, Captain,” Boyd said, “but like nothing I’ve seen before. And it looks like it has crashed. It has taken some damage, possibly when it impacted into the surface of the asteroid, and is sitting in a crater, partially buried in the ice. We are getting close now. We should be able to get a better view once we get over the ridge of the crater.”

      “Just get on with it, Boyd. I don’t need a running commentary, I just need you to get there and find out what it is,” Poledri said.

      “Yes, Captain,” Boyd said as confidently and respectfully as he could manage. It was a full-time job trying to put up with Poledri and his mood swings.

      Boyd could see that Raye was struggling to maintain the pace. He was an old thug for sure and would go fifteen rounds of bareknuckle fighting with anyone, but he couldn’t maintain a rapid fifteen-hundred-meter march over rough terrain. Boyd was catching him by the second and in danger of overtaking.

      Superior fitness and curiosity drove Boyd forward. The Faction fighters were dropping off the pace Raye had set that had driven them forward briefly, covering thirty meters at the most.

      Now only a few dozen meters away, Boyd could see more clearly the strange, black, shimmering claw-like structures jutting out of the ice. He sent the drones forward to scan then looked at his holo-stage and zoomed in. The drones cleared the crater rim and gave him a view down onto the ship.

      As the drones moved higher, Boyd could see into the crater. Immediately, he saw the movement. A dozen individual signals moving rapidly away from the crashed ship. They were scrambling up the inner wall of the crater, and the first came to the ridge edge. They were human, but they wore no environmental suits, their flesh exposed to the vacuum of space. Their eye sockets were hollow and red, and their tongues swollen and filling their gaping mouths. They rushed forward toward the Faction fighters, their tongue-filled mouths open and offering a silent scream.

      Boyd pulled the pulse pistol off his right hip and opened the channel to the group on the asteroid’s surface.

      “Arm yourselves! We are under attack!”
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      Scrambling over the ridge, the horde came forward in a chaotic wave. They ran and clambered, propelling themselves forward. With no environmental suits, they lacked the artificial gravity field that held Boyd and his squad to the surface. The scrambling wave came tumbling forward, drifting across the asteroid at a few meters’ height before the weak gravitational field pulled them back down, their arms and legs wheeling about chaotically before they touched down again and pushed themselves forward. Their arms flailed in an attempt to keep balance, legs running whether they were on the ground or floating above, as they advanced toward the Faction fighters.

      Boyd raised his pulse pistol.

      The group of Faction fighters closest to the ridge opened fire, the flash of pulse rounds flickering over the bodies that came surging from the crater. Pulse rounds, poorly aimed, raced away into space. Some struck the large black ship in the crater, fizzing over the indistinct surface.

      Other pulse rounds struck home at their intended targets, punching holes in the first of the bodies that surged forward. Gore and blood erupted from fresh wounds, dark bloody globules floating in the weak gravity like rippling pools of red. The bodies that came next ran through the bubbles of floating blood, and they splattered over their half-naked bodies and lifeless faces.

      Boyd took aim at one flailing body coming near, clawing hands reaching forward, its feet barely centimeters off the asteroid’s surface. There was no way these people could be alive as they were, unprotected against the vacuum, essentially naked to space. Their eyes had boiled out of their sockets and the tongues were swollen in their mouths. With only their light shipboard clothing to protect them against the vacuum of space, these people would have been dead in seconds.

      As the bodies came closer, Boyd noticed some were wearing a familiar uniform.

      “They’re Union Fleet crew!” Boyd said. He took aim and opened fire.

      A well-aimed pulse round struck the closest body square in the chest. It punched a hole through the light uniform, and the wound spilled blood and gore into the vacuum, but there was not nearly as much erupting from the hole as Boyd would expect. The body tumbled away, knocked back by the force of the pulse round. The arms and legs were still flailing as it tumbled backward, spinning out of control back toward the crashed ship.

      Still more came, and Boyd noticed not all were wearing the Union uniform. There were others in shabby outfits that looked more like those worn by a Faction crew.

      Union crew and Faction crew came forward in a mass of lifeless eyes and clawing fingers, making their way toward the crew from the Odium Fist.

      The Faction fighters gave a disorganized barrage of pulse pistol fire, then a wave of bodies overcame the barrage of rounds. The surging mass clattered into the fighters. Fists and clawing fingers against pulse pistol.

      The fighters were set upon by the people in Union and Faction clothing, clawing at the pirates’ suits with their bare hands, fingertips blackened from the blood pooling there. A helmet was torn away from one of the Fist’s crew, his screams cut off abruptly as his voice shouted into the soundless void. Boyd glanced over and saw the fighter convulse as he choked on his own blood and vomited into space.

      Another helmet was torn away as the small group from the Odium Fist was overwhelmed.

      Boyd could see the fighters from the Fist were no match for these unarmed, crazy attackers. They were spread too thinly and had no structure to their defense.

      “Fall back!” Boyd said on a channel to the whole group. “Fall back and tighten up! We need to get shoulder to shoulder and concentrate our fire.”

      Boyd began backing up, firing at the bodies that came tumbling and clawing toward him. He drew his second pistol from under his arm. Walking backward and stepping carefully so as not to stumble over the loose asteroid surface, Boyd laid down defensive fire with both pistols. With the fire rate set to automatic, all he needed to do was hold down the trigger and let the pulse rounds fly. Aiming was hardly necessary as the attackers came on so densely packed that he could not miss.

      “There must be something really good in that crashed ship for them to fight us off like this!” Raye said.

      Boyd was too busy fighting off the attackers, but he did wonder how Raye could be so dense. The movement of these things was strange, and with no breathing apparatus or defense against the cold and the vacuum of space, it was obvious they were dead. But still they came, tumbling one over another, surging forward in waves.

      And then from the crater came a fresh wave, bounding forward, knocking aside those flung back by the Faction fighters’ pulse pistols.

      Boyd looked at the new wave of attackers coming from the position of the crashed vessel. He saw one with a pulse wound in his chest and recognized it as the attacker he had first shot and sent tumbling away. All those that had fallen to the initial barrage were now returning and clawing their way forward, tumbling over their fellows to get at the Odium Fist’s crew.

      The group of fighters from the Fist were now coming closer together, creating a stronger defense, and their fire was having more of an impact knocking back the attackers. Boyd took a moment to check how many fighters were still firing. Over half of the group were not. Boyd checked their status. The environmental suits reported back that the environment had been compromised and the occupants were dead.

      The attackers had been mostly fought off, but still some came tumbling forward through the weak gravity. None laid a hand on any of the Fist’s remaining crew. They were all struck by pistol fire and sent spinning back across the asteroid surface.

      The communications system was overloaded with the remaining fighters shouting about what had just happened. Some were angry, shouting obscenities and firing into the dark, and others were calling for their lost friends. Some garbled voices were asking the impossible questions. Why were Faction and Union fighting as one? How were they attacking but clearly dead?

      And what was this strange ship?

      “Shut up, everyone,” Boyd said firmly over the communication channel. He went from one fighter to the next and shook them by the shoulders or smacked them on the side of the helmet. He gained eye contact with everyone and fixed them to silence.

      Only one of them was not shouting.

      Raye was staring at the crater rim. He looked over at Boyd, fury on his face.

      “Let’s go and see what the krav is in there. I want to know what makes dead men fight.”

      Boyd nodded and turned to face the crater and the crashed ship just over the ridge.

      “All fighters, keep it tight,” Boyd said. Despite the firefight, he was perfectly calm. “Advance in step, watch out for any attackers, keep those pulse pistols raised and ready to fire.”

      They advanced across the surface of the asteroid now littered with bodies from the Fist’s crew, the extreme environment suits torn from their bodies. Black eyes stared into black space. Boyd called out again to silence the chatter as they passed over their fallen friends.

      “Focus on what’s ahead. We’ll deal with our friends when this job is done,” Boyd tried to add a touch of warmth and humanity to his voice as he knew these men had been shipmates, in some cases, for years. But Boyd had no pity for them other than basic human sympathy.

      These people were nothing to him.

      Reaching the edge of the crater, Boyd stared down at the ship. It was partially impacted on the surface, but from what remained above ground, Boyd guessed it was a large ship. It was of no known construction. The dark structures appeared to shimmer and move like a stick in water seems to move under the ripples on the surface. The ship hardly seemed to be part of the same universe as him.

      “Follow me,” Boyd said as he scrambled down the crater to the side of the ship. The fighters were reluctant to follow, but with some encouragement from Raye, they soon did.

      Boyd walked along the side of the ship, its black hull seeming as distant, deep, and empty as space itself. He faced the dark material, shining his lamps directly onto the surface. The lights were not reflected.

      Boyd continued to walk around and found himself alongside a large breach in the hull. It was deep and dark, his suit’s lights illuminating the interior of the vast cavernous space.

      Boyd hesitated, reluctant to step inside.

      Raye stepped up alongside him.

      “What are you waiting for?” Raye shoved him hard and Boyd stumbled past the cracked hull and into the dark interior.

      Once inside, his apprehension subsided and curiosity took over. He looked around, shining his light into the depths of the ship. He was in a large, open space.

      “Is it Union?” Raye asked. “I have never seen anything like it. It must be some new Union ship. They thought they could keep it from us, but we found it.”

      “I don’t think it’s Union,” Boyd said, seeing exotic material all around. He had never seen anything like it—no one had.

      Boyd continued to move forward into the wide chamber that arced overhead. It was a large black sphere. He scanned the area with his wrist-mounted holo-stage. The readings came back reporting it was a perfect sphere. He was standing at the center point of the sphere, although he felt the floor beneath his feet. And as he moved forward, he stayed at the center. Looking over to Raye at his side, the Faction pirate appeared to be standing at the center point of his own sphere. Boyd shook his head, deciding not to try and understand this complicated geometry.

      The walls were of the same material as the outer hull. It felt strange. Boyd moved forward cautiously, his eyes darting this way and that, looking for any movement.

      Looking into the darkness above and then at the bottom half of the sphere below his feet, he shined a light into the darkness, Boyd saw dark shapes floating all around. He directed his light at one of the shapes.

      This was clearly a creature not of the Scorpio System. Its body had ruptured and spewed soft purple tissue that floated near the body. Boyd counted six fine limbs attached to the main body, and there was a small head with large eyes. It floated closer and closer.

      Boyd raised his pistol. He could feel something inside his head, something telling him to turn the pistol on the man standing next to him. It felt like white noise mixed with the moment before sleep. A distant voice urging him to act. There was only one sound buried in the noise. A name.

      Skarak.

      Boyd felt his arm rise. He turned and looked at the man next to him. He had no loyalty to these men, but if he were to kill one of them, his position on the Odium Fist would be in jeopardy, and Boyd needed more than anything to remain aboard the Odium Fist.

      One of the fighters had raised his own pulse pistol and pressed it to the helmet of the fighter standing next to him.

      “No!” Boyd shouted. He reached out and grabbed the man’s arm just as he pulled the trigger.

      The pulse round slammed into the helmet, blasting out the visor. Several liters of blood poured out and now floated out into the dark chamber. Boyd felt the urge in his head to take aim at the man who had fired. It burned his eyes, made his teeth clench, and his arm shake. He would happily kill them all, but then Poledri would have an excuse to abandon him.

      More than anything, Boyd needed to stay aboard the Fist. He had a job to do. He was highly driven, but this was more than a matter of professional pride. There was a personal reason he had taken this position, and that drove him more than any other consideration.

      He could not ruin his chance, not having come this far, gone this deep.

      Skarak.

      Boyd shook his head. He slapped the side of his helmet.

      A pulse round lit up the sphere. Boyd turned to see a second faction fighter dead, his helmet smashed in. The fighter who had fired it turned the pistol toward another fighter, in slow motion, in horror and glee, with a dark, distant look in his eyes and a broad grin on his mouth.

      Boyd stared in disbelief as the fighter willfully turned the pistol against his shipmate. And then his helmet was smashed by a pulse round fired by Raye.

      Boyd stared open-mouthed at the second-in-command. Pulse rounds lit up the sphere as one fighter after another shot his nearest comrade dead.

      Skarak.

      Boyd saw Raye turning his pulse pistol slowly, aiming it at him. Raye’s grin, dark and terrible.

      Boyd reacted quickly and fired first.

      The pulse pistol in his right hand blasted a hole at the hip of Raye’s environment suit. The man crumbled sideways, but still the pulse pistol came back to aim at Boyd’s head.

      Boyd fired again as Raye went down, blasting a hole in his chest, and then with his left hand, he fired again, and that pulse round struck Raye’s helmet on the right side spinning his head that way.

      But still Raye’s pulse pistol was aimed. Boyd jumped aside, quickly deactivating his suit’s gravity field so he moved quickly and far. A pulse round went by his side as he moved sideways. As Boyd flew toward the breach at the side of the ship, he saw the flicker of pulse rounds as the crew gunned each other down.

      Boyd’s leap carried him out onto the asteroid surface. A distant urge in the back of his mind still lingered, telling him to kill those men he’d been with. As he scrambled up the crater rim, the voice in his head became weaker.

      Skarak.

      It was replaced by the shouting voice of Poledri.

      “Report, dammit, report now. What’s going on over there?!”

      Boyd glanced back over a shoulder as he scrambled over the edge of the crater. He honestly didn’t know. The crew had turned on each other, turned on themselves. Only Boyd’s utter commitment to his mission had saved him from gunning down those with him. Only clear thinking had allowed him to escape.

      “Not sure, Captain,” Boyd said as he leapt again, covering a dozen meters in a single bound. The landing site of the Odium Fist in the distance had never been more welcoming. “Everyone is dead. They are all dead. It’s not right. Something is not right. I don’t know what the ship is, but it’s bad.”

      “You’re talking utter gibberish,” Poledri’s voice crackled in Boyd’s helmet. “Tell me what happened.”

      Boyd jumped again, his only thought to put as much distance between himself and that crashed ship as possible. He landed heavily, skidding over the dark surface of the asteroid before regaining his feet and jumping again, leaving the ship behind as he raced for the safety of the Fist.

      “It’s all on my suit recorder,” Boyd said. “I’m coming back.”

      Boyd felt his pulse racing, his heart throbbing. His breathing was wild and erratic, steaming up the inside of his helmet faster than the internal environmental controls could clear it away. He raced toward the open hatch of the Odium Fist and fell inside.

      Once inside, he slammed the controls for the outer hatch. The boarding ramp retracted, leaving a small ridge of black-and-white asteroid crust. The door slid down slowly. Boyd watched the distant horizon, expecting at any moment for the dead to come after him. With the hatch shut, the pressure began to build in the airlock. Boyd watched the pressure gauge counting up on his helmet display. The pressure was building rapidly, only a few seconds to go. The moment the breathable atmosphere was restored, he pulled off his helmet. Panting and gasping on relatively fresh air, he hammered the controls for the inner hatch and fell inside the Odium Fist, right at the feet of Poledri.

      “Go, go. We have to go.” Boyd realized he was panicking and fought to control himself.

      “Not before you tell me what happened over there.” Poledri grabbed Boyd by the collar and dragged him to his feet.

      Poledri shouted and bundled Boyd along the corridor and on to the flight deck. He connected the suit recorder to the holo-stage and played the recording from the beginning, from the moment Boyd had stepped out onto the asteroid’s surface, and then the bodies tumbling forward.

      “Zoom in on that figure there,” Poledri said, stepping toward the holo-stage.

      The image zoomed in and showed one of the crazed bodies.

      “I recognize that face. That is Captain Mitri of the Bonesaw.” He turned to Noland. “Put out a Faction-wide call. Find out where the Bonesaw is.”

      Poledri spun forward through the recording until it showed the interior of the dark ship. He watched from Boyd’s own camera, Boyd own point of view. He saw clearly Boyd draw his weapon and shoot down Raye.

      Poledri turned and advanced on Boyd, sending him staggering backward before drawing a pulse pistol off his own hip and pointing it directly at Boyd.

      “Do you want to explain yourself, or do you want me to just shoot you right now?”

      Boyd fell back and collapsed into Poledri’s command chair. He held his hands up and shook his head.

      “He drew on me, he drew first, but I got to say I don’t think he wanted to. Look at them.” Boyd pointed at the frozen image on the holo-stage. “They are all shooting each other. Why did they do that? They were friends. They’ve known each other for years. But I know why I shot Raye. It’s because if I hadn’t, he would have killed me. What’s to say they would not have come back here and killed you?” Boyd fixed Poledri with a stare.

      Poledri was shaking with fury, and the pulse pistol quivered in his hand. Boyd focused on the trigger finger and saw it moving, squeezing micro millimeter by micro millimeter, each move a battle within Poledri’s head to kill or not to kill.

      “Report from Faction Central,” Noland interrupted. “The Bonesaw was lost out beyond Lastone in the sphere. She had been dodging a Union cruiser when she last reported in, but that was three weeks ago. She’s been reported lost.”

      “But I guess we have found her captain,” Poledri said coldly. He holstered his pulse pistol and then grabbed Boyd by the collar, yanking him out of the command chair. “We need to report this to Faction Central. You had best stay off my flight deck for a little while, Boyd.”

      Poledri flung Boyd toward the hatch, and he kept moving. He could still remember that voice in his head.

      Skarak.

      Boyd shut himself in his cabin and took off the rest of his environmental suit. Usually, he would clean and maintain his kit after use, but for now, he just flung it aside. He went under his bunk and removed the loose floor panel and reached inside, revealing a small clandestine transmitter.

      The tiny holo-image that appeared when he activated the device was Boyd’s true boss, Major Featherstone of the Blue Star Marines.

      “This is not a scheduled check-in, Sergeant. You have a report?”

      “I hate to break protocol, sir, but I just found something out here that I needed to report immediately. I’m uploading a file taken from my environmental suit’s onboard recorder. I encountered a downed vessel of unknown origin. It looks like something the Union fleet would want to know about right away.”

      Major Featherstone nodded, his tiny holo-image looking at Boyd with concern. “Are you getting any closer to completing your mission?” Featherstone asked.

      “Yes, sir, I think so. I heard Poledri talking to one of his trusted crew. He is definitely in contact with Kitzov. I expect sooner or later, they will make contact with the Faction Central.”

      Featherstone nodded and looked up, opening his mouth to speak. Just then, the proximity alert sensor Boyd had hidden in the corridor sounded a light chirp in his ear.

      Someone was coming.

      Boyd deactivated the clandestine transmitter and stashed away the fist-sized unit, hiding it in his crumpled suit.

      The door burst open and Noland stood there looking down at Boyd sitting on the floor, his environmental suit in his hands.

      “Always cleaning that crap, aren’t you, Boyd?”

      “I like to keep my kit functional,” Boyd said calmly.

      “Do it later. The captain needs you on the flight deck. We have been called to a Faction rendezvous. Now, Boyd. Move. And I would try and stay out of the captain’s way if you know what’s good for you.” Noland waved Boyd out with a finger. Boyd clambered to his feet. He was standing there in his underclothes, having just taken off his environmental suit.

      “Can I put on my clothes first, Jem?”

      “Grab your pants and shirt and move down that corridor, Boyd, or I’ll shoot you myself.”

      Boyd grabbed his kit and kicked his suit with the clandestine transmitter under his bunk and set off.

      Boyd was heading to a Faction ship’s rendezvous. He was getting closer to Faction leadership every day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Major Charles Featherstone deactivated the communication device, placed it back in the small drawer in his desk where he kept it, then waved his wrist-mounted holo-stage over the drawer to lock it. He sat back in his chair and looked up at the low ceiling of his office aboard the Blue Star Marine Frigate 109, the Resolute.

      The report from Boyd was almost unbelievable, but Featherstone had worked with Boyd for many years and trusted the sergeant’s judgment, honesty, and bravery more than any other serving Marine. But he was rightly skeptical.

      In the five hundred years since the Scorpio System had been settled, no contact with any alien race had been reported. Stories of aggressive alien attacks passed into history and virtually into folklore. Many no longer believed the old tales of massive alien star fighters destroying humanity’s fleet as it fled from one star system to another.

      Here in the Scorpio System, humanity existed alone, the universe stretching away into the blackness. Many believed it to be completely devoid of all life beyond the outer asteroid sphere that surrounded the system.

      Only humanity—on the system’s numerous planets, moons, and asteroids—existed in all of the eternal darkness of space therein. Humanity, now riven by factionalism. The Union of Nations strove to maintain order and cohesion, while the Faction did its best to disrupt that order on the pretense of personal freedom.

      Personal criminality, more like, Featherstone thought.

      The once-scattered bands of pirates and criminal gangs were organizing against the Union under the name of the Faction. And Featherstone, Boyd, and others with ideals of justice and stability fought to maintain the Union’s power.

      Featherstone was committed to his duty as a Blue Star Marine. His superiors at Union Fleet Command would question his sanity if he reported an alien invasion with only the word of a single deep-cover operative to go on. But Featherstone trusted Boyd.

      However, he needed to investigate before sending an official report to Command.

      Featherstone called up a map of the region on his desk holo-stage, the Resolute at the center. The icy bodies of the outer asteroid sphere hung around the ship, giving cover as it held its position, waiting for reports from their operative.

      This far out, deep in the sphere billions of kilometers from the central blue giant, life was quiet. The crew maintained their readiness—a difficult thing when all was so quiet—but it was vital that the crew of the Resolute, Blue Star Marines all, were constantly ready to spring into action. The moment Boyd reported his contact with the Faction Leader, Kitzov, they were standing by to swoop in to capture or kill.

      For Featherstone to break his cover now would be a gamble. Faction raiders were known to operate from within the sphere, striking into the system from their hidden locations. If the Resolute kicked up their drive systems, they might attract the attention of a Faction ship or two.

      It would be unlucky for any Faction ship if they moved to intercept. The Resolute was a powerful warship and more than capable of fending off a few pirates. But it would also be unlucky for the Resolute, as their cover would be blown.

      The location Boyd had reported the alien encounter was only a few hours at maximum drive. A stealthy approach might be better. The Resolute was going to remain dark.

      Featherstone coded a transmission for fleet command. The message was routed across a series of beacons to hide the Resolute’s position. The transmission would be practically impossible to trace, and by the time anyone had found the origin, the Resolute would have moved.

      “Major Charles Featherstone, Blue Star Marine, Resolute. Communication received from deep-cover operative. Relocating to investigate…” Featherstone paused. What would sound plausible yet reason enough to relocate? “…responding to reports from operative. Featherstone out.”

      It was vague. By the time the fleet command debriefed him on the operation, he hoped to have a more detailed explanation. But Featherstone had a wide latitude in how he operated his command. He was able to operate independently of direct fleet authority for months at a time, even as long as an entire year.

      Having sent the transmission, it was vital to move quickly. Time to call the command deck crew and get the ship ready for flight.

      A noise outside Featherstone’s office caught his ear. He stood up and pulled the door open. The corridor outside was narrow and short, running from his office to the command deck front and center of the frigate.

      Sergeant Dorik was standing at an open panel in the corridor. Featherstone noticed a surveillance subsystem behind the panel.

      Dorik turned a diagnostic tool in his hand.

      “Sir,” he said calmly, acknowledging the major.

      “Everything all right here, Sergeant?” Featherstone asked.

      “Just a maintenance check. It’s in the schedule. I tried not to disturb you.”

      Featherstone nodded. “All done?”

      “Almost,” Dorik said. “Just need to reset the system on the command deck.”

      “Close up and fall in. I want the crew ready in five.” Featherstone locked his office door behind him with a swipe of his wrist and walked off along the corridor.

      The voices of Yanic Knole and Jim Hemel drifted out of the command deck as Featherstone approached. The pilot and navigator were already at their stations.

      Featherstone climbed into his command chair.

      “Sir,” Knole greeted Featherstone. “You played Curveball, right, sir?”

      “Indeed.” Featherstone activated his armrest console. The holo-image display appeared over both armrests. “I played forward line attack for the Union Academy in my final year. Why?”

      “Jim thinks the new drop back clearance kick will bring more attacking options for midfield, but it’s clear we’ll just bring back the kick and counter kick battles that plagued the oh-nine season.”

      “The long ball has been a part of the game since the early days,” Hemel laughed. “It’s part of the game’s DNA.”

      “Running attack, that’s what we pay to see,” Knole said. “What do you think, sir?”

      Featherstone tapped his controls and sent the command deck crew an alert for all hands to prepare for flight. “I leave the intricacies of the game to the experts. As long as the Ravens win their home games this season, I’ll be happy.”

      “I’ll take that bet, sir,” Hemel said.

      “What if I get killed before you have a chance to collect?” Featherstone asked. He brought the ship’s power up to readiness. “I couldn’t go to my grave knowing I’d robbed one of my best men of his winnings.”

      “I’ll have to make sure I keep you alive, sir,” Hemel said.

      Featherstone activated the ship-wide communicator.

      “This is Resolute command deck. Relocation protocols. New heading. Running dark. All hands, action stations. We’re heading in system.”

      The main holo-stage showed the Resolute and her systems all coming online. Sergeant Dorik walked onto the command deck and took his position next to Featherstone on the command chair. Then Tash Cronin, his uniform still unfastened, dashed to his position at the weapons console.

      “Good of you to join us,” Sergeant Dorik said as Cronin took his position. “And fasten that jacket, man. You can’t kill terrorist scum dressed like that.”

      “Confirm heading,” Featherstone called.

      “Heading confirmed,” Knole replied. “Navigation reports ready. Sending heading to main holo-stage.”

      The holo-image resized, the Resolute shrinking to a small dot. The line of the heading curved across the image and out of the asteroids of the sphere, moving toward the inner system, just as far as the orbit of the gas giant Extremis.

      “Confirm drive systems readiness,” Featherstone had run through this procedure a thousand times, but every time needed to be right.

      “Drive at my station, ready for command,” Jim Hemel said from his console in front of Featherstone’s command chair, facing the main holo-stage.

      “Weapons console, report,” Featherstone said.

      “Weapons to standby,” Cronin said. “Mass beam and high-energy laser cores powered, sir.”

      “All systems ready, sir,” Dorik said. He stepped over to the defensive console and took his position.

      “Move us out,” Featherstone said.

      “Power to the drive,” Hemel said, “Moving us out. We’re right on track.”

      The Resolute moved out of the sphere and into open space on the edge of the system, a long run to the target location. Featherstone sat in his command chair and watched the progress on the holo-stage as he checked all ship systems on his holo-displays. He let every station manage their own responsibilities, but he always double-checked their work.

      After a short time, a gentle proximity alert sounded.

      “Distant signal off our port side,” Knole called out. “It’s a ship. Unpowered. It’s moving with momentum alone. No drive signatures.”

      Featherstone stood up.

      “Is it Union?”

      “Unknown, sir,” Knole said. “We’ll have to get closer.”

      “It could be a Faction deception. A lure,” Dorik said. “Deflection shielding and hull stability field at full readiness.”

      Featherstone nodded. “Weapons, bring the mass beam up to power. Nice and slow, we don’t want to spoil our silent running. Navigation, plot an intercept course. Pilot, move us onto the new heading when ready.”

      Featherstone stood and watched as the holo-image replotted the Resolute’s heading to intercept the ship off their port side. The line of the heading repositioned, sliding across the image.

      “New heading locked in,” Knole said.

      “Moving to new heading now,” Hemel said.

      “Energy weapon emitters activated, sir,” Cronin said. “We’ll be in range in a few minutes.”

      Featherstone watched the holo-stage. He stepped down from his command chair and stepped up to the stage. He zoomed in on the local region. The ship was dark, but scanners had returned enough data to show its shape and size.

      “It’s not Union,” Dorik said, standing next to Featherstone.

      “No. Looks Faction to me. But it’s not a raider, it’s too big. A freighter maybe?”

      “A trap, maybe?” Dorik asked.

      “Thing is with a trap, Sergeant, you would want to put it somewhere where it is likely to catch something. Out here, it’s a bit too remote. Something tells me we’ll be quite safe.”

      “I’ll ready a squad,” Dorik said.

      “Yes. A full squad. I want to board her as soon as we can. If there are any survivors on board, I want them alive.”

      The Faction ship was tumbling across space at drive speeds. Its drive systems were cold, meaning the ship had been unpowered for some hours at least, but it was practically impossible to judge exactly how long that had been.

      The Resolute matched the freighter’s tumbling movement and positioned itself alongside. The two ships were locked in a spin across the outer system.

      Dorik watched the ships draw closer together on the holo-image.

      “I would caution against a hard dock, sir,” Dorik said. “If they are hostile, we will want to get away quick. I’ll take a squad over with me. Ship-to-ship deep-space traverse would be advisable.”

      Featherstone nodded. “Proceed, and take Doc with you.” Featherstone transferred weapons control to one of this armrest displays.

      “You heard the major,” Dorik said as he marched off the desk. “Come on, Doc. Time to suit up.”

      Tash Cronin was known to all as Doc. He had passed his medic exam with flying colors on his first attempt. He absorbed the information in a thousand medical journals and could recall the details under pressure. He had the skilled hands of a surgeon and calming manner that was perfect for a field medic. Unfortunately, he had failed miserably at every single other element of Marine training and was thus dropped from the program.

      The Union sent Cronin to medical school on Glacies, where he passed with top honors. Given the option of any position in any hospital or practice in the Scorpio System, Tash Cronin again requested Marine service.

      After passing, barely completing his training at the bottom of his class, he was assigned to the combat medic corps where he requested assignment to the Blue Stars—the elite covert operations units of the Union Fleet Marines.

      Doc found a placement when Major Featherstone agreed to accept the Marine, saying someone had to be last. ‘Maybe some active duty would turn him into something useful.’

      “You heard the sergeant,” Featherstone said. “Move out, Doc. If there are any survivors, try and keep them alive long enough for Fleet Intelligence to get to know them.”

      Featherstone turned his attention to the data on the ship as the team marched off the command deck. He watched the ship like a hawk, alert to any signs that the ship was powering its systems, any hint that this was indeed a trap.
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      Sergeant Dorik and Doc Cronin marched onto the Marine deck where First Squad was waiting for them, a line of six Marines in full enviro suits armed with pulse rifles.

      “This is an extravehicular action, infiltration, and search. We will traverse using suit thrusters and enter the target ship through a secondary airlock hatch mid-ship. We will be in hostile territory, but don’t shoot the first thing that moves. If we can take a prisoner, we will. These Faction scum sing like little birds when Fleet Intelligence gets ahold of them, and maybe we can help knock the Faction off balance with one good snitch from this assault. Stand by.”

      Dorik pulled his helmet on and it sealed in place, then turned to Cronin and checked that he had his helmet on too.

      Satisfied his team was ready, Dorik opened a channel to the command deck.

      “Resolute, First Squad ready for EVA. Sealing the Marine deck now.”

      Dorik activated the deck seal from his suit’s holo-stage. The image on the outer hatch showed the pressure, as did the displays on the inner faceplate of each Marine’s helmet.

      Cronin felt his pulse quicken as the pressure on deck was reduced to zero. A vacuum.

      With the pressure at zero, the warning lights blinked on the outer hatch. The outer hatch was the size of the entire deck—five meters high and ten across. The hangar was big enough to house a one-squad rapid deployment boat or a single Blade. Refitted for Blue Star operations, the hangar was empty.

      The hatch slid aside quickly, showing the target craft a hundred meters away. The two ships appeared stationary, but the distant star moved rapidly across the view, rising just beyond the Faction ship before dropping suddenly as the two ships tumbled about in space.

      Doc administered an antiemetic to stop himself from puking inside his helmet. Then, after a moment’s thought, he gave himself a light stim shot to overcome the nerves.

      “Stop self-medicating, Doc,” Dorik said, placing a hand on Cronin’s shoulder.

      The Marines were already stepping out into the void, their suit thrusters moving them away from the open deck toward the Faction ship.

      “Ready?” Dorik asked Cronin.

      Cronin nodded and walked forward, stepping off the side of the deck and drifting out into space.

      “Keep your eyes on the ship ahead, Doc,” Dorik said with a laugh. “We’ll make a Marine of you yet.”

      Sergeant Dorik increased the thrust on his suit and moved ahead of Cronin, keeping a watch on the field medic through his data readout.

      The Marines of First Squad were soon landing on the freighter’s hull. The first Marine hacked the external hatch controls, and the hatch popped open with a shower of dust and debris as it was exposed to the vacuum of space.

      They saw only darkness within, so Dorik waved First Squad inside. Landing on the hull feet first, he moved smoothly into a walking gait and made his way over to the open hatch. Pausing at the edge of the hatch and looking down into the space beneath his feet, the headlamps of First Squad flashed around the interior. Dorik looked back for Cronin.

      “Speed it up, Doc. We are going in.”

      Sergeant Dorik stepped over the edge of the open hatch, and with a tiny thrust from his suit pushed himself down into the dark.

      Once inside, he reoriented himself so the inner hatch that lay opposite the outer hatch was no longer at his feet but now facing him. With Doc clambering inside and sealing the outer hatch behind him, Dorik gave the instruction for the Marines to crack the inner hatch and jack it open manually.

      “Stand aside. Keep out of the way of the opening. If there’s any residual pressure in there, anything loose is going to get blown in here like a round from a hail cannon.”

      Dorik dragged Cronin toward him and took cover on the other side of the hatch. As the hatch was opened a crack, Dorik braced himself for the sudden inrush of air from the pressurized interior.

      Nothing. The ship was a vacuum.

      The Marines looked back and forth, one to the other. Sergeant Dorik called them to order.

      “Okay, Marines. The ship is breached somewhere. I don’t expect you to find anyone alive in here. Full sweep of the lower decks. Let’s make it quick.”

      The Marines moved ahead of Sergeant Dorik, the flashlights on their helmets lighting up the dark corridor. Ice crystals hung in the thin, cold air and sparkled in the beams. Deck plates were frosty, and the Marines left footprints like they were walking through dewy grass. With their rifles aimed and their scanners sweeping the corridors around them, the squad advanced.

      Cronin followed the squad and found the instrument panel in the wall of the corridor. He tried to access the ship systems, but everything was offline.

      “The ship is dead as a black hole,” Cronin said.

      “But I’m detecting something here.” Sergeant Dorik pointed at his holo-stage. An energy signal was coming from several decks above. It was faint, but it was there.

      “Let’s start our search there,” Cronin said.

      First Squad reported back that the sweep of the lower deck was complete. No survivors, no live power systems. The ship was empty and dead.

      Sergeant Dorik organized the squad into a search party, sending one team to the drive section to attempt to bring power back online.

      “The rest of you with me. We are going with Doc to investigate this power signature.”

      Sergeant Dorik moved up to take point and walked along one dark corridor after a next, his pulse rifle aimed, the flashlight on top of the weapon illuminating the dark, frosty hallway.

      “This ship has been out of action for some time,” Dorik said.

      “It must’ve been a leak in the environmental systems. All this moisture that’s frozen must have filled the ship before she froze.”

      A message on Dorik’s helmet communicator from the team at the drive section reported their attempt to bring power back online was destined to fail. The entire drive section was burnt out, as if a plasma fireball had burned there.

      Climbing one last set of stairs brought Dorik, Doc, and the team out onto the deck where the faint power signature was—a large area separated from its surroundings by transparent composite panels. The insignia on the clear panels denoted a medical bay.

      “The signal is coming from in there,” Dorik said, pointing toward the med-bay. “Stay behind me, Doc.”

      Dorik move forward and pushed his way into the med-bay, checking for any movement or any threat. The entire bay was empty.

      “Has anyone found any bodies anywhere aboard?” Dorik asked over his squad channel.

      Replies came back negative.

      “The energy signal is coming from there.” Cronin stepped toward a sealed chamber at one side of the medical bay. “It’s an emergency medical pod.”

      Doc holstered his pulse pistol and examined the pod. It was three meters long and stood a meter and a half off the floor. A long, gray, domed top was covered in fine crystal frost. Cronin wiped the frost away and found the instrument panel embedded in the composite. A standby light was blinking. Cronin powered up the panel and investigated the pod.

      “There is someone inside. It seems they are in a medically-induced coma.” Cronin checked the data on the display.

      “What’s wrong with them, Doc?” Dorik asked as he leaned over Cronin’s shoulder.

      “Nothing much. Looks like a simple case of appendicitis. Poor guy’s appendix was about to burst. I guess no one on board had the expertise to fix him up so they just put him in the pod and knocked him out, presumably until they could make it to a med facility.”

      “Can you fix him? Can you wake him?”

      Cronin nodded. “Yes, and yes. This is an old Union pod. We trained on these. It’s an older unit but looks like it’s stood the test of time. Give me a moment.”

      Dorik stepped back and leaned against the small shelving unit, letting Cronin work. Doc found the opening hatch and slid his hands inside the pod through the sealed access port. Inside, Doc found the small multitool. He activated the electron blade scalpel and cut into the unconscious man’s flesh. With another multitool, he began the appendectomy.

      Within a short while, the medical pod was suturing the wound. Cronin removed his hands from the access area.

      “Give the patient a local anesthetic on the wound and bring him around.”

      Dorik moved over for a closer look while Cronin revived the comatose man.

      At first, the sleeping man’s eyes flickered. The eyelids twitched and then opened full and wide. His face was alert and wild.

      And then the wailing.

      The man screamed and began to thrash around inside the chamber.

      “Calm down, you’re okay. You have been in a coma. Do you remember what happened to you?”

      “They are still here! They are still here! They took everyone! They were in my head!” The man screamed and clamped the sides of his head with his hands. He scratched at his temples and then pressed his hands into his eyes. “They were in my head.”

      “Who? Who was in your head?” Sergeant Dorik leaned over the pod, looking at the crazed man inside. He tapped his pulse rifle muzzle lightly on the clear composite. “Speak up, man.”

      “They knocked out the power. Then they got inside everyone’s head. They were pulling me to them. We have to get out of here. They are going to kill us all!”

      “Who? Tell me who?!” Dorik said again.

      The man inside the pod looked up at Dorik and Cronin. His lip quivered, eyes darting furtively back and forth. A sweat broke out on his pale skin.

      “Skarak.” The man looked up at the two Blue Star Marines looking down at him. “They call themselves the Skarak.”
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      Boyd could feel Poledri’s eyes burning into the back of his head. The cruel stares from the crew throughout the ship made him feel uneasy. He stuck his chin out and brazenly trudged on. If he was to be a convincing Faction crewmember, he wouldn’t let a little thing like murder bother him.

      The rendezvous point was in the outer system, between the orbits of the massive gas giant Extremis and the equally massive ringed giant Supra.

      The Odium Fist reduced speed as it neared the region of empty space. The sensors detected the small collection of craft at the rendezvous point.

      “Several craft up ahead,” Noland called out. “It’s the Faction ships.”

      “We don’t know that,” Boyd replied. “Recommend we activate defensive systems and stand by for action.”

      “Nervous, aren’t we?” Poledri said. He walked over to the sensor console and checked Noland’s readings.

      “Not nervous, cautious. It’s how I stay alive. Just because there are ships where we expect them doesn’t mean they’re the ones we expect.”

      “Take us in closer,” Poledri said. He walked over to Boyd’s seat. “It is the Faction.”

      Boyd could see from his display that no such positive identification had been made. In the Union, fleet ships approached with caution, mass beam powered up and deflection shielding ready. If there was any doubt, the high-energy laser would be brought online with combat drone launch tubes standing by for action.

      The Faction did things differently. It was too trusting.

      But Boyd didn’t want to anger Poledri further at this point. He was on a fine line already, having just killed one of the longest-serving flight deck crew. Although Raye and Poledri had always appeared professional, Boyd suspected they were friends, old trusted associates. It was hard enough for Boyd to win Poledri’s trust. It seemed impossible now.

      “Moving in, dead slow. We should have an image for the holo-display any moment.” Boyd looked at the flickering holo-stage, a stolen piece of Union kit that had seen better days.

      The image of the ships became more pronounced as more sensor data was revealed, but it was still unclear if the ships were Union or Faction. Boyd guessed they were Faction, because any good Union ship would have identified the Odium Fist as a Faction ship by now and would have moved aggressively against it. Capture, arrest, and then scuttle the vessel, unless the ship refused to yield, in which case a Union ship would attack and destroy.

      Many Faction ships had been atomized and then reduced to plasma by Union patrols.

      “It is the Plague Crimson,” Poledri said, returning to his command chair.

      Boyd looked closely at the image. The image was still too indistinct, but then the ident code was received. The Plague Crimson was waiting.

      “Put us alongside her, Boyd,” Poledri said.

      Boyd did as he was told. He studied the ship. It had a long boom on the leading section that was unusual. Boyd couldn’t work out what it was—some laser emitter maybe, or a surveillance extension.

      Then Boyd saw the banner hanging from the end. The Plague Crimson was flying a flag, though it was bleached by the solar wind streaming off the Scorpio star and whatever design had once been there had been burned away.

      Boyd positioned the Fist alongside the Crimson.

      “Good,” Poledri said, stepping down. “Come with me , Boyd.”

      He walked behind Poledri, his eyes fixed on the loose-fitting pulse pistol holster bouncing on Poledri’s hip.

      Boyd was unarmed.

      He followed Poledri to the docking hatch. The soft dock corridor was being connected automatically, with dull thuds of each clamp locking into place. Then the hatch slid aside.

      Boyd felt as if the walk down the corridor might be his last. He stepped into the hallway of the Plague Crimson and was met with a group of Faction fighters and a large, bearded man wearing a red scarf flung over one shoulder.

      “Bizi,” Poledri said and held out a hand.

      “Ledz.” Captain Bizanni of the Plague Crimson adjusted his scarf and then took Poledri’s hand firmly. He looked Boyd in the eye. “Is this him?”

      “That’s him,” Poledri said.

      With a wave of his hand, the Crimson’s fighters took Boyd by the arms and began dragging him along the corridor.

      Boyd called out and tried to pull himself free. He succeeded in getting one arm free and took a swing at the second fighter, knocking him off his feet. Boyd looked for an escape. He saw Poledri and Bizanni at the end of the corridor, looking at him and laughing. Faction fighters were moving in on both sides. Boyd attacked, delivering a kick to one’s knee. The kick brought a crack of bone and screams of pain.

      Poledri’s loud laugh echoed along the corridor.

      “Take him,” Bizanni shouted.

      Faction fighters moved in. Boyd delivered one punch after another until a rifle butt in the gut stopped him. He gasped for breath, bent double, and was taken by his arms and legs, carried along the corridor before being thrown into an empty room.

      A set of manacles were put on Boyd’s wrists and he was hoisted up onto his feet, hanging, barely standing on tiptoes.

      Bizanni stepped up to Boyd.

      “Why did you kill Raye?”

      “He drew his pistol on me. It was him or me. They were all acting strange. They attacked each other. I don’t know how I got away.”

      Boyd felt the punch hit his abdomen. He toughed it out. The Faction were brutal, but as long as they didn’t suspect him of being a Union operative, he was probably safe.

      “Why didn’t you start acting strange?”

      “I don’t know,” Boyd lied. “I could feel it, but I resisted!”

      “Who was it?”

      “I don’t know! It was strange. I heard their name: Skarak.”

      “Who is Skarak?” Bizanni delivered another punch. Another blow to the gut.

      “I don’t know who they are! I didn’t want to kill him. It was self-defense!”

      Boyd watched through an already-swelling eye as Poledri and Bizanni stepped outside to confer.

      “We could kill him. An accident?” Bizanni said.

      Poledri looked over at Boyd and shook his head.

      “He’s a good pilot, and a good fighter too. I don’t like him, but he’s good. I’ll keep him, and I’ll kill him myself if I have to.”

      Bizanni nodded.

      “But I am still shorthanded on the Fist. Have you got a weapons operator you don’t need?”

      “I have an engineer. She can handle your guns. I’ll send her over. What about him?”

      “He killed Raye. He should at least get a proper kicking,” Poledri said. “Just don’t break any bones. I need him fit to fly.”

      Bizanni nodded and turned, grinning at Boyd.

      “You heard Captain Poledri,” Bizanni said to his fighters. “No broken bones.”

      The blows rained down hard, one after another delivering a heavy blow in reprisal for the death of Raye. Finally, after several dozen punches and a lot of bruises, Poledri stepped up.

      “Just be grateful I’m not a vindictive man,” Poledri said.

      “Yes, Captain,” Boyd said, blood running down the side of his mouth.

      Poledri punched Boyd hard in the gut.

      “Now it’s all forgotten, okay?” Poledri said.

      “Yes, Captain,” Boyd replied.

      Poledri slapped him lightly on the side of the face and then called a Crimson crewman to unfasten the manacles.

      Boyd dropped to the deck and immediately climbed up as steadily as he could to his feet. He felt a twinge in his side and feared it was a broken rib. He moved carefully.

      “Get back to the Fist,” Poledri said. “Go.”

      Staggering along the corridors of the Fist toward his cabin, Boyd felt the anger toward Poledri rising in him. But this was the Faction way. Boyd knew he was lucky to be alive. He fell into his room and dropped to his bunk. He lay back and tapped away on his wrist-mounted holo-stage, quickly hacking into the Plague Crimson’s surveillance systems.

      He found Poledri and Bizanni, the pair chatting away like old friends.

      “Another Faction ship has gone down in the sphere.”

      “It must be the Union.”

      “No. They always gloat about their kills. Broadcast the battles. Make sure everyone can see them smashing the Faction. This is different.”

      “A breakaway in the Faction. Kitzov has his enemies.”

      “Had, you mean. He’s dealt with most of them.”

      Boyd heard a noise outside his cabin and deactivated the hack.

      Noland burst in.

      “They gave you a good kicking.” He peered closely at Boyd’s face and chuckled. “You didn’t think you’d get away without a punishment for killing Raye, did you?” Noland grinned. “Don’t take it personally.”

      Boyd spat a bloody globule onto the deck.

      “Never crossed my mind.”

      “We need you on the flight deck. Can you walk?” Noland offered Boyd a hand. “We’re relocating. Meeting other Faction ships. Something big is going on. They say Kitzov will be there.”

      Boyd felt suddenly uplifted. It might be just a ship’s rumor, but Boyd could feel, like he felt the pain in his ribs, that he was getting close to Kitzov.

      “Yeah, I can walk. I’ve got a broken rib, not a leg.”

      “Pull a med-pack from the store and slap it on. We need you at the flight console. The captain wants to get moving.”

      Boyd staggered onto the flight deck and dropped into the pilot seat. He noticed someone new standing at the weapons console, the place that Raye had previously made his own.

      Poledri walked onto the flight deck.

      “The Crimson will send us the coordinates.” He walked over and dropped a med-pack onto the console in front of Boyd, another stolen piece of Union kit. “Get to your stations and get us to the rendezvous.”

      “What happened to you, Pilot?” the new crew member called out.

      Boyd turned and looked at the young woman standing behind the weapons console facing him. She had short, dark hair and fire in her brown eyes. A half-smile was on her lips as she looked down at Boyd.

      “I walked into a door,” Boyd said, looking back to his console.

      “Hope you fly better than walk. I didn’t join this crew just so the pilot can kill me on my first trip.”

      “I can fly well enough. You sure you know how to fire a hail cannon?”

      “Coordinates coming in. I’ll patch them through to the flight console.” Poledri climbed into his command chair. “Get that med-pack on, Boyd. I don’t want you grumbling the whole flight.”

      Boyd turned the ship to its new heading and engaged the drive at maneuvering speed. He sat back in his chair and tore open the med-pack. The pack’s system light showed that it was fully charged and ready for diagnostic mode. Boyd stood and pulled his shirt over his head. The pain in his ribs caused him to flinch briefly, but he pushed through the pain and pulled his shirt clean off. Looking down at his abdomen, he could see the deep blue and purple bruises where the Crimson fighters had concentrated their punches. He wondered, if they did this to him for killing one Faction ship flight deck gunner, what would they do to him if they found out he was trying to kill the Faction Leader?

      Boyd held the med-pack over the wound. Fine tendrils spread out from the base of the pack and latched onto him. The tendrils slipped under the skin and burrowed into his flesh before pulling tight, positioned over his aching ribs. He winced and bent sideways, twisting away from the pain as the pack positioned itself and then he let out a sigh of relief as painkillers were administered and the pack began to aid in the tissue and bone reconstruction.

      Grabbing his shirt off the flight console, he saw the young woman at the weapons console looking him up and down.

      Boyd watched her admire his toned muscles and heavy bruising. He waited until her eyes came up to meet his own. He smiled and gave her a wink. She looked down at her console as if she hadn’t just been caught sizing him up.

      Boyd knew he was fit and strong. He didn’t mind this new flight deck officer knowing it. He pulled his shirt on and sat back down in the pilot’s chair.

      “Message from the Plague Crimson,” Poledri said. “We will jump to maximum drive and maintain for the next leg. Flight time is short, and our rendezvous is in the neighborhood.” Poledri walked around the back of the newcomer and patted her on the shoulder. “Everyone, this is Enke Thresh. She’s our new weapons officer and systems engineer. Enke, this is my flight deck crew. If any of them piss you off, feel free to smack them in the head, particularly that one, Boyd. He’s a troublemaker if ever I saw one.”

      Boyd focused on the flight console. The rendezvous was strange. Faction ships usually operated alone in the outer system. Rendezvousing with other Faction ships did sometimes happen to transfer supplies or, as with the case of Thresh, replacing crew, but meeting up with a Faction ship in a mass rendezvous was extremely rare. In fact, Boyd, in his time aboard the Fist, had not once piloted the ship to a multi-ship rendezvous.

      Maybe the rumors were right. Maybe Boyd was closing in on Kitzov.

      This was his job: to find the Faction Leader so the Union could arrest, detain, and hopefully execute the terrorist. Kitzov had risen through the ranks of the Faction to become their top leader. He had once been the low-level leader of a Faction settlement when Boyd’s brother had led a squad of Marines into the settlement. Boyd held Kitzov personally responsible for the death of his brother, murdered by terrorists while doing his duty as an honest and true Union Marine. Boyd would take great pleasure in delivering the news of the leader’s location to the Union. His only regret was that he would not be able to execute the head of the Faction himself. But given his service and involvement in the mission, he probably would get a ringside seat at the hanging when they finally did bring him to justice.

      “Detecting Faction ships dead ahead,” Noland said.

      Boyd prepared to bring the Fist down to maneuvering speed.

      “Hold formation with the Plague Crimson and prepare to drop to maneuvering speed,” Poledri said.

      The image on the holo-stage focused on the gathered ships dead ahead.

      Five ships were there.

      Boyd matched the speed of the Crimson on their starboard side and dropped to maneuvering speed right on time. The two ships came toward the small flotilla of Faction ships from the outer edge of the system.

      The five ships were arranged in a line abreast, all lying with the forward sections pointed toward the distant Scorpio star. The Odium Fist and the Crimson moved in on the rear section of the formation and slid in behind the central ship.

      “All stop,” Poledri said, climbing out of his command chair. “I will transfer to the lead ship on the shuttle. Boyd, you are my pilot. Noland, I’m leaving you in command of the Fist. Thresh, I know you are new, but you are reserve commander. If Noland looks like he is about to do anything stupid, you can shoot him in his ugly head.”

      Poledri marched off the command deck. Boyd set the pilot console to stand by. He transferred controls to the command chair as Noland climbed up to assume command of the Fist.

      “Take it easy on the drive,” Boyd said to Noland. “And watch that third chamber on the main reactor, she tends to kick a bit when you drop down and maneuver to port. And the forward thrusters are blowing a bit cold. Also, remember, she doesn’t like traversing on beam and—”

      “Stop running down my ship,” Poledri shouted along the corridor as he walked away, “and get a move on.”

      Boyd had more to say. The Odium Fist was a good ship, but only a few knew how to handle her well. He looked at the new girl, Thresh. She was grinning at him. He ignored her grin and left, moving as quickly as his aching ribs would allow.

      The shuttle bay of the Odium Fist was barely large enough to contain the small shuttle. It was originally a mining company bus designed for taking mine workers from one asteroid to another, so it was not really built for long-distance, deep-space flight. It was a horrible hunk of space junk, but it had been reconstructed by Poledri himself, who had boosted the reactor core to increase the hull stability field, so the old bus could just about survive entry through a planetary atmosphere, although Boyd didn’t want to be the one to test it.

      The captain would hear no complaints about the old shuttle. Battered as it was, it was just about good enough to move through space from one ship to another.

      Boyd squeezed alongside the transport ship, his back pressed against the bulkhead at the side of the shuttle bay. The entrance to the bus was a side panel door that was already open.

      Boyd stepped into the bus’s central area. Previously a forty-seat transport, it had been gutted to make room for the expanded core Poledri had installed. It was a rough job, but it worked. Boyd walked to the front of the bus and the single pilot seat on the port side. The co-pilot seat was set back from the flight console at the starboard side. Poledri dropped into it.

      Boyd activated the shuttle and powered the forward panel. The composite became transparent and showed the front of the bay only a few centimeters in front of the flat-nosed bus. It really was a tight fit.

      Poledri opened a channel to the flight deck.

      “Noland, seal the shuttle bay and open the door.”

      Noland’s response crackled over the shuttle’s speaker system. The door began to slide up, revealing the tight cluster of Faction ships.

      Boyd could identify the ships by drive sections alone. One was the classic Faction-built, heavy-duty gunship, the sort favored by pirates. Small, fast, and heavily armored with one massive hail cannon mounted on top. This gunship had been augmented with spitz guns on the port and starboard sides.

      Two were old freighters, retrofitted to be Faction battleships. One was absolutely bristling with spitz guns, the rapid-fire heavy plasma guns merely scaled up versions of Union Marine pulse rifles. They were powerful and reliable, delivering a withering rate of fire.

      The second freighter had also been customized heavily and was covered with surveillance nodes and sensor booms. Both battleships had old school laser assemblies mounted on the upper hull. Boyd calculated that the laser assembly power systems alone must have taken up half of the available space inside the ships.

      These battleships were clearly designed to support other Faction ships and bring huge firepower to any fight, but they were not designed or capable of acting alone. They were essentially mobile high-energy laser firing platforms.

      The other ship was the same configuration as the Odium Fist and was superbly adapted for solo missions. It was one of the newest of the Faction ships—a newly constructed raider. The raiders were based on the design of the old Union corvette, which were no longer in service. The Faction had taken the design, made a few changes, and created the raider. They were the very cutting edge of Faction warship capability.

      But the ship that stood out and made Boyd excited was the central ship, clearly a stolen Union frigate painted with Faction markings. Boyd knew that only a few Union ships had fallen in the fight against the Faction.

      This one had been taken as a prize.

      There was only one Faction member who had enough influence to take command of such an imposing vessel.

      Boyd could almost smell the presence of Kitzov.

      “Move us in toward that frigate.” Poledri was leaning forward, his face almost pressed up against the transparent forward section looking out at the huge Faction ship. “She’s the Silence. The first of her kind. It is ships like that that are going to win us this war against the Union.”

      A message from the Silence appeared on Boyd’s flight console—directions for the shuttle to enter the Silence’s shuttle bay on the lower port side.

      “Docking instructions from the Silence, Captain.” Boyd could hardly contain his excitement. He thought about whether he should just collapse the bus’s reactor core field and destroy the Silence from the inside, killing Kitzov at the same time. But as a Blue Star Marine, he knew that was not the way. As much as he wanted revenge for his brother, his training told him to keep personal feelings out of his mission.

      He was going to take Kitzov alive and watch him dance at the end of a rope outside fleet headquarters on Terra.

      Boyd maneuvered the bus into the shuttle bay of the Silence. The bay was huge and so familiar. He had spent so much of his time as a Marine aboard the Resolute, Major Featherstone’s ship, and the Silence was exactly the same design.

      One thing that was different on this ship was the lines of Faction fighters. They waited for the shuttle bay doors to close and then stepped in from behind the observation area.

      “You wait here, Boyd,” Poledri said as he climbed up and out of the co-pilot seat. He walked back along the bus and opened the hatch. It slid aside slowly with a squeak. “Be ready to get us back to the Fist. Turn the bus around make sure you are ready to take flight. We might be leaving in a hurry if any Union ships should spot our little meeting.”

      Boyd watched as Poledri stepped out of the bus onto the hangar deck. The Faction fighters were more organized aboard this ship than they had been on the Plague Crimson. Their uniforms were standardized.

      Faction fighters on almost all Faction ships wore only heavy-duty work clothing, suitable for them to do their job as a fighter, but those here were wearing standard military kit. And they almost behaved like a disciplined force standing almost to attention as Poledri stepped off the bus, then they were marching, almost in disciplined formation, as they walked behind Captain Poledri to escort him out of the shuttle bay.

      With Poledri gone, Boyd busied himself with the simple task of preparing the shuttle to leave. With that done, he attempted to hack into the internal surveillance systems of the Silence and find out who was on board.

      It had to be Kitzov.
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        * * *

      

      Poledri marched along the corridors of the Silence, following one pair of Faction fighters with another pair in step behind him. They knew where they were going.

      He didn’t know this ship at all, so he simply followed those in front. He looked at the corridor walls with a mixture of awe and pride in the Faction and all they had become. This was a fine ship.

      A cross-corridor caught Poledri’s eye as he marched past. He glanced left and looked along the hallway stretching off to the port side of the ship and a weapons room housing a spitz gun at the far end. A small gun crew was hanging around lazily in the open room. Quickly glancing to his right along the cross-corridor, Poledri looked to the other gun room on the opposite side. One fighter was in view, sitting in the firing chair with his feet up, reading a holo-file projected in front of him.

      The corridor stretched the length of the ship in the center from drive section to the forward command area. The corridor split and branched at the end, both side corridors leading to the command center. Poledri followed his guards toward that center, but then they turned to their right and led Poledri into a conference room.
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        * * *

      

      Boyd hacked into the ship systems. He used the hack device hidden in the cuff of his jacket and grafted the signal onto the shuttle’s communication system. The Union frigate had been reconfigured and all ship systems now conformed to Faction operating systems, but there was still the base honeycomb of cells that meant it was easy enough for Boyd to hack into it.

      He accessed the internal surveillance network and raced through the ship, from one surveillance node to the next, until he found what he was looking for in a conference room on the forward starboard side.

      And there, in his uniform, was the unmistakable figure of Kitzov.

      Boyd could barely contain himself. It was all he could do to stop himself from drawing his pulse pistol and racing through the ship and shooting down the terrorist leader right then and there. But he was not an assassin. He was a spy. Information was key, and he had to be alive to deliver it to the major back aboard the Resolute.

      In the conference room, Boyd could see Captain Poledri greeting Faction Leader Kitzov warmly with a shake of the hand, several other captains bowing and scraping to the Faction Leader.

      Then a message from the Odium Fist came over the shuttle communicator.

      “Are you listening, Boyd?” Noland said. “We’ve detected a ship moving in from the outer system. It’s as if it came from nowhere. We can’t identify the ship yet, but it is heading straight for us.”

      Boyd saw the meeting in the conference room break up as a crewman ran in and whispered the news into Kitzov’s ear.
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        * * *

      

      Poledri strained to listen to what the crewman was whispering, but then he saw the message appear on his personal holo-stage.

      An unknown ship moving in at speed.

      “And that’s the reason, gentlemen,” Kitzov said with a smile, “that I have to keep on the move. It looks like the Union has detected our little meeting. You have your orders. We are preparing for a major offensive against the Union. We are going to drive them back from the outer system ship by ship. Once we have control of everything outside the belt, they will have to negotiate. But have no doubt, this is going to be a desperate and bloody fight. The Union will not want to surrender power, and unless we can force our claim with the might of arms, the Union will never give us our freedom.”

      Poledri applauded along with the other captains.

      “No communication about this operation is to be sent across general communications, not even coded. The Union has spies throughout our organization. You have my permission now to execute any that you find on your ships. Any communication about the mission operation is to be delivered through face-to-face, in-person contact only.”

      “You have our full support, sir.” Poledri stepped forward and offered his hand. “The Odium Fist is ready for action.”

      Kitzov shook Poledri’s hand and delivered a pat on his shoulder.

      “Good to see you, Poledri. I regularly hear from the Union that your ship is high on their kill list. Must make you proud to be so hated by the Union.” Kitzov smiled and then left the conference room.

      A group of Faction fighters in their new uniforms showed the ship captains out of the room.

      Poledri opened the channel to his shuttle. An image of Boyd appeared before him. He spoke as he walked.

      “Boyd, we are leaving. There’s a ship detected moving in on our rendezvous. Make sure we’re ready to leave.”
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        * * *

      

      Boyd acknowledged Poledri’s orders and told him that the shuttle ship was ready to go. He closed the channel and then stuffed his hack equipment back inside his jacket just as Poledri stepped into the shuttle. The shuttle door closed behind him.

      “Get us out of here, Boyd,” Poledri ordered.

      Boyd sent the request to leave to the Silence command deck. No acknowledgement came, but the outer door opened.

      Boyd activated the drive and maneuvered the bus out of the Silence. He activated the holo-stage and focused on the Odium Fist. All around, from shuttle bays across the rear lower section of the Silence, came shuttle craft in various shapes and sizes, many very similar to the mining shuttle bus that Boyd was now piloting. They all moved away from the Silence toward their own ships.

      A message came onto the bus communication from the Silence command deck. Poledri opened it and transferred it to the holo-stage.

      The image of Kitzov appeared there. It was a broadcast message.

      Boyd looked at the image. He had never been this close to his target. He needed to notify Featherstone as soon as possible.

      He had located Kitzov.

      “We have obtained a full sensor analysis of the incoming ship using our new Faction-built sensor array. It’s not a Union ship, but it’s not Faction either. We have nothing like this in our database. This is completely new and totally alien.”

      “Skarak,” Boyd said.

      Poledri ignored Boyd, focused entirely on Kitzov.

      “It’s moving in at speed. It has some similarity to the ship that Captain Poledri’s crew found crashed on an asteroid, and it’s moving fast. Get back to your ships and make ready to defend the Silence.”

      “So now you know who I was meeting,” Poledri said, turning to Boyd. Poledri was beaming, proud to have been so close to the leader.

      “I think we better get back to the Fist.” Boyd put the data-stream of the incoming alien ship on the holo-stage. It would be on top of them in a matter of minutes, barely enough time to get back aboard the Fist. “It is the same as that ship we found, the ship that it killed Mitri’s crew. The ship that tried to kill me.” Boyd looked at the image—the black body of the ship with the long forward structures arcing forward like rapiers, fine swords ready to slice up the small Faction flotilla.

      Boyd raced into the Fist’s hangar deck and stopped hard, the stability field barely compensating for the sudden deceleration. Boyd felt himself pitching forward slightly in his chair, a sick feeling in his stomach and his sinuses as the sudden deceleration threatened to squash him.

      “Outer doors closed,” Poledri said. “Pressurizing hangar deck shuttle bay.”

      “Taking the bus systems offline,” Boyd said.

      Then a message from the Odium Fist flight deck came over Poledri’s holo-stage.

      “This is Enke Thresh at weapons control. We have an alien ship on a hostile approach. All weapons are powered up. Alien vessel will be in range in five, four, three, two, one. Opening fire.”
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      Boyd squeezed past the bus and out of the shuttle bay into the corridor and burst into a run. Sounds of the hail cannons firing echoed along the corridor, their dull, regular thumping hammering the air throughout the Odium Fist. Boyd felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end as power was channeled to the high-powered laser.

      Leaping up the short stairway to the main deck, Boyd felt the sudden turn of the Fist. He collided with the wall and continued running, half-sliding along the wall with the entrance hatch to the flight deck in view.

      He ran into the flight deck and skidded around the command chair toward the flight console.

      “Where’s the captain?” Noland asked from the command chair.

      Boyd dropped into the pilot’s seat and brought all navigation systems and drive systems onto the flight console in front of him.

      “He’s right behind me,” Boyd said. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Boyd looked up at the main holo-stage. The Skarak ship was bearing down on the rear of the small flotilla. The Silence was under power and racing away toward the belt in the inner system.

      The Faction gunship with the hail cannon mounted on top was turning to face the oncoming Skarak ship, its outline like a black hole in the darkness of space.

      The two Faction warships were turning and taking up flanking positions. The Plague Crimson was moving vertically up from the ecliptic and turning to follow the Silence.

      “Make our heading south of the ecliptic,” Poledri said, striding onto the flight deck. “The Faction ships will engage the alien and cover the Silence’s retreat.”

      “I’ve already engaged the alien,” Thresh said from the weapons console. “All hail cannon batteries firing. High-density hail, full spread with high-yield explosive rounds set to detonate in the face of that ship.”

      Boyd checked the holo-stage and saw the signal from the high-yield explosive rounds racing toward the oncoming Skarak ship. They detonated and scattered a curtain of incandescent shrapnel across the path of the ship’s advance.

      Boyd angled the nose of the Fist to the southern side of the ecliptic and dropped a thousand kilometers before bringing the ship around and pointing it back at the target.

      The Skarak ship crashed through the hail curtain that Thresh had thrown up in its face. Tiny explosions rippled and flickered across its long, forward rapiers.

      But the ship came on, seemingly unaffected by the impact.

      The gunship advanced on the center of the Faction formation and moved into range of the Skarak ship. The hail cannon delivered a single massive bolt of hail that slammed into the Skarak, flickering over its black hull.

      “Flank spitz guns to full power, Captain,” Thresh said. “Waiting on effective range.”

      Boyd moved the ship closer to the alien craft, the Plague Crimson high above on the northern plain of the ecliptic—three Faction ships that had been with the Silence advancing in a line, their weapons pointing at the advancing alien ship.

      Both battleships fired their lasers. The ripples of pink and purple through one of the green laser bolts told Boyd that one of the ship’s emitter core was out of sync and the laser was operating on a low setting, but it was still a mighty blast, enough to do significant damage to any ship unlucky enough to be in its way.

      And then the pair of high-energy laser blasts from the battleships met their target.

      The bolts slammed between the forward rapiers and struck the ship front and center. An expert piece of targeting. The sensor nodes and booms on the one battleship was assisting the targeting accuracy of both ships.

      The beam blasted away several of the Skarak ship’s long rapiers from the main body of the craft, and they tumbled away, spewing blue light from their broken ends.

      Cheers went up across the flight deck on the Fist and Boyd couldn’t help joining in with the celebrations, clenching his fist and punching the air. They had struck a blow against this attacker. Whoever these Skarak were, they knew they were in a fight and would surely back away now that they were confronted with overwhelming firepower.

      Then all ships were in effective range. The Fist opened with her rapid-fire spitz guns in a series of white energy beads racing away from the multiple gun banks.

      “Engaging with hail cannons,” Thresh said.

      “Get in closer,” Poledri said. “Our spitz guns are no good at this range. The pulse rounds are dissipating before they reach the target. Hold fire on all spitz guns, give them another blast of the hail cannon and get in close.”

      Boyd replied affirmatively and pushed the Fist to greater speed, racing in on the lower side of the Skarak ship that moved within killing range, surrounded by Faction ships.

      And then the Skarak struck. A crackling, lancing beam erupted from the front section of the ship, from within the rapiers. The crackling blue lightning wrapped around a fierce white fire slammed into the gunship. It instantly erupted into a white plasma ball as the drive core containment field failed. The antimatter explosion consumed the ship entirely, leaving only charred fragments in the boiling plasma.

      “Open fire,” Poledri said, leaning forward in his command chair. “Open up with everything we’ve got.”

      “Firing now,” Thresh said. “Our spitz guns are on the edge of optimal range. Reducing the frequency of fire to prioritize power. Hail cannon salvo away, concentrated field of fire. I’m targeting a ten meters square section on the target’s lower hull.”

      “Fist moving into effective combat range now,” Boyd said. “Reducing speed to combat engagement levels. Maneuvering thrusters are going to keep us mobile and out of range of their primary weapon, but it’s going to get a bit bumpy.”

      And then the Skarak fired again. The crackling beam struck one of the Faction battleships, and it exploded instantly.

      “It’s a slaughter,” Poledri said. “Hit them again, harder.”

      Boyd moved the Fist in close in a side-to-side and up-and-down movement, jerking the Fist violently back and forth to confuse the Skarak targeting systems.

      “It’s a hit,” Thresh said. “Strike confirmation. The Fist has hit its mark. Firing again. Same target. We smashed a hole in their hull the size of a Curveball field.”

      And then the second Faction warship exploded. Sensor booms tumbled away from the boiling plasma fire explosion.

      The Skarak ship slowly turned its rapiers toward the Plague Crimson high above the Odium Fist.

      The Crimson opened fire, its hail cannons and spitz guns blasting out at peak fire rate. It backed away slowly from the alien ship that was moving toward them.

      The Skarak ship took the rain of spitz gun and hail cannon fire, the flickering explosions over its dark hull lighting up the damage to its long rapiers, but it did not slow it or deter its advance.

      “Increasing speed,” Boyd said. “We have to try and keep up with it if we going to hit it hard enough to stop it.”

      “No,” Poledri said. “Hold fire. Back us away, Boyd. Set our heading to the outer system. Noland, open channel to the Crimson.”

      Poledri climbed out of his command chair walked toward the holo-stage. He stood next to Boyd in his pilot seat and looked up at the image of the dark alien craft.

      “Who the krav are they?” Poledri said.

      “Captain Bizanni of the Plague Crimson for you now, Captain,” Noland said.

      Poledri stepped around Boyd at the flight console and stepped up to the holo-stage. The image of Captain Bizanni appeared as a flickering holo-image.

      “Get out of there now, Biz,” Poledri said. “The Silence is clear. No need to fight to the last man on this one.”

      “I just lost my primary reactor exchange,” Bizanni said calmly, too calmly. Resigned. “I’ve got an engineer down there now trying to set up an emergency shunt. My drive is stuttering, but at least I’ve got power to all my weapons systems.”

      “Move to support,” Poledri said, turning to Boyd. He pointed at the image of the Crimson.

      “Don’t do it, Poledri,” Captain Bizanni said. “I’ll give them a fight. I’ll cover your escape. Tell my wife and my boys not to expect me home for supper. Bizanni out.”

      “How long until we’re in optimal range?” Poledri asked. He leaned on the flight deck and looked down at his pilot.

      Boyd checked the data. “Thirty seconds, and then the spitz guns will be at maximum effectiveness. Moving in now.”

      “Firing again with kinetic hail. All guns loaded with high-density rounds. We’ll kick these Skarak in the balls before they realize what’s happening.”

      The holo-stage showed the massive alien ship climbing toward the Crimson, and the Fist chasing up behind with its hail cannons pointed forward, all blasting out huge gouts of high-density hail.

      And then the blue lightning beam erupted from the front of the alien ship and connected with the Crimson. The flickering blue energy rippled along the ship, marking out the shape of its deflector shielding. Before the energy completely dissipated, it found its way to the drive section and continued to arc and crackle there until it faded to nothing.

      Boyd looked up at the holo-image, eyes wide, hopeful that the Faction ship had survived the blast.

      And then a second blast from the Skarak connected, and the Plague Crimson vanished, replaced by a white ball of boiling plasma.

      Finally, the alien vessel slowly turned toward the Fist.

      “Get us out of here, Boyd. Take weapons offline. Throw everything into the drive. Head for the sphere and be quick about it.”

      Boyd didn’t even need to wait for Poledri to finish his sentence. He’d reset the heading and was kicking the Fist to full power. The thrusters shifted the Fist to its new heading, the deck plate vibrating underneath everyone’s feet on the flight deck, twisted to within a micron of tolerance.

      “We just lost hull stability field and deflector shielding,” Noland said. “Extreme maneuvering has shorted it out. I’ll have it back online in a moment.”

      And then the Fist leapt to high speeds, racing away from the burning wrecks of the Faction warships, toward the outer system, the hiding place for Faction ships. Usually, the Faction ships were hiding from the Union, ready to strike out at any passing freighter or with a massed attack on an unsuspecting Union warship. But now the outer asteroid sphere represented safety from an aggressive alien attacker.

      Boyd set the Fist to full drive power and locked its heading in. He checked the data on the alien ship. As they retreated, the ship turned to follow.

      “She is right on our tail. Looks like she wants to have a clean sweep of victories in this encounter. Something tells me she doesn’t want to leave anyone alive. No one to tell the tale.” Boyd tried to get another scrap of power out of drive system, but the Fist was operating at its absolute peak.

      “How long before we reach the edge of the sphere?” Poledri asked, walking back to his command chair. He was calm, but Boyd had never seen him in retreat, so he didn’t know if this was maybe partially shock.

      “We’ll get there before we’re in range of that weapon,” Boyd said, “as long as I can keep the drive operating at this level. When was the last time she had a service?”

      “It’s been a while,” Poledri said. “But now that we’ve got a new engineer on board, I guess we will be making it a priority as soon as we get clear.”

      Boyd looked at the asteroid field ahead, the sphere that marked the extreme outer boundary of the Scorpio System—a countless number of large and small rocky and icy bodies drifting lazily around the central blue giant star. And dead ahead was one large asteroid.

      “Captain, bring the weapons back online and put a few spitz gun rounds into that asteroid. It should be enough to smash it to bits. Maybe we can use the debris to hide from the Skarak.”

      “Good idea, Boyd. Guess I’m glad I didn’t kill you now. Thresh, give that asteroid a blast, would you?”

      Boyd looked up at the holo-stage and the large asteroid tumbling lazily across it. And then the spitz gun pulse rounds burst forward from the Odium Fist and tore it apart. The white rounds rippled over its surface, punching the asteroid to destruction. It exploded in a billowing cloud of water vapor, and ice and rock fragments spread out to encompass several smaller asteroids that orbited with and around the larger body.

      “How’s that deflector shielding coming along, Noland?” Poledri asked.

      Noland shuffled nervously and muttered to himself as his hands moved across his console. “I should have it back on in a few minutes.”

      Boyd checked his speed and heading. He checked the location of the Skarak ship that was fast gaining on them. In a few seconds, the Skarak would have the Fist in range of its weapon.

      “We don’t have a few minutes.” Boyd pushed the Fist hard. “They will be on top of us any second.”

      The Skarak ship began to glow at the tips of the forward rapiers. The Fist charged toward the smashed debris of the asteroid. Caught between the crackling blue fire of the Skarak and the debris of the smashed asteroid, the Odium Fist was out of luck and out of time.
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      Major Featherstone stepped up to the wide entrance to the Resolute’s medical bay. The facility had thankfully had little use these last few months. He paused for a moment at the entrance before he stepped through the sanitation field. He felt the field tingle over the hair on his exposed flesh—his beard stubble and the hair on the back of his neck standing on end.

      Around the corner from the wide reception area was the treatment bay. A line of four treatment pods lay against one wall, and one was powered and occupied. Standing next to the treatment pod was Cronin.

      “Anything from our prisoner yet?” Featherstone asked as he looked down at the Faction member under the containment field.

      “Patient,” Cronin said, correcting the major while checking the man’s condition.

      “He’s your patient, Doc, but he is my prisoner,” Featherstone said, idly glancing around the med-bay. It was clean and bright, and everything smelled fresh. But the major had seen Blue Star Marine medical bays in utter chaos. He had too many memories of med-bays filled with screams and blood and severed limbs, all following engagements with Faction extremists.

      “Your prisoner will survive, Major.” Cronin finished checking the prisoner’s notes and stepping away from the pod.

      “Did you find out any more about what happened down on that ship?” Featherstone asked, looking at the prisoner.

      “I have had to sedate him pretty heavily. He was raving. It seems like the Skarak, whoever they are, got inside his head, but because he was comatose, he couldn’t respond to their siren call. To be honest, although it’s not really my field, I think this man is going to have more mental problems than physical ones. I don’t think he will be right in the head again.”

      Featherstone nodded. “Send me all your notes. I expect Union Command will want to see everything as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, sir,” Cronin said. He walked around the corner from the treatment area to the reception area, where walking wounded could be patched up, where everything from a hangnail to a first-degree plasma burn could be treated. It was also where Doc maintained his medical log.

      “Are you just going to leave this prisoner, Doc?” Featherstone said, pointing at the prisoner and following Cronin around the corner.

      Cronin stepped up to his console and began tapping away, sending all the relevant files to the major. “He’s not going anywhere, Major. He’s got enough tranq in him to keep him out for a week.”

      Featherstone walked back to the treatment area and the pod containing his prisoner. The first Faction prisoner he had taken alive in a long time. The Faction rarely submitted to capture. He looked down at the sleeping man. His face appeared to be twitching, his eyes moving wildly under his closed lids. One eyelid flickered open and shut every few seconds. His body seemed to be racked with nervous twitching. If the doc hadn’t assured him the man was completely sedated, he would have thought this man was about to jump up and start running laps of the Resolute.

      “And you are quite sure he’s out for the count?” Featherstone called.

      “I might not be very good with a pulse rifle, but I know my way around a med-pod. He’s not going anywhere. I’ll stake my reputation on it.”

      Doc Cronin’s reputation as a frontline medic was second to none. He was the best in the Blue Star Marine battalion, and Major Featherstone knew it.

      The major took one last look at his prisoner and then stepped away.

      “All med data on your prisoner is packaged up for you, sir,” Cronin said. “I’ll get back to the command deck. Anything back from our scans of that Faction ship?”

      Featherstone shook his head. “Nothing we didn’t already know from the look of the thing. Just a beat-up old Faction ship. If the Skarak hadn’t attacked them, they probably would have blown themselves up with a reactor failure. They were showing multiple failures across all primary systems. The whole thing was running on secondary backups.”

      “Makes you wonder what they think they are going to achieve with a bunch of battered old ships. Maybe we should cut them loose from the Union. I doubt the Faction would survive a month on their own.”

      “That’s borderline factionalism talk, Doc,” Featherstone said. Then his personal communicator chirped with a message from the command deck.

      Featherstone marched out of the med-bay. He opened the communicator on his holo-stage as he walked along a corridor toward the command deck.

      “Major Featherstone here. Go ahead,”

      “Incoming message from battalion command.” Knole’s holo-image hovered above Featherstone’s wrist. “Colonel Lawrence for you, sir.”

      “Put it up on the command deck stage.” Featherstone turned a corner and walked a few paces along the cross-corridor until he reached the entrance to the command deck. He was walking in huge strides as he entered the deck, directly behind his command chair high on its plinth.

      Stepping around the command chair without breaking his stride, he walked toward the main holo-stage that dominated the front of the command deck.

      The stage currently showed the lifeless Faction ship floating dead in the void. In the corner of the holo-image was a small holding screen with a still image of the colonel waiting for Featherstone.

      Featherstone marched straight up to it.

      “Inform the colonel that I am ready for him now.”

      Knole opened the holding window and the colonel appeared on the holo-stage. The main image of the Faction ship shrank away to the side while the colonel expanded to full size. His head and shoulders appeared in front of Featherstone.

      “Did I catch you at a bad time, Charles?” Colonel Toby Lawrence, Commander of the Blue Star Battalion, said.

      “No, sir. Sorry to keep you waiting. I was checking on my prisoner.”

      “Yes, I have your initial report right here. It’s unusual, to say the least. A ghost ship, you might say.”

      “Yes, sir. Something like that.”

      “We have reports coming in from all across the system. We have lost contact with several Union civilian ships, and we are receiving communications from fleet vessels across the system of attacks from unknown ships.”

      “Have the Faction got their hands on something we haven’t seen before?”

      “We don’t think it is Faction,” the colonel said. “We think it’s something from outside of the system. Reports are consistent with your prisoner’s account.”

      “Skarak?” Featherstone said. He felt the eyes of his command deck crew fall on him.

      “Yes, Major. The Skarak. They have attacked shipping across the system in the last few hours. We have analyzed the attack points, and we think we have a pattern. The tactical intelligence at fleet command correlated the latest attacks with areas where we have lost ships in the last year, all ships lost without a trace. These Skarak have been snatching ships and have managed to remain undetected, leaving us to blame the Faction for our losses. Now we know who was really to blame.”

      “So our ships are now surviving the attacks?”

      “No,” the colonel said bluntly. “All encounters with the Skarak have resulted in further losses, but now most ships are surviving just long enough to get a distress signal away.”

      “You didn’t call personally to tell me this, sir. Something tells me you have a job for the Resolute.”

      “Yes, Charles. We have something for you.”

      Featherstone nodded and stepped up to his command chair. The image of the colonel grew to fill the holo-stage, appearing at eye level with Featherstone in his command chair.

      “We think the areas where ships have been going missing were locations where Skarak ships have been in hiding. The tactical intelligence suggests they have been watching us. Studying us.”

      The colonel paused.

      Featherstone felt his fist tighten. The thought of the Skarak hiding out in the Scorpio System, taking ships at will, was infuriating.

      The colonel took a breath and went on.

      “We have identified an area in the belt where several ships have gone missing in the last year. Nothing has passed through that region in the last hundred hours. We want the Resolute to go and take a look.”

      “Yes, sir, of course. Just one point, sir. We are currently on an infiltration mission and I have one of our people with the Faction right now.”

      “We are aware of your status, Charles. This mission’s priority supersedes your current mission. The Resolute is the closest ship to the location. We want to know what is at this location, but we think we have a pretty good idea.”

      “The Skarak?” Featherstone said.

      “Yes, Major. The Skarak,” Colonel Lawrence replied heavily. “We expect you will encounter a Skarak ship at this location. Try and remain undetected. You are not to engage unless you are engaged. Just scan for data. We need information, anything you can discover. Good hunting, Resolute.”

      The image of the colonel shrank away.

      “We have a new set of coordinates,” Featherstone said. “Set course and get us up to maximum drive, then we run dark. I want to get in there without alerting any sleeping Skarak.”

      The holo-stage reset, zooming out from the asteroid below to show half the system with the Resolute’s course mapped as a curved green line leading to a location in the central asteroid belt.

      As the Resolute punched up to full drive, Featherstone spared a thought for Boyd. One of his best was with the Faction, his only contact with the Union through his clandestine communications with Featherstone.

      As Featherstone raced on to the unknown, he thought of Boyd, cut off and alone.

      Then he focused on the task at hand—to locate an alien ship.

      The journey to the belt was short. No other ship was close. As the area indicated by the tactical intelligence appeared on the holo-stage—a large, bulbous, grayed-out area of the belt that contained several minor asteroids and a vast area of empty space—Featherstone brought the Resolute’s speed down.

      “Thrusters only. Use the gravity well on one of the lager asteroids to slow us down.”

      Instead of racing in toward the gravity well to gather speed, the Resolute directed itself away from several larger asteroids, climbing out of the well they created, skipping from one to another, slowing by degrees. By the time the Resolute was in the center of the search area, the speed was down to search pattern velocities, having used only gravity well braking and thrusters.

      If any Skarak ships were there, Featherstone hoped they weren’t alerted to the Resolute’s arrival.

      “Passive scanners only. Let’s try that out first,” Featherstone said. “Give me a broad sweep and search for anomalies.”

      After only a moment, the passive scanners discovered something.

      “We have a data shadow on one of the asteroids in the area,” Knole reported.

      Featherstone put the area up on the holo-stage. It was a dark sensor shadow, where no data was being received, but the shadow was large and did not look natural.

      A silhouette on a black backdrop of space, the shadow showed a bulbous shape, like two balls squashed together. At one end of the shape were several large, long structures. They arced out from the body and came back together, crossing each other at some points. There was more than a dozen, each at least a hundred meters long, some longer, all as wide at their widest point as a Blade fighter craft. At the end opposite the rapiers, there was a single point that protruded out to a fine tip.

      “That’s them. That’s a Skarak ship,” Featherstone said, zooming in on the signal. “No power signature. It looks dead to me.”

      “You want to inform the fleet?” Knole asked.

      “And tell them what? We’ve found a shadow? No, we gather data.”

      “An active scan will show us the details, but it might alert them to our presence,” Dorik said.

      “Precisely. That’s why we are going to go over there and check them out in person,” Featherstone said.

      “Now why did I know you were going to say that?” Dorik said. “Do you want me to lead the team?”

      Featherstone nodded. “Pick a team. I’ll make sure the Resolute is ready to send any and all information back to fleet if we are detected. Head over using suit thrusters only, and tread lightly. We don’t want to wake them if we can help it.”
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      Boyd checked the location of the Skarak ship closing in on the tail of the Odium Fist, its rapiers reaching forward, threatening to catch the Odium Fist like a fly in a carnivorous plant. He could get no more out of the Fist’s drive.

      “Thresh, can you punch a hole through the middle of that debris? We only need a hundred meters for me to squeeze the Fist through.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll send a blast of hail through there ahead of us. But do you think you can pilot us through that mess?”

      “Leave that to me.”

      The gout of kinetic hail punched a hole through the vapor and debris. On the far side, scanners detected more smaller asteroids. Boyd brought the thrusters to readiness for a final last-minute micro adjustment and let the Fist fall through the hole the cannon had created.

      Just as the Fist entered the expanding cloud, the remains of a once mighty and ancient asteroid, Boyd cut all power and let the Fist fall into the cloud.

      “What are you doing, Boyd? Bring the drive back online! Get us out of here!” Poledri said, running over to Boyd’s console.

      “No, Captain,” Boyd said, covering the controls to prevent Poledri from accessing them. “The Skarak ship has lost us in the debris. If we power up, she’ll find us again. We need to drift.”

      Poledri looked at the image on the flickering holo-stage. The Skarak ship was holding position at the debris of the asteroid cloud, blasting into the cloud with its primary weapon. Blue crackling arcs leapt away from the ship, slicing seemingly at random into the dust and gas that had recently been an asteroid.

      Poledri stood up and drew his hands away from the flight console.

      “If we use minimal thrust and fall in toward one of the bigger asteroids, I think we can evade detection.” Boyd looked up at Poledri.

      The captain nodded and walked over to the holo-stage, standing face to face with the image of the Skarak ship.

      “Yes. Cut all but essential power.” Poledri climbed back into his command chair.

      “There is a large asteroid coming up on our starboard side,” Thresh said. “With a bit of port thrust, we should fall into its gravity well.”

      “And,” Boyd said, checking the data, “I might be able to put us down without disturbing a fragment of dust.”

      “Do it,” Poledri said.

      The lights on the flight deck dropped to emergency levels, a dull orange glow emanating from bands in the bulkheads and ceiling plates. Boyd’s console lights were just bright enough for him to find his way around, but he could have flown this old ship blind. He had only been a member of Poledri’s crew for a few weeks, but he had been hired on the understanding that he was the best pilot available.

      A crash course on this flight configuration back at Blue Star Marine Command had brought him up to a high standard of proficiency, and a few weeks of actual practical experience here amongst the Faction had developed his skills to expert levels. He was sure there wasn’t a pilot anywhere in the Faction that could fly the Odium Fist better than he could.

      The thrust pushed the Fist toward the asteroid. The ship began to fall, tugged gently toward the massive rock.

      “Easy, Boyd,” Poledri said. He was leaning forward, watching Boyd’s every move.

      Boyd didn’t need the Faction captain to tell him his job. And this was more than doing his job. This was more than simply displaying his piloting skills. Boyd suspected that the slightest miscalculation would give away their position and the Skarak would attack. And one hit from that Skarak weapon on their drive section would destroy the Fist in a second.

      He moved toward the asteroid as slowly as he could, falling at a few centimeters per second.

      “Slow us down, Boyd,” Poledri said. “We are going to hit.”

      “If I use breaking thrust, we will disturb the surface of the asteroid. We’ll throw up tons of dust and that Skarak might spot us.”

      “They will spot us for sure if we crack a hull and start venting gas and my crew out into space. Thrusters. Now.”

      Boyd brought the thruster units on the lower hull online. The thrust would throw up a cloud big enough for the alien ship to spot even though it was still blasting away blindly at the dusty cloud the Fist had sailed through.

      “Electrostatic,” Boyd said. He turned to Poledri. “Charge the outer hull composite.”

      “That will scramble our targeting and navigation,” Poledri said.

      “But it’ll attract the dust.” Boyd turned back into his seat. He made ready to activate the thrusters. “Any dust we blast off the asteroid will immediately adhere to the hull. It should keep us hidden.”

      Poledri pointed at Thresh. “Do it.”

      Thresh was already moving toward the engineering console, and within a few seconds and with a few swift moves of her hand across the console, she called, “Done. I don’t know how much of a charge we’ve got, but it’s all we’re going to get.”

      “Let’s hope it’s enough,” Boyd said and hit the thrusters.

      The holo-stage showed the altitude above the asteroid. At only a few meters, the thrust began to slow the Fist. She touched down lightly. The dust kicked up by the thrusters fell back onto the hull, and hardly a grain of the superfine asteroid surface dust escaped the static charge.

      “Yes,” Boyd said as the ship reported all stop and touchdown. He stood up and turned to Poledri. “How was that one?” Boyd beamed at his success.

      “Well done, Boyd,” Poledri said, begrudgingly accepting Boyd’s enthusiasm. “But as soon as we get back to a Faction base, you can scrub every particle of dust off my ship. Clear?”

      Boyd nodded. “Of course, Captain.”

      Boyd looked at the flickering, indistinct holo-image. The sensors were reduced to keep the Fist hidden, but the distant Skarak ship continued to blast away at the cloud. Then it stopped, and the ship moved in.

      Boyd watched, the sweat on his back turning cold. The power systems held the Fist at just above freezing, blending in with the background temperature of the asteroid.

      The Skarak ship began moving jerkily, disappearing from one location and appearing instantly at another, in a general sweeping motion, moving a thousand kilometers one way before turning and racing back, sweeping kilometers of the outer asteroid sphere every moment.

      Then she moved in close to the Fist’s location and swept past before moving on, but not very far.

      “They know we are close,” Poledri whispered. He looked at the holo-stage, leaning forward, his finger and thumb rubbing his bottom lip.

      “If we hold—” Boyd said, before being interrupted.

      “This is my ship, Mr. Boyd. If I say hold, we hold. If I say fight, we fight. Do you have a problem with that, Pilot?”

      Boyd looked ahead, avoiding Poledri’s stare. “No, Captain.”

      Poledri stepped down from his command chair. “We hold. We’ve eluded them, and they’ll give up soon.”

      Boyd didn’t know if he agreed, but he hoped Poledri was right.

      “Maintain watch on the Skarak. Everyone, make sure you take your rest period. Stay quiet, and try and stay warm.”

      Then an alert from the communicator. The beep cut through the silence, and the flight deck crew nervously looked up as if the Skarak hunting them might hear too.

      “It’s sketchy, but we have the full transmission, Captain,” Noland said.

      “Main holo-stage,” Poledri said.

      Boyd looked up as the flickering, fuzzy image appeared. An older man with a shaggy haircut, a beard, and a smart uniform appeared. It was not clear, but Boyd recognized the man instantly.

      It was Kitzov. Boyd’s ultimate target.

      “This is to all Faction ships across the Scorpio System. We have reports coming in of attacks by unknown ships. They are attacking Union and Faction ships alike. My advice to you all is to hide. Remain out of sight, I know you all know how to. But I am aware that every Faction captain is in command of their own ships and must act as they see best. I’m no dictator, unlike the evil Union that constantly tries to crush us with their so-called law. So this is advice, not an order, but if you get into difficulty with an alien attack, do not expect support. The best thing to do is stay hidden. Stay safe. This is Kitzov. Faction. Freedom. Forever.”

      The flight deck fell silent as everyone processed the message. Boyd was excited; he was so close. The first Union operative to come face to face with Kitzov and survive.

      So far.

      Poledri climbed down from his chair. “Okay, you heard the man. We stay hidden. Keep a watch on that alien and the moment they move off, I want to know about it. Get some rest if you can. I’ll be in my cabin.”

      Poledri left the flight deck, and the crew began to chatter. Theories about the aliens, the plan to hide, the Union. Excitedly talking about things they couldn’t possibly know, only guess at. And then, with the noise too loud for comfort, Boyd was about to silence the gabbling crew.

      Then Thresh spoke up.

      “Silence. We are hiding, not at some school debate club. Keep your half-baked theories to yourselves and spare my ears.”

      The crew looked at Thresh. She was small, but her eyes burned with a fire that looked unquenchable. There was a reason she had been promoted to the flight deck, besides the loss of a member of the crew. She was the best engineer on board. Her voice had authority. The deck fell silent.

      Boyd looked at her, a smile creeping over the side of his mouth.

      “You got something to say, flyboy?”

      Boyd shook his head. He stood up. “No, ma’am. I’ll take a rest period now, if you approve?” Boyd said with a smile.

      Thresh ignored him.

      As Boyd walked off the flight deck toward his cabin, he heard the hushed sounds of the flight deck crew again discussing the aliens and the message.

      Inside his cabin, Boyd pulled the transmitter from his sleeve. He tapped into the ship’s systems and accessed communications. The message from Kitzov had been bounced around the galaxy, but Boyd knew that the Faction Leader had recently been in the outer system aboard a stolen Union frigate now named the Silence. It helped Boyd narrow the search for the signal’s origin.

      But Kitzov wasn’t careless. To hide from the Union for so many years while uniting various criminal gangs, pirates, and unregistered settlements into the Faction took a great deal of cunning. But now the man was so close, and this was the first chance Boyd had to inform the Marines.

      It was a risk—the Skarak might detect the signal—but Boyd’s orders were to report on Kitzov’s location without delay.

      Boyd prepared the transmitter. Ready to send. Expecting any moment for Major Featherstone to appear before him as a flickering, low-bandwidth holo-image.

      Nothing.

      Boyd tried again. The targeting channel needed to be directed to the twinned receiver, and that twin needed to be active.

      No reply.

      He tried again. Where was Featherstone?

      His corridor alert system activated. Someone was coming. Boyd returned the transmitter to its hiding place in his sleeve.

      The door burst open.

      Thresh was standing there, wearing her sweatpants and tight tank top. She held two pairs of sparring gloves in one hand, dangling by their laces, battered and brown like the rest of the Odium Fist. A pair of mouthguards were in her other hand.

      “What are you doing down there?” Thresh said, looking down at Boyd on the floor.

      “Pushups,” Boyd said, climbing to his feet.

      “Care for something a bit more exhilarating?” She tossed a pair of gloves at Boyd, followed by a mouthguard.

      “I haven’t boxed since school,” Boyd said.

      “Then I’ll go easy and try not to whoop your poor hide. There’s space in the cargo hold. Move, Pilot.”

      Boyd looked at the gloves and then at Thresh. She had a twinkle in her eye and a wicked smile tugging the corner of her mouth.

      “If nothing else, it’ll help keep us warm,” Boyd said.

      “Not if you bleed out,” Thresh replied. She turned on her heel and walked away.

      Following Thresh, Boyd pulled on the gloves. They were almost as cold as the ship. In fact, the ship was starting to freeze, and he could start to see his breath in the air in front of him. He stepped into the cargo hold, and things started to heat up.

      Thresh turned to face Boyd. She had her fists up, one taking guard and the other ready to punch. She moved lightly on the balls of her feet, back and forth, light and agile as a panther.

      Boyd bashed his fists together and bit down on the mouthguard. He grinned at Thresh.

      She came at him, moving to his left, looking to get inside his guard. She jabbed with her right.

      Boyd dodged the exploratory jab easily. After all these years, the muscle memory was rusty, but the balance never left him.

      Thresh came in fast and jabbed with her right, catching Boyd on the chin, and then she swung a wild left.

      Boyd protected his head against the swinging left by bringing his guard fist closer to his head. He moved forward, sending Thresh on the retreat.

      “When did you join the crew?” Thresh asked, bobbing and weaving.

      “I’m still new,” Boyd said.

      “No one likes you,” Thresh said with a grin, then she stepped forward and jabbed with her right.

      Boyd dodged the blow and replied with a right jab of his own. He caught Thresh flat on the nose, knocking her back. She kept her balance and punched herself in the head with a right glove to clear the ringing in her ears.

      “I’m going easy,” Boyd said.

      “I haven’t even started,” Thresh replied. She moved in close and delivered a combo of blows, a double right jab and a left uppercut.

      Boyd dodged both jabs, but the upper cut caught him a glancing blow on his chin. The punch took him by surprise, and it was powerful. It sent him back on his heels.

      Thresh followed up with the right jab and a swinging left. The left hook caught Boyd on the jaw.

      Boyd repositioned the mouthguard, which was rattling loose in his mouth. He tasted the blood and moved in, delivering a firm jab directly at Thresh’s face.

      She moved back, just out of range.

      “What makes you think people don’t like me?” Boyd asked, dancing on the balls of his feet.

      “I can read people,” she said. She moved in and delivered an exploratory jab before maneuvering to Boyd’s left. She kept Boyd at arm’s length with a series of right jabs, keeping her left up as a guard. “And I can read you too, and I can tell you don’t belong.”

      Thresh jabbed with the left and caught Boyd on the chin. Boyd took the blow and stumbled back. His arms flailed as he tried to keep his balance.

      Thresh came in, gloves up.

      Boyd regained his balance and moved in to counter Thresh’s attack.

      Boyd threw a flurry of blows and landed one heavy punch into Thresh’s ribcage. He felt the punches coming in reply, landing heavily on his gut and head.

      The pair danced and punched and knocked snot and blood out of each other for a wild minute. Panting and spitting, Boyd locked his gaze onto Thresh’s eyes. The dark, sparkling eyes were wide and clear, and she gave away her intentions with a little flicker of a glance here or there before she attacked.

      Boyd read her easily and avoided her next spate of attacks. She came in hard, raining blows on Boyd’s gloves as he held them up, covering the sides of his head.

      A body blow from Thresh’s left winded Boyd. He doubled over and moved in close to avoid another blow. He grappled with Thresh, his arms wrapped around her upper arms.

      Boyd felt the cold, damp air in his lungs as he breathed heavily from the exertion. Sweat dripping off his face mixed with blood splattered onto the sweat sheen on Thresh’s shoulder.

      He felt her hair against his cheek and neck, her warm breath panting onto his shoulder.

      “What makes you think anyone likes you?” Boyd said.

      “What makes you think I care?”

      Boyd pushed Thresh away and retook his position. Light on his feet, gloves raised. Thresh wiped sweat and blood off her nose with her glove. She grinned at Boyd and danced lightly on her feet, inviting him to advance.

      Boyd grinned. He always enjoyed a good sparring match, and Thresh was an excellent opponent. She was fast, accurate, well-schooled, and powerful for someone her size.

      Boyd moved in a step. Thresh advanced, her right raised with her left taking guard.

      And then the ship’s alarm sounded. A long, low warbling tone before Captain Poledri spoke.

      “Stations, everyone. We have a ship heading this way.”

      Boyd held his guard for a moment and then relaxed. Thresh dropped her guard and began pulling off her gloves. She spat her mouthguard into the glove and then pulled off the second.

      “You better get cleaned up before you get to the flight deck. You look like crap.”

      Boyd wanted to tell her that she should get cleaned up too, but she looked amazing. There was nothing about her that he didn’t like. She was bold, she was brave, and she was confident. She was the only person he had met since leaving his old squad with the Blue Star Marines that he had felt any real connection with.

      “I don’t think the captain cares how we are dressed, or how much blood we’ve knocked out of each other, as long as we get there.”

      Poledri’s voice came over the ship’s communicator again.

      “Boyd. Thresh. Get your kravin’ lazy asses onto my flight deck now.”

      Boyd started running, grinning. Thresh was on his heels. A race to the flight deck, not to please Poledri but simply not to be outdone by the other.

      Boyd was fast, but Thresh was alongside him as they approached the entrance.
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      Boyd stepped onto the flight deck with a towel over his shoulder, still stained with sweat and blood from his sparring match. He looked at the holo-stage and the image of the approaching craft.

      Because the ship was on low power, the resolution was limited. Only the drive signature could be detected, but there was no reason to believe it wasn’t a Union ship.

      Boyd dropped into the pilot seat and checked the drive systems. Everything was cold. The reactor was standing by on minimal power, and it would take several minutes to bring the ship up to full power. He could take off from the asteroid before full power, but speed and maneuverability would be terrible and hardly any better than sitting on the asteroid.

      But it might be the only chance they would have to escape, and Boyd was ready to use anything he could no matter how small.

      Thresh stepped up to the weapons console. She looked as fresh as a daisy, although her tank top was stained with blood. No one could have guessed she had been sparring only a few short moments ago.

      “Boyd, you look like crap,” Poledri said. “Thresh, bring the power systems up to ten percent. That should still keep us hidden, but it might give a chance of escape.”

      The approaching ship resolved on the holo-stage as the power came up to ten percent, surveillance scanners gathering more data and input for the system.

      It was a Union cruiser. Heading directly toward the Odium Fist on its asteroid.

      But then the alien craft, the Skarak ship that had been searching unsuccessfully for the Fist, swept back toward oncoming Union vessel.

      Boyd watched nervously as the two ships closed in on each other.

      The Skarak vessel was the first to give fire. It opened with its primary weapon, the flickering blue beam crackling across space and connecting with the Union ship. The energy rippled over the ship and appeared to concentrate on the drive section. The drive assembly flickered and spluttered, cutting out momentarily before flaring back to full power, flinging the cruiser toward the Skarak ship.

      The Skarak banked away just as the Union cruiser opened with its flanking spitz guns. The stream of heavy pulse rounds raced away from the cruiser and slammed into the Skarak. The rounds inflicted heavy damage, punching out huge sections of Skarak hull.

      The Skarak ship turned and fell back into the sphere, the long single tip on the rear of the ship generating a fine blue beam that lit up the asteroids. It sliced back and forth, slicing through asteroids with ease before finally connecting with the Union vessel.

      The cruiser took heavy damage, the port side losing a bulkhead as it was sliced away by the fine blue beam.

      Then the Skarak ship turned end over end and deployed its primary weapon.

      The rapiers at the front crackled with blue energy, and then a bolt leapt away from within its long tines and collided head on with the cruiser. The blue energy bolt tumbled over the cruiser’s deflector shielding, but fingers of white energy reached through the shielding as the blue bolt lazily tumbled aside, deflected by the shields. The fine fingers of white energy caused a dozen small explosions as hull composite was vaporized in small areas.

      The cruiser turned to pursue the Skarak ship and brought its high-energy laser to the fight. The laser lanced into space, the flickering beam coming alive for a fraction of a second and slamming into the Skarak ship, causing multiple detonations within the rapier structures at the front of the ship.

      The Skarak turned again and headed deeper into the mass of asteroids, passing directly over the Odium Fist.

      Poledri was leaning forward in his command chair, watching the battle anxiously.

      Boyd was watching the power rating on his pilot console. He looked over at Thresh and she was looking at him. She had a suspicious look in her wide, dark eyes.

      With the battling ships so close overhead, they revealed themselves perfectly clearly on the holo-stage. Only the flickering of the poorly-maintained unit spoiled the view.

      The Union cruiser delivered another succession of blasts from its laser emitters at the retreating Skarak ship. One beam connected with the rear end of the fleeing vessel and sliced right through, erupting from the forward section. Another sliced through on a slightly different angle, and then another.

      As the Skarak ship raced away, it began to disintegrate. It tumbled as it fell apart, its insides spewing out across the surrounding asteroids of the sphere.

      A proximity alarm sounded on the flight deck.

      Noland called out anxiously, “Debris. We’ve got debris from the Skarak ship falling in on our position. We need to activate the shields.”

      Thresh was moving to the engineering console behind the weapons console. She called over her shoulder to Poledri.

      “Shields are a few minutes away. If that debris is on a collision course, we will have to relocate. Drive systems are at minimal power. We have just enough to get off the asteroid and avoid the incoming debris.”

      “That Union cruiser will spot us the moment we move,” Boyd said as he prepared the ship for takeoff.

      “She’ll see us if a chunk of that Skarak ship crashes into us. But it won’t matter much because we will be floating in the vacuum of space choking on our own tongues. Get ready to take off and bring all weapons online.”

      The falling debris from the broken ship tumbled toward the asteroid. It was definitely going to impact the hull of the Fist in a matter of seconds. The Union cruiser was moving toward the destroyed Skarak ship and was collecting samples of debris, drawing them into its hold. A small surveillance vessel had been launched and was also scouring the debris.

      “They are looking for something,” Poledri said. “What are they looking for?”

      “They are trying to find out more about them. Know your enemy, isn’t that the old saying?” Boyd said.

      “Let’s hope they spend more time trying to get to know the new enemy than looking for us, and we can get clean away. How soon are we from takeoff?”

      “I want to leave it to the last moment, Captain,” Boyd said. “That fragment of Skarak ship will hit us in a few seconds. Just waiting for the power to come up. Launching now.”

      Boyd hit the thrusters to push the Odium Fist off the surface of the asteroid, throwing up billowing clouds of dust as maximum thrust blasted them away. Only a meter above the surface, Boyd kicked in the drive. Although it was only at fifty percent power, the Fist leapt away, skirting across a kilometer of the asteroid’s surface in moments.

      He turned the Fist away from the Union vessel and deeper into the sphere, hoping the asteroid density would hide them.

      “Do you think they saw us?” Poledri asked, leaning forward.

      Boyd was just about to say he thought they were clear when the Union cruiser turned on a dime and began pursuit of the Fist.

      “We have a message being sent directly to our communication circuits,” Poledri said. “It’s the Union cruiser.”

      A voice crackled out from the speaker systems around the flight deck.

      “Pirate vessel. This is Union cruiser Truth. Cut all power and come to a complete halt. Surrender now.”

      A high-energy laser beam lanced across the front of the Fist, a few meters ahead of her forward section. The proximity of the shot sent alarms wailing across the flight deck.

      “You are under arrest by the Union. There will be no further warnings.”

      “Can you outrun them?” Poledri said.

      “I can use the asteroid field to evade them. I’ll hold them off for as long as I can.” Boyd maneuvered the Fist around a nearby asteroid, skirting close to the icy surface.

      “Can we outgun them?” Poledri looked at Thresh.

      “The short answer is no,” she replied. She was working furiously, dashing between the engineering console and the weapons console. “But we can try.”

      “Prepare rear hail cannon,” Poledri said, growling like a beast.

      Spitz gun fire raked the Odium Fist from aft to stern. The lights cut out and flickered across the flight deck, and the image on the holo-stage disappeared for a moment and came back flickering and even less clear than it had been before.

      “Avoid that incoming fire,” Poledri said. “And get us out of here.”

      Boyd worked fast, moving the Fist in and out of the asteroids at the best available speed. With the reactor still only up to seventy-five percent, the Fist felt sluggish.

      “I can only avoid their fire for so long,” Boyd said. “Unless we get the reactor up to full power, we are not getting out of here.”

      “Not without a fight,” Thresh said.

      “How can we take on a Union cruiser?” Poledri asked, turning to Thresh.

      Boyd looked at the Union ship. He could see she was damaged heavily on one side from the fight with the Skarak. The drive was sputtering and appeared to be operating below peak efficiency. Boyd checked the scans and could see she was losing drive for a fraction of a second every few seconds. But she was still more than a match for the Fist in terms of speed and maneuverability, which was not operating at her very best either. It would take a great crew to make the most out of that ship in the current state.

      And if there was one thing Boyd knew about Union Fleet crews, they were used to working with the best equipment. The slightest hiccup and they would lose efficiency fast.

      “We can get on her port side,” Boyd said. “She is struggling to turn to port. We can get inside the curve, maybe buy ourselves a bit more time and get away.”

      Thresh punched her console. “Yes,” Thresh said, turning to Poledri. “Get us on the port side, inside their turning curve, and I can put a blast of kinetic hail into that wrecked bulkhead right there, just behind the secondary reactor couple.”

      Boyd looked up at Thresh. “You know your Union ship geometry,” he said accusingly.

      “Know your enemy.” Thresh grinned at Boyd. “Now, put me on her port side.”

      Boyd checked the course and speed of the Union ship closing in on the Fist’s rear. Any second now, if the Fist refused to stop, the Union ship would engage her, and with its overwhelmingly superior firepower would most likely destroy the Fist in a single barrage.

      He needed to move fast.

      Throwing the Fist into an extreme right turn, Boyd watched as the Union cruiser matched her easily.

      “Incoming spitz guns fire,” Thresh called out, her voice calm and strong.

      “All shield power to rear deflector,” Poledri said, tapping away on his armrest control panel.

      Boyd waited a fraction longer before flinging the Fist into a left turn, turning to port. He watched the Union cruiser match the maneuver, but the huge Union warship was slow, and the Fist was turning quicker.

      The Union cruiser stopped turning and rotated on the spot, directing its spitz guns toward the rear of the Fist as she maneuvered away. But Boyd was not planning on escape. That would be impossible. The best he could do was achieve a superior firing position. The only way out of this situation was to fight.

      Turning even tighter, the consoles on the flight deck started shaking violently, threatening to tear themselves away from the deck plating. The holo-stage projection plate rattled in its housing, causing the image of the Truth to flicker even more violently than before.

      “Hold her steady,” Thresh called out. “Give me a chance to acquire my target.” She activated the targeting sensors and synchronized them with the hail cannons, all batteries turning toward the cruiser.

      “Increase hull stability,” Boyd said, his voice juddering as he bounced in his seat. His console, chair, and the deck plating beneath them vibrated violently with the high angle of turn. “The ship will fall apart if I push any more, and I need to push harder to get the inside curve on that ship.”

      “Thresh, take power from any system you can and put it into the stability field.” Poledri’s voice quivered with the shaking ship. “Give Boyd what he needs to complete the maneuver.”

      Thresh staggered from one console to another and found a few spare gigawatts from somewhere, dumping them into the stability field. The deck plating immediately calmed its wild vibration. It was steady for a moment before Boyd pushed hard again, turning tight to beat the Truth.

      A glancing blow from the Truth’s spitz guns knocked out the primary lighting on the flight deck. A power conduit blew out, showering sparks across the flight deck that momentarily lit up the crew.

      “You are going to get me killed, Boyd,” Poledri said. “There won’t be any ship left for the Union to attack.”

      And then the vibration stopped.

      “Maneuver complete!” Boyd called out.

      “Target acquired. Firing now,” Thresh said.

      Boyd checked the heading of the Union ship. It was lying at ninety degrees to the Fist, heading out of the system through the sphere while the Fist was pointing along the orbital plane of the system’s planets.

      The holo-stage came back to life just in time for Boyd to see the Truth. He wondered, if that had been the Resolute, would he have been able to join the battle and attack his own ship, his old Blue Star Marine brothers? Would he be able to give Thresh the shot she needed? Would Boyd be able to kill those people he had served with, still served even now?

      “It’s a hit,” Poledri said, jumping out of his seat and punching the air. “Hit it again, Thresh.”

      Boyd saw the high-density kinetic hail smash into the port side of the Truth and then the explosion that could only have been caused by the rupture of the reactor.

      “Firing again, same target location. Drifting out of range. Hail shot away.”

      Boyd felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck as the hail cannons fired. The sudden static discharge. The familiar smell of gunfire. The distant sound of the gun batteries firing.

      But Boyd felt that it was partly guilt that caused his scalp to tingle.

      The Union cruiser, the Truth, erupted in fire that tore along the entire length of the port side, flinging white plasma out like a sheet across space. The drive system failed and went dark for a moment before the sheet of plasma sliced through it. In another second, the whole ship was consumed.

      The flight deck of the Odium Fist erupted in a jubilant frenzy. People hand-slapping, backslapping, cheering and laughing, punching the air for sheer delight at the victory, and in relief that it was not them dying in a plasma fire.

      Boyd set his heading and increased speed to clear the scene of his crime as quickly as possible. He flinched when a hand fell on his shoulder. He turned and looked up at a beaming Poledri.

      “Excellent flying, Boyd. A Union cruiser is one hell of a scalp. Kitzov will reward us personally for this. I always knew you were the best.” Poledri playfully punched Boyd in the shoulder. “Get us out of here before any more of those Union bastards show up. Great flying.”

      Boyd grinned his best lying grin. He looked up at the captain. “You’ve got it, Captain. But Thresh should take the credit. She found the target. I just got us into the right place for the shot.”

      Poledri slapped Boyd on the back. “I won’t have any modesty in my crew. You did good, Boyd. You saved my ship and everyone in it. I think we can find a bonus for you somewhere.”

      But Boyd didn’t feel like a hero. He glanced at the holo-stage and the receding image of the plasma fire. Secondary explosions were billowing out from the fireball, punching it out in irregular patterns.

      Boyd didn’t feel like a hero. He felt like a killer.

      But that was all part of the job. The job to get close to Kitzov and end the Faction once and for all. He may have been responsible for the destruction of one Union cruiser but taking down Kitzov would save dozens, if not hundreds, more.

      It was scant comfort, but it was all he had.
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      Sergeant Dorik marched along the line of assembled Blue Star Marines in their tactical suits. Pulse rifles in hand. These Marines were the best of the best, all trained for special operations.

      And this mission was unique: investigate a Skarak ship. It was dangerous, as the unknown always was.

      With a final check of his team, Dorik stepped over to the outer hatch. He tapped the control panel and the outer hatch slid aside to reveal black, endless space. A few distant stars stood as perfect points of light in the dark vacuum. Then the shape of the Skarak ship drifted into view, floating in space, darker even than the void.

      Dorik stepped out, his suit’s thrusters driving him slowly forward.

      His helmet communicator crackled.

      “Steady as she goes, Sergeant,” the major said from inside the Resolute. “This is recon only.”

      “Unless we encounter active enemies,” Dorik said darkly.

      “Unless,” Featherstone agreed. “Just try not to pick any unnecessary fights. We don’t want to start an interstellar war today.”

      Dorik advanced, checking the line of Marines behind him. The squad was trained in all aspects of special operations. He had led this same team on an infiltration mission before, but they had been infiltrating a Faction ship, a huge freighter known to be running weapons and supplies to pirates in the outer system.

      That mission had not gone easily. Although no Blue Stars were injured, the freighter had been packed with fighters. They were never going to give up without a fight, and rather than be taken prisoner, the freighter had opted for destruction, driving in close to the Resolute in an attempt to ram her and destroy them in a suicide attack.

      Dorik had escaped with his squad before the freighter’s reactor collapsed, destroying the ship entirely.

      This operation was different. Very different.

      This was an alien ship, unknown in the Scorpio System in over five hundred years of settlement. Other than plant and animal life on the planets, the human habitants had not met any alien life. These Skarak were clearly not from the Scorpio System. They were from somewhere much farther away.

      There were far too many unknowns here, which was why Dorik had to infiltrate. And he knew it. A chance to learn more about the aliens would be invaluable when it came to their next encounter.

      Touching down lightly on the outer hull of the Skarak ship, Dorik half-expected a reaction—an attack of some kind or a defensive response—but there was nothing. The rest of the team touched down.

      The hull was hard, yet it did not seem to have a clear outer boundary. It felt almost slimy, as if his boots were sinking partway into mud. His boots slipped, but no material came away from the hull. It was as if the surface was several centimeters deep.

      The area that Featherstone had identified as a possible entry point was just a few meters away. Dorik slipped and skidded across the hull toward the small oval opening.

      He looked at his feet as they moved through the surface. It was a strange and disorientating optical effect where his feet appeared to be simultaneously on the surface as well as several centimeters below it. He pressed on, looking ahead to the entry point.

      The opening in the hull was dark and narrow, just enough room for a single Marine. Dorik elected to go first. As far as he knew, nobody had been aboard one of these ships. He would be the first.

      “Wait for my signal and follow when I say.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Dorik stepped into the small opening and slipped down into the ship.

      The sides of the narrow tunnel felt the same as the outer hull. The surface was not defined and obvious. He noticed his suit moving through it. His suit’s onboard sensors recorded the surface as a definite plane, a solid surface, but it was not. It was as if it was both here and not here at the same time.

      Then Dorik dropped into an interior space, a large enclosure that was extremely regular, a perfect sphere. He found himself at the very center of the sphere. He did not remember dropping the several meters from the opening he had entered through to the center, but there he stood.

      Turning and studying the interior with his suit’s scanners recording and his suit’s flashlight shining into the dark, Dorik spotted several narrow tunnel openings at regular intervals. He set out for one of the openings. He moved toward it but remained at the center of the sphere. He moved and yet did not move.

      The opening he investigated was identical to the one he had entered through. There were dozens, or maybe just one. He was starting to feel confused and frustrated, but his Marine training helped him stay calm. He suspected he was not thinking clearly.

      Dorik spoke on the team channel to the Marines outside and called them in. There was no reply. He checked his communicator, but there was no signal. He stepped away from the tunnel in front of him and looked up to the one he had entered through, just above his head at the top of the sphere.

      Using his thrust to move upward, he found again that he was remaining at the center of the sphere, yet also moving toward the opening. Then he was in the tunnel, slipping through.

      Emerging into the dark vacuum of space, a Marine’s hand grabbed at him and pulled him free.

      A sudden cacophony of voices called his name.

      “Sergeant,” a Marine said, “We thought we’d lost you. We were just about to send a search party. The major was going to leave without you.”

      “Leave?” Dorik said. “We only just got here.”

      “We’ve been here two hours. The Resolute has orders to proceed to the belt. Dozens of Skarak ships have been appearing.”

      “I was only in there for a moment.” Dorik looked back down into the opening.

      “Sergeant. Sergeant Dorik.” The voice of Major Featherstone was loud in his ear.

      “Sir. Yes, sir. Dorik here.”

      “Your report. Any activity down there?”

      Dorik looked down at the opening at his feet.

      “No, sir. No activity. The ship appears dead. I could detect no power readings. Sending all my suit’s sensor readings now.”

      As Dorik accessed the readings on his holo-stage, he discovered hours of recording but no data. He remembered being in there. There should have been some data, even if it was just a simple map of the sphere. He double-checked. There was nothing, no data at all. It was as if he had not even been inside the Skarak ship.

      Skarak.

      But he could remember being there. Even as he thought back, however, the memory was fading. Only one thought remained, like a whisper.

      Skarak.

      “We are leaving,” Featherstone said, his voice bursting over Dorik’s helmet speaker. “Get back with your team. We have orders to destroy the alien ship and proceed to our new objective. The Resolute is ready to fire.”

      Dorik nodded. “Copy that, sir. Returning at once.” Dorik pointed his team back to the Resolute. “You heard the major. Back to the Resolute. Right now.”

      As he lifted off, Dorik looked back at the Skarak ship. Somehow, he had a strange feeling that some part of him would never leave.

      The Marines soon entered the Resolute’s airlock, and as the outer hatch closed, Dorik watched the flank spitz guns rain fire down onto the Skarak ship. The pulse rounds flickered over the surface like super-heated beads of white glass dropped in water.

      Then the mass beam struck, and the Skarak ship collapsed in on itself. No explosion, just a steady crumpling of the structure until a thick, dark ooze began to drift out from the cavities punched through the strange outer surface.

      Dorik felt himself double with pain. A sickness in his gut.

      “You okay, sarge?” a Marine asked, putting an arm over the sergeant.

      “I think I just got a bit disoriented in there.”

      Doc Cronin, waiting for the team’s return, stepped into the airlock as the inner hatch opened. “Let’s get you to the med-bay.” Cronin helped pull Dorik’s helmet off. “You look like crap, sarge.”

      Dorik vomited and collapsed to all-fours.

      “I’m fine,” Dorik said, climbing back to his feet. “Just a bit space-sick. EVA gets me sometimes.” His legs gave way under him again. He narrowly avoided the sanitation drones that scuttled over the deck to clean up his vomit

      “I don’t think you are okay,” Cronin said.

      “I’m fine,” Dorik said, pushing Cronin and a Marine aside. He stood just as the ship’s communication system alerted the crew to an imminent high-acceleration maneuver.

      The Resolute was heading to battle.
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      Boyd reduced the Fist’s speed just as the vibrations from the core asymmetry fed back through the super structure.

      “I’m losing drive power. Primary reactor core is losing symmetry. It’s only sub nano meter scale right now, but if it gets any worse, we’ll fly apart.”

      “Deflection shielding emitters are out of alignment,” Thresh said. “Hull stability field is in critical condition.”

      “The ship is falling apart,” Noland said, panic rising in his voice.

      “Okay, cool it,” Poledri said. “Find us a spot to set down.”

      Noland scanned the area. The Fist had left the sphere far behind and was close to the orbit of Lastone, the outermost planet of the Scorpio System—a vast, dead, rocky world, its frozen surface torn by volcanic scars spewing molten rock over the frigid surface. The thick atmosphere of steam and gas made it a perfect hiding place.

      “I can get us to Lastone,” Boyd said. “I don’t know if she’ll make it to the surface through all that atmosphere.”

      “I can guarantee you she won’t,” Thresh said. “With our hull stability field out of commission, the Fist will be crushed like a paper cup if we try and set down on the surface of Lastone.”

      “No problem,” Poledri said. “An old Faction trick. We’ll float in the upper atmosphere. Find us a density layer we can use and ready the ship to match its density. We will turn the Fist into a submarine and float in the clouds.”

      Boyd had been with the Blue Star Marines hunting Faction pirates long enough to know this old trick. When Faction raiders were pursued by Union cruisers, they often made for one of the gas giants or the thick atmosphere around Lastone. A ship could survive unpowered, simply floating in one of the density layers of the atmosphere. With wind speeds beyond supersonic and thousands of streams running parallel, one above the other in different directions, a raider could effectively disappear. Although the Union always knew the pirate was somewhere in the area, it would take days, even weeks, to find them if the Faction ship could remain unpowered for that long.

      “Approaching Lastone now,” Boyd said.

      “Searching for a suitable hiding place,” Thresh added.

      Poledri climbed down from his command chair and walked over to the holo-stage. He walked tall, Boyd thought. As he passed, the captain looked more enthusiastic than he had for a long time. This was an old school pirate tactic, and Poledri, the old school pirate, was loving it.

      The pirate captain used the holo-stage to show various density layers. Readings of wind speed direction, atmospheric density, and chemical composition all came up alongside the layers within the atmosphere. Poledri didn’t need to check the Fist’s specifications. Any good captain knew every bulkhead of his ship.

      “There,” he said, his fingers jabbing into the holo-image of one layer of Lastone’s upper atmosphere. “Put us in there, Boyd,” Poledri said. “Cut all power except for essential systems and let’s ride the breeze.”

      Boyd maneuvered the Odium Fist into the atmosphere. High winds in the atmosphere snatched the Fist and tossed her downstream. The Fist fell like a stone. It hit the density layer boundary and skipped across it like a stone on a stream. Attitude control was failing, and the Fist was spinning almost out of control. Boyd fought the ship to keep her from tumbling nose over tail.

      “Punch us through those clouds, Mr. Boyd,” Poledri said. He was calm and confident, his voice shaking only because of the buffeting of the ship.

      Boyd angled the Fist down and skimmed across the density layer, matching the speed of the stream and dropping into the layer below. The layer below was traveling at a different speed, much slower than the higher density layer above. The Fist stalled as it slowed suddenly.

      “We are in,” Boyd said. He made some fine adjustments with the thrusters and matched the flow of the atmospheric stream.

      The Fist now matched the speed and density of the surrounding atmosphere. She floated like a twig in a stream, listing lazily one way and then another as she meandered her way along. Slowly, the Fist began to spin as she drifted.

      “Altitude is fixed,” Boyd said. “I think we could float around in this density layer forever.”

      “As long as we maintain our relative density, we will be fine.” Poledri climbed up into his command chair. “Organize repairs. Let’s not treat this like some kind of river cruise. We just destroyed a Union cruiser. They will have broadcast our position before they went down, so I think it’s best if we don’t stick around for too long.”

      “I already have a repair schedule arranged,” Thresh said as she stepped away from her console. “Boyd will work with me on the drive, and I’ll assign a team to the stability field. I’ll have us ready to go in a couple of hours.”

      Poledri nodded, impressed with his new engineer. She was good in a fight and she knew her way around the ship systems. And she didn’t mind bossing Boyd around either, so of course Poledri liked that.

      “Proceed, Thresh,” Poledri said. “Noland, put a surveillance probe up in orbit. I want to know the instant any Union ships come heading this way.”

      Boyd followed Thresh along the central corridor of the Fist. She was an old ship and had been through the ringer on more than one occasion, but the crew respected her and treated her well. Apart from the obvious chips and scuffs on the composite, the corridors, and operational bays, it was neat and ordered. It was what Boyd would expect on a Union vessel, but he’d always imagined Faction crews to be slovenly, lazy, and highly untidy. He was starting to think some of his assumptions needed to be revised.

      “You thought we’d had it back there, didn’t you?” Thresh asked, turning back and looking at Boyd. “I saw how nervous you were when we engaged that Union ship.”

      Boyd was confident that he had not displayed any emotion when attacking the Union ship. He knew by taking the undercover operations in the Faction that he would have to act like a pirate, and if he was to have any chance of getting close to Kitzov, he would have to become one of the most ruthless pirates in the system. The destruction of the Truth was collateral damage. Friendly fire. In close combat, comrades were killed. In total war, there was no room for emotion except fierce rage. If Boyd felt anything at all, he felt an even stronger desire to bring the Faction down.

      “You know your way around the weapons systems. Not bad for an engineer,” Boyd said.

      “As a pilot, you should know your way around the drive system. Let’s see if you’re as good a pilot as you think you are.” Thresh smiled at Boyd, her eyes fixed on his.

      “There are other maintenance crew on the ship,” Boyd said. “Why did you request for me to come and help you?”

      “It’s good for a pilot to understand the systems. Besides, I didn’t think you’d mind creeping around in the dark with me for an hour.” She flashed a wicked smile.

      Boyd removed an access panel in the drive room and started a subsystem-by-subsystem diagnostic, finding the weak points and how to restore symmetry to the reactor.

      Thresh connected a diagnostic tool to one subsystem after another. She worked in silence, totally focused on the task. Boyd moved to the next panel and took a sideways glance. Thresh had an intensity in her focus, her eyes wide as she went about her task. She clearly knew and loved her work.

      “That’s the problem,” Thresh said. “The primary reactor is going to need a complete shutdown. Fresh fuel rods. A complete scrape and relining.”

      “I’m not sure the secondary core is in any better state,” Boyd said, watching her tapping away on a diagnostic tool.

      “And we are a long way from any Faction base. I guess we’ll just have to do a dirty scrub, move some fuel rods around a bit and see if we can regain symmetry. We should be able to get at least two or three billion kilometers more out of her.”

      “Do you really think we can get that much from a hack-job?”

      Thresh turned and smiled at Boyd. “I always get what I want.”

      Boyd found her confidence and her impudence amusing and exciting.

      “What would you like me to do for you first?” he asked.

      “Fuel rods, flyboy. And I’ll open up the core. Move.” And then Thresh was focused on her task again.

      Boyd completed the fuel rod realignment and waited while Thresh completed the dirty scrub of the core—a running repair that would never have been permitted on a Union ship. When the Resolute had taken damage to its primary core during the Battle of Merchant Run, she had completely shut down the primary core and fell back onto secondary systems, which were only allowed to be used to return to port for full maintenance.

      But here on the Odium Fist, Boyd was running on a primary reactor that was never far from catastrophic asymmetry. It was terrifying, exciting, and completely stupid. Just like his feelings for Thresh. She was a pirate. She was Faction. She was dangerous.

      Boyd replaced the final end of the panel, and Thresh admired her work on the diagnostic tool.

      And then the alert from the flight deck.

      “Ship incoming. All flight deck crew to stations. We don’t know who it is, but they are coming in fast. Poledri out.”
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      The Resolute raced across the system. Fresh contact reports were flickering up on the holo-stage every second. Skarak ships appeared throughout the belt and even the inner system. Three large Skarak vessels had broken cover from the sunward of Proxima, the tidally-locked innermost planet with its permanently-burning surface—a blind spot for the Union and clearly a good hiding place for the Skarak. The three ships engaged a nearby Union carrier patrolling the inner system.

      The nearest Skarak to Terra was only a million kilometers away from the Union central world. As its power systems came online, the Skarak ship appeared as if from nowhere. It lit up on holo-displays across the Union, causing a frantic scramble of Terra’s defense. The carrier permanently assigned to Terra’s orbital defense was dispatched to engage the Skarak craft, and the battle was about to be joined.

      The Resolute’s target was just inside the belt.

      A Skarak ship was moving along a Union shipping lane, destroying freighters and transports as it went.

      Moving in to meet the Skarak vessel head on, the Resolute came swiftly into range.

      “All weapons to full power. Stand by. Fire when in range. Open a channel to the fleet and inform command we are about to engage the enemy.”

      The Resolute moved in with a weaving approach to reduce the chance of becoming targeted by the Skarak’s weapons. And then the blue beam, devastatingly powerful, blasted out from between the ship’s rapiers, narrowly missing the Resolute as she moved back and forth across her heading. Dodging and weaving like a featherweight boxer, she avoided the incoming assault.

      And then the Resolute opened fire.

      The spitz guns erupted with a rapid-fire salvo. Billions of degrees of thermal energy raced across space and flickered over the hull of the Skarak ship, every point of contact vaporizing a small but measurable portion of the ship’s strange hull.

      As the spitz guns paused to cool the emitters, the high-energy laser delivered its own devastating fire. The laser beam lanced out, appearing to strike the hull of the Skarak ship instantaneously, the beam appearing and then disappearing, the only evidence of its having been there as a white-hot target point on the Skarak hull.

      The Skarak ship turned on the Resolute, forgetting about its defenseless prey to turn and defend itself against Featherstone’s ship.

      The Resolute was only a support ship. This battle was a job for a cruiser, or a squadron of Blades, but every ship had to engage. The Resolute’s strength was in her maneuverability, and her surprisingly impressive arsenal.

      “She’s bringing her primary weapon to the fight. Hit them with everything we’ve got.” Featherstone worked quickly on his armrest console, glancing at the information displayed on the main holo-stage. The command deck crew was all focused on their individual tasks.

      The Skarak primary weapon blasted out from within the rapiers, the crackling, tortured beam slamming into the Resolute.

      Lights on the command deck flickered. The holo-stage dropped out momentarily and then came back online.

      “Deflector shield down to thirty percent. Hull stability field holding strong,” Dorik called from the defensive systems console.

      “Move us in close and keep us out of that energy beam. Target the forward area in the middle of all those spikes.” Featherstone jumped down from his command chair and moved quickly around the command deck, checking one console after another.

      “Mass beam target acquired. All the weapons are focused on the same target area,” Cronin said. “Firing now.”

      The mass beam slammed into the Skarak ship, collapsing one of the long arms at its base where it extended out from the main body of the craft. It tumbled off into space. Gray ooze spilled from the wound. The spitz guns and the laser slammed into the Skarak ship’s nose.

      The blue crackling beam leapt forward again, rippling over the long rapiers, and arced away in huge looping waves like blue plasma storms on the surface of the Scorpio star. The energy loops wrapped themselves around the Resolute and held it in its grip, flickering over the ship, crackling across its hull, and moving toward the drive system.

      “Deflector shield inoperative. Forward deflector emitters are offline. Hull stability field holding, but it’s failing fast,” Dorik said.

      “Break us free,” Featherstone said. He dashed over to the pilot’s chair and stood behind Hemel.

      Featherstone had never found a replacement for Boyd at the helm, but he didn’t know if even Boyd would be able to maneuver out of this deadly embrace.

      “They are drawing us in,” Dorik said. He left his console and walked over to the holo-stage, drawn to the image of the massive Skarak vessel.

      “Man your station, Sergeant,” Featherstone shouted across the command deck.

      Dorik clutched his gut and bent forward, clutching his temples.

      “Doc, get Sergeant Dorik out of here,” Featherstone said, running over to the weapons console.

      “Combat drone loaded into forward tube,” Cronin said as Featherstone took over.

      “At this range, we’ll lose our forward bulkheads,” Dorik said. “Shielding is almost completely gone.” He collapsed to the deck in a heap.

      “We will lose them all if we don’t shake this energy beam,” Featherstone said. “Launching combat drones. That blast is going to hit us hard. Brace for impact.”

      The combat drone leapt away from the forward tube. It instantly lost direction as it caught the edge of the crackling blue energy beam wrapped around the Resolute. Spitz guns targeting went wayward, and the barrage of pulse rounds slammed into the Skarak ship at random. The laser slammed into the forward section where the blue crackling energy beam was being generated.

      Another blow from the mass beam, and another of the spikes fell away. The blue beam lost its grip, and the Resolute broke away.

      “Put everything into the drive and get us out of here before that combat drone hits.” Featherstone climbed back up into his command chair.

      “Coming about,” Hemel said. “Engaging drive.”

      The combat drone reacquired its target and went spiraling in toward the Skarak ship. Blue flaming balls of crackling energy blasted out toward the incoming drone in huge pulses.

      Once in range, the drone collapsed its antimatter shielding and detonated. The last moment before detonation, the Resolute turned and jumped to high speed.

      The glowing, billowing cloud of plasma fire engulfed the forward section of the Skarak ship, and blue crackling energy sliced out at random as she was destroyed.

      Cronin helped Dorik to his feet. The sergeant was pale and weak.

      Featherstone looked over at his sergeant with concern.

      “I’ll get him checked out, sir,” Cronin said.

      Featherstone nodded, just as a call from Colonel Lawrence appeared on the main holo-stage.

      “We’ve got reports of Skarak ships all across the system. They are more than a match for the smaller Union ships and we are taking losses, but we look to have them on the run. What is your status, Charles?”

      “I’ve just taken out a Skarak ship in the belt. We have sustained heavy damage to all systems. Their energy weapon dragged down our shielding with a couple of blasts.”

      “Good work, Resolute. Get to a ground base for post-battle service.”

      “Sir,” Featherstone said. “One of my team is on task in the Faction. I need to be active if he needs support.”

      The colonel nodded. “I’ll send a maintenance ship to you as soon as I can. It looks like we’ve cleared the inner system. No more Skarak ships are appearing. We have surveillance ships running a system-wide sweep, and it looks as if all surviving Skaraks are heading out of the system. They are all breaking cover from where they had been hiding and leaving.”

      “What started them off? Why start attacking us now?” Featherstone asked.

      “If only we knew that. What we do know is we have to strengthen our fleet and keep a close watch on our borders. We can’t let these Skaraks surprise us again.”

      Featherstone nodded. “Something tells me they will be back.”
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      Boyd dropped into the pilot’s chair and looked at the surveillance feed from the probe in orbit. The signal was heading directly toward them, racing across space. As it came closer, it began to resolve as two separate signals.

      “Hold position. Even if they know we are in the clouds, it’ll take them ages to find us. Hold position.” Poledri remained calm, but he was leaning forward, studying every slight change in the probe’s readings.

      Boyd checked and double-checked his console. The Fist was floating along merrily in the density stream. If he was ordered to leave, he could punch his way back into space in a moment and be dodging the incoming ships in the asteroids of the sphere. The drive would give him speed and maneuverability enough to hold them off. And if it looked like he was about to be destroyed, he would make sure he saved himself.

      He wasn’t going down with a Faction ship. Not if he could help it.

      His last act on the flight deck, should the ship come under attack by the Union, would be to terminate the Fist’s command, starting with the captain and working down the chain of command. Being a Faction ship, all crew were routinely armed with pistols. Taking the first shot was no problem. Poledri would be dead before he even knew he’d been betrayed.

      Next in command was Noland, purely on the basis of the time he’d been part of Poledri’s flight deck crew. But, currently, the next in command appeared to be Thresh. Boyd considered what it would mean to gun her down. But he realized she would have no such problem with shooting and killing him. It didn’t make it an easier decision…but it was his duty.

      It was the third or fourth shots that really counted. Boyd might be able to take out three or four of the Fist’s flight deck crew before others realized what was happening and fired on him. He gave himself a twenty-five-percent chance of successfully taking control of the flight deck singlehandedly.

      “It’s a Faction ship,” Poledri said.

      Boyd looked up at the holo-stage. The image had resolved to show a Faction ident: the Creeping Fate.

      “Captain Bozilova,” Poledri said with a dry chuckle. “Thought they’d hanged him on Terra weeks ago.”

      And then the second ship came into focus. Clearly a Skarak ship.

      “They are chasing Bozilova,” Poledri said. “Open a channel.”

      “The Skarak will detect us,” Noland said.

      “We can’t leave a Faction brother in trouble. Make ready to exit the atmosphere. Stand by for action.”

      Boyd had no desire to fly into combat with a Skarak ship. They were battered and would not last long in a fight. Clearly, the Creeping Fate was not at its best. She was running for her very survival.

      The image of Captain Bozilova appeared on the holo-stage, flickering so that the man was barely visible. From what image there was, Boyd could see that Bozilova was a big man, tall and broad, with a huge black beard.

      “Poledri, is that you?” Bozilova laughed. “Just in time to see me get blown out of the void.”

      “Well, I missed your hanging, so I thought I might try and put in an appearance for your second death this month.”

      The pair laughed.

      “What’s your status?” Poledri asked, turning serious.

      “Not good. I am about to lose all power from my main drive. Minimal weapons. I’ve only got one hail cannon. I had some combat drones that I lifted from a Union transport, but they are spent.”

      “You look like you could use some help,” Poledri said. He plotted a course and sent it to Boyd at the flight console.

      “I can get blown to pieces all by myself, thanks,” Bozilova said.

      “Maybe I want to prevent that, just so I can book a front row seat at your next hanging,” Poledri said.

      “Sounds good to me. Where are you?”

      “We are just leaving the atmosphere of Lastone. Slingshot around the planet and we’ll give those Skaraks a surprise.”

      Boyd checked the course Poledri had sent over and the heading for the Creeping Fate. It was dangerous, and it was genius.

      “Get ready to bring that hail cannon to the fight. Poledri out.”

      Boyd waited until the right moment and then hit the drive. The Fist climbed up through one density layer after another, buffeted by winds as she went, before she burst out of the topmost cloud layer and soon was in orbit.

      At just that moment, the Creeping Fate came in on its slingshot trajectory, dropping into the gravity well of the massive terrestrial planet and bringing the Skarak ship with it, hot on its drive section.

      The Creeping Fate raced past the Odium Fist with only meters to spare. The slightest miscalculation and both ships would have been vaporized in a high-speed collision.

      “Fire,” Poledri said excitedly.

      With all hail cannons directed forward, the Fist blasted out a wall of hail just as the Skarak ship came over the horizon. To see another ship in its path after pursuing one for so many thousands of kilometers must have been surprising, if these aliens even thought that way.

      The hail cannon rounds slammed home, and a ripple of fire spread over its forward rapiers and its fat black hull.

      Then the Skarak returned fire.

      The crackling blue beam leapt toward the Fist. Boyd, reacting on instinct, moved the Fist aside. The Skarak energy weapon slammed into the atmosphere of Lastone.

      The Fist groaned and complained at the sudden movements.

      Then the Creeping Fate completed its maneuver around the planet and came up on the Skarak’s rear, delivering a blast of hail.

      Boyd took a quick glance at the available data on the Skarak ship. She could soak up that kind of damage all day long. The two Faction ships would run out of power before they could take her down.

      “Captain,” Boyd said. “I can take the Skarak down. Let me use the shuttle.”

      “My bus?” Poledri said.

      The Skarak weapon struck the Fist a glancing blow.

      “I can ram her with the bus. I’ll drop the reactor containment at the last moment. If you and the Creeping Fate can keep the Skarak fixed on these two ships, I can advance the small ship without being spotted.”

      “Go. Take her,” Poledri said. “How will you get back aboard?”

      “Let’s hope the environmental suits can handle it,” Boyd said.

      He jumped up from the pilot’s seat, and Poledri took his place.

      Marching off the deck, Thresh followed.

      “This is a one-person job, Thresh,” Boyd said.

      “If anyone can get a big enough bang out of the reactor on that old bus, it’s me,” Thresh said. “Captain?” She turned to Poledri.

      The captain was enjoying himself, moving the ship from one firing position to another. The ship took a hit from the Skarak weapon, shaking the half-smile from his face.

      Poledri waved them off the bridge without looking up. “Go. The pair of you. Kill that bastard.”

      Boyd and Thresh ran along the corridors. Alarms were sounding. A whistle in the air suggested a minor hull breach somewhere.

      “Are you really this desperate to get yourself killed?” Boyd asked Thresh as they came to the shuttle bay.

      “Just want to make sure you don’t try to run out on us. There’s something not right about you.” Thresh smiled.

      Bursting into the bay, the pair pulled on flight suits and squeezed into the bus. Boyd dropped into the pilot’s seat while Thresh went to the rear section.

      “I’ll give you enough power to get us there,” Thresh said, “then this old bus is going to go out with a bang.”

      Boyd watched the outer door open. The massive Skarak warship was twisting and turning, its blue beam firing at the two ships dancing around her. The hail cannons were just pinpricks on a giant.

      “I will fly us directly at the primary weapon.” Boyd set off across to the void toward the massive Skarak ship.

      One huge blast from the drive and then Boyd cut the power. The bus fell toward its target, thruster jets keeping it on track and avoiding the battling ships—a small, insignificant ship in a battle of giants.

      The two Faction ships were small by comparison to the Skarak ship, and the bus was smaller still, and with no drive trail or energy signature, they were practically invisible.

      The bus fell in closer to the large rapiers. Blue energy crackled deep inside the outer surface. It was as if the surface existed at several levels, and the blue energy seethed within.

      “This old reactor only has a few million kilometers in her anyway,” Thresh said, stepping forward. She leaned over Boyd’s shoulder and looked out of the forward transparent composite, the rapiers of the Skarak ship all around.

      “Let’s go,” Boyd said, standing up. He checked his suit and realized it was pointless at this stage. It either worked or it didn’t. There was no backup plan.

      Boyd stepped over to the hatch and slid it open. He stepped out from the bus, Thresh grabbing his hand.

      “Our combined thrust should be enough to get clear,” she said.

      “Should be?” Boyd asked. He hit the suit’s thrust and looked back over his shoulder nervously.

      The bus disappeared into the depths of the Skarak’s dark rapiers, and then a white flash lit them up, silhouetting the entire ship. It hung there for a moment of stillness in the dark.

      And then the blast wave hit.

      Boyd felt the blast like a hammer blow. His vision blurred, his suit began reporting malfunctions, and his life support was compromised. He only had a few minutes before he suffocated or froze to death.

      Thresh was out for the count, her body limp next to him. He dragged her closer to him and pushed his suit’s thrusters to the limit.

      Looking back, the Skarak ship was turning. Hail cannon fire still flickered over its black hull. And then it was gone, racing toward the outer asteroid sphere and away from the Scorpio System.

      “This is Boyd. Thresh is out cold. I’ve only got a few minutes. Any chance of a pickup?”

      The helmet speaker crackled to life and Boyd heard the delighted cheers from the flight deck of the Fist.

      “Great job, Boyd,” Poledri said. “The Skarak have turned tail and are running. I’ll come about and pick you up. Hang tight. I’ll be there in a moment. Poledri out.”

      As Boyd drifted, he saw Thresh’s eyes flicker to life again.

      “Where are we?” she asked. She reached around Boyd and held him tight.

      “Just floating,” Boyd said. “Awaiting pickup.”

      “Did we win?” she asked in a sleepy, lazy, dreamlike tone.

      “Not yet. I think the war has just begun,” Boyd said.

      “Maybe we can have a rest before our next battle.” She rested her head against his, their helmets knocking lightly.

      The Fist came racing in then turned to present its open shuttle bay. It swallowed the pair up. Artificial gravity caught them both and they fell to the deck as the hatch sealed behind them.

      Boyd was back aboard the Odium Fist. Back with the Faction crew he had just saved. Saved for now, at least, but one day, he would destroy them. First, he needed to get close to Kitzov, then he would take down their leader, along with the crew of the Odium Fist.

      Boyd was a Blue Star Marine, after all, and he was going to destroy the Faction.
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      Boyd sat in his cabin, the image of Major Featherstone hovering over his clandestine transmitter.

      “I was this close,” Boyd said, holding his finger and thumb a centimeter apart. “This close to Kitzov.”

      “It was good work, Sergeant,” Featherstone said. “No one has ever gotten that close. If the Skarak hadn’t had come into the picture, we would have Kitzov at the end of a rope by now.”

      “Sir,” Boyd said. “The Skarak? Who are they? What do they want?”

      “The tactical intelligence believes they were just observing us. As soon as we discovered them, they started to leave. They have been watching us, though. Studying us.”

      “Does the tactical intelligence believe they are gone for good?”

      Featherstone avoided the question.

      “We heard about the Truth,” Featherstone said.

      “It was an impossible situation, sir.”

      “It’s a tough job, Boyd. It’s why you got it.”

      “Maybe I should request extraction. If the Skarak come back, the Union is going to need good pilots.”

      “Kitzov is still one of the most dangerous men, if not the most dangerous, in the Scorpio System. We can’t fight the Skarak and the Faction. Taking Kitzov out is still a priority for the Union, and you are still our best chance of achieving that. You are to hold your position and try to get close to this Faction Leader. Without him, they will be little more than a scattered bunch of gangsters and pirates.”

      Boyd nodded. He wanted to take Kitzov down. He had more reason than most in the Union to want to see the man destroyed. Kitzov was a killer, and Boyd wanted justice…and revenge.

      The corridor proximity alarm sounded in Boyd’s ear. He canceled the transmission, Featherstone’s image vanishing in a second. Boyd stuffed the transmitter up his sleeve and sat on his bunk.

      The door to his cabin burst open, and Enke Thresh was standing there. She was wearing a tight tank top, her arms heavily bruised from the blast wave thrown out from the exploding bus.

      “Not another sparing match?” Boyd asked.

      Thresh grinned. “I know you couldn’t take it.”

      Boyd looked up at Thresh. Her thick, dark hair was covering a heavy bruise on her upper cheek, and her eye was bloodshot red.

      “You need a med-pack?” Boyd asked.

      “The captain wants you on the flight deck.” She leaned against the doorframe.

      “What now?” Boyd complained, standing up, making sure the clandestine transmitter stayed up his sleeve.

      “Unless you have something else you’d rather be doing.” She grinned.

      “Better see what the captain wants first,” Boyd said.

      “I knew you had a strong streak of self-preservation about you. It’s almost cowardly.”

      “You have no idea,” Boyd said. “You think I want to get myself killed?”

      He stepped past Thresh in the doorway. She made him squeeze past her.

      “I think they have a bottle of something cold for you, as a thank you for saving the Fist and the Creeping Fate.” Thresh fell in step alongside Boyd.

      “Oh, good, something to take the edge off,” Boyd said, but he needed to stay alert. He needed to keep a clear head. He was still in enemy territory. He was still in danger.

      And a second war had just begun.
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      The flight deck of the Faction raider, the Odium Fist, was dimly lit, with only a flickering holo-image lighting the faces of the bridge crew around the deck. Running at stealth approach, the ship and crew were silent, watching the target up ahead. Will Boyd sat in the pilot’s seat, focused entirely on his flight controls.

      The Union heavy freighter lay just on the edge of the Fist’s sensor range, which had been boosted by a small surveillance drone travelling ahead at a distance of three hundred thousand kilometers. Boyd held a steady speed, keeping the drone at the exact same distance without wavering by more than a meter.

      On a state-of-the-art Union cruiser or frigate, it would have been an impressive display of piloting skill. Here on the Fist, a battered old raider, it was nothing short of incredible, impossible for any pilot other than Boyd.

      Captain Poledri slipped down from his command chair, his feet touching the deck silently. He moved slowly across the flight deck—as if he thought he could give away the position of his ship with a loud or sudden movement—and came up behind Boyd

      Poledri placed a hand on the back of Boyd’s seat.

      “Great flying, Boyd,” Poledri said quietly.

      Boyd simply nodded. He focused entirely on the range to the drone.

      The holo-stage flickered again. Every time the holo-stage flickered, the image of the Union heavy lost a little more clarity, and now, flickering wildly, the image returned as an indistinct smear across the display. Boyd felt his heart jump. The drone was small and built for a hunt, but if the heavy was alert and actively searching for raiders then the small composite device would show up if it drifted too close to the target.

      Boyd was flying the Fist and the drone simultaneously, keeping both just within range of each other.

      “Steady, Boyd,” Poledri said, stepping around the pilot’s chair and walking over to the holo-stage. He stood with his hands behind his back, looking up at the image of the Union ship.

      The image flickered again, losing all color, before finally settling and resolving back into clarity.

      “Where’s Thresh?” Poledri said. “Can’t she fix this kravin’ holo-stage?”

      “She’s at the reactor shunt,” Noland said from his position at the surveillance and communication console to the port side of the flight deck.

      “I know where she is. It was a rhetorical question.” Poledri tapped the controls on the holo-stage and attempted to clear up the image on the aging unit.

      “You know what rhetorical means, don’t you?” Boyd said, looking over at Noland with a grin.

      Noland mouthed an obscenity at Boyd before speaking. “Do you want me to answer that?”

      Boyd turned back to his flight deck, and the pair laughed at their joke.

      “Quiet,” Poledri said, hissing in frustration.

      Boyd looked back to his controls. The drone was drifting, a localized gravity anomaly pulling it off course. Boyd corrected the Fist’s course and made a minute adjustment to speed with a brief blast from a starboard thruster.

      The flickering image of the distant freighter was surrounded with holo-text showing the Union ship’s speed and heading as well as its various physical dimensions. Boyd watched the numbers on speed and distance closely.

      Then they changed. The distance was reduced radically in an instant. Boyd hit the anchor field generator and stopped the Fist dead in its tracks. The hull stability field on the Fist was out of alignment by a fraction and the inertia regulator was out of calibration. Boyd felt the result as a sickness in his gut and a dizzy feeling in his sinuses.

      “The heavy is coming about,” Noland called from the surveillance console.

      “She’s running a crazy pivot,” Boyd said as he reversed the drive field and pushed the Fist back, maintaining the distance between the Fist and the Union ship. “Pull in the drone. If the freighter crew is as jumpy as they look, they will be scanning for a tail drone.”

      “No,” Poledri said. He turned his back to the holo-stage. “Full speed ahead, Mr. Boyd. We will attack.”

      “Yes, sir,” Boyd said and immediately pushed the Odium Fist up to speed. Boyd had been in Poledri’s crew long enough to know to respond quickly to the captain’s orders.

      The sudden acceleration was jarring as the minor fluctuations in the stability field again caused waves of sickness. Only Boyd was seemingly affected. He was still relatively new to the ship and was not used to its moods, but he could still fly it better than anyone else aboard.

      “She will detect us in a few seconds for sure, Captain,” Jemmy Noland said, looking at the captain.

      Poledri was bouncing across the flight deck to his command chair.

      “They will be so anxious about getting their crazy pivot maneuver correct, and fearful that they might find a pirate on their tail, they will hit full-blown panic stations when they do see us. We will have surprise on our side.” Poledri opened a ship-wide channel. “This is Poledri. Troopers, suit up and prepare for boarding.”

      Enke Thresh came on to the flight deck, her maintenance overalls covered in tiny, dark plasma burns. She smelled like an overpowered core conduit. For just a moment, Boyd was distracted by her entrance. She had a way of doing that.

      “What are you doing to my reactor?!” she shouted as she stepped up to the engineering console. “Throwing up the anchor field and then jumping to full drive. Is this your idea of good piloting, Boyd? Do you want to tear her apart?” Thresh looked down at Boyd.

      Boyd grinned and pointed over his shoulder at Poledri. “Just following orders.”

      “Get the weapons ready, Thresh,” Poledri said, his voice brimming with excitement. “We are going to take that ship.” He pointed at the flickering holo-stage.

      Thresh transferred to the weapons console next to her engineering station. Her hands moved across the panel in one smooth move.

      “Spitz guns to full power. Hail cannons standing by.”

      “She’s spotted us,” Boyd said as he noticed the Union heavy turn sharply to port, her drive field clearly at full power as the slightest hint of a drive flare came curving out of the assembly. Then the Union freighter was flung across space at maximum drive.

      “After her,” Poledri said. “Thresh, make sure the drive assembly has all the power it needs. I’m not letting this prize escape.”

      Boyd maintained his alertness, ready to match any evasion maneuver from the heavy, but the Union ship was not trying anything fancy. Her captain surely knew that only pure speed could save his ship from the Faction raider on his tail. Boyd knew it would only save them for a short time.

      The Odium Fist was old, but she was fast, and her drive systems were in excellent shape. The Union freighter was built for haulage and distance. Built to travel from one side of the Scorpio System to the other, fully laden with material, and then back again for another load. The crew could run a three-watch rotation for weeks if necessary, but the freighter could run for years on end if nothing interrupted its operation.

      Now the Odium Fist had interrupted, and she posed a deadly threat to the freighter.

      The Odium Fist was one of the first Faction ships designed for this kind of raiding operation. Rather than being a modified version of a Union ship, she was configured explicitly for this type of work—sneaking up on Union heavies or chasing them over distance, then making them a little bit lighter by taking their most valuable cargo.

      The Fist was lightly armored, its defensive capabilities based on a combination of hull stability fields, deflector shielding, and an aggressive fighting capability.

      Like all Faction raiders, it was heavily armed with flank hail cannons and a dozen spitz guns. The rapid-fire spitz guns were essentially an upscaled version of the Union Fleet Marine pulse rifle. They were overpowered and based on a stolen Union design. The hail cannon was outlawed tech, and possession meant death by hanging for any and all ship’s crew carrying them. But as the penalty for any Faction crew was death anyways, there was little to deter Faction ships from carrying the cannons. Old as they were, dating back to the fleet that first settled the system, the hail cannons were powerful and able to punch holes in a Union cruiser at close range.

      “We’ll be alongside her in a few minutes,” Boyd said. “But she’s a powerful ship. I don’t think the grapple field will hold her if she decides to suddenly dump a load of speed. We’ll go flying right by her if she decided to stop.”

      “You better hope the grapple field does hold, Boyd,” Poledri said. “You’ll be going over with the boarding party.”

      Boyd looked back at Poledri. “Yes, Captain. But who will fly the Fist?”

      “I know how to handle my ship,” Poledri said. “Just get us alongside her and deploy the grapple field. If she tries to get away, I’ll keep her from running too far. And I’ll remember to come back and pick you up if you get lost in space…maybe.”

      Noland laughed loudly. “Hope you don’t puke in your helmet, Boyd. I hear traversing through a grapple field can get a bit bumpy.”

      “I would have let you take my shuttle,” Poledri said as he tapped away at his armrest holo-display, “but you blew up my beautiful little bus, didn’t you.”

      Noland laughed again, shaking his head in amusement.

      “And you can stop laughing like a Union banker, Noland,” Poledri said. “You’ll be going along with him. Make sure the troopers don’t blow holes in all my plunder.”

      Then it was Boyd’s turn to laugh.

      “When did you last make a traverse?” Boyd moved the Fist alongside the Union ship. The holo-stage flickered, and the flight deck lights dimmed as Thresh threw power from the core into the grapple field.

      The freighter pushed its drive and then threw up an anchor field to stop itself dead. The power fluctuations across the Fist dimmed lights until almost pure dark, and a power conduit blew out in the recreation suite, but a Faction raider was built with grapple fields as a priority. What would be the point of catching up with a freighter if it couldn’t be held?

      Poledri stepped down from his command chair.

      “Move, Mr. Boyd. I’ve got her from here.” Poledri was moving to sit in the pilot’s seat, his hands on the flight console, before Boyd had cleared out. “And throw more power into the grapple, Thresh!”

      Thresh was darting from the weapons console to the engineering station, her hair falling loose from where it had been tied up and secured with a length of stiff conduit wire. She looked completely in control of everything except her hair.

      Boyd was pushed out of his seat by Poledri, breaking into a run and beating Noland off the deck.

      Boyd ran mostly because he wanted to be sure to give the impression he was at least half as excited about this act of space piracy as the captain was. It wouldn’t look good to appear at all reluctant, but Boyd was reluctant. This was a Union ship he was about to board, a ship crewed with a handful of hard-working Union civilians. Boyd knew they weren’t paid enough to deal with pirates.

      Since the Skarak had appeared in the Scorpio System and attacked shipping, the Union Fleet was too preoccupied with patrolling the outer system. Any transport running between the planet Extremis and the belt was too far from support. The fleet carrier, Titan, was stationed at the central Union world of Terra. The fleet’s other two carriers, Goliath and Able, were patrolling the far side of the sphere, outside the system, watching for any Skarak incursion.

      This Union freighter had entered the danger zone. If the Odium Fist hadn’t found her, another raider would have. These were happy hunting grounds for the Faction.

      “He’s only sending me to keep a watch on you, Boyd,” Noland said, panting as he ran.

      “Maybe he thinks you need the exercise.” Boyd turned into the kit locker. His personal locker held his suit, which he maintained himself. He didn’t trust a Faction maintenance drone, and he needed this suit to be in the best condition. His life depended on it, not only because it protected him against deadly environments, but because he was currently using his locker to hide the covert device he was using to maintain communications with Major Featherstone, his Union commanding officer.

      Boyd was no pirate. He was a sergeant in the Blue Star Marines. Acting like a pirate was just part of the undercover mission he had been assigned.

      “Hurry up, Boyd,” Poledri’s voice came over the helmet communicator as he pulled it on. “They shut down their drive after Thresh gave them a salvo of spitz rounds. Faction control reported a Union cruiser in this region of the belt only a few days ago. So let’s move quickly. And, Noland, keep an eye on Boyd.”

      Noland grinned through his scratched, murky faceplate. He nudged Boyd hard in the ribs.

      “See? Captain doesn’t trust you.”

      Boyd ignored Noland’s grinning and exited the kit locker. The main airlock already had four Faction troopers standing by, ready for some piracy, pulse pistols in hand.

      Noland stepped in behind Boyd and hit the inner door panel. It slid shut with the screech of a poorly-maintained mechanism. Boyd knew Thresh would have this ship back to factory specs in a few weeks of drydock time, but Poledri loved the free run of piracy now that the Union was preoccupied with alien invaders. He was hardly giving any of his crew a chance to breathe, let alone conduct some basic maintenance on non-vital systems. Boyd hadn’t even had a chance to contact his boss, Major Featherstone, in several days.

      Noland was just about to activate the airlock pump, to bring the airlock pressure down to vacuum, when Poledri’s voice crackled over the group channel.

      “Wait up. Wait for me. I’m coming. The ship can run on autopilot for a bit.”

      The troopers exchanged looks. They looked at Boyd and Noland.

      Boyd looked at Noland and shrugged.

      “Guess the captain wants to get his pulse pistol out of its holster,” Noland said with a grin.

      “Guess so,” Boyd said.

      The inner door opened and Captain Poledri was standing there. His suit was a new Marine unit, traded with a fellow Faction captain only recently. The pulse pistols, however, were old. Boyd could see they were clean, well maintained, and with fresh power cells, but these pistols had the battered, well-worn look of the pirate’s favorite weapons.

      “Okay,” Poledri said, stepping into the airlock. “Open her up and let’s steal some Union kit.”

      The troopers saluted and greeted the captain. There was nothing a Faction trooper admired more than a captain who went into the fight personally.

      Boyd watched as the timer on the outer door began to count down. The pump screeched and whined until the air pressure fell to virtual zero and the airlock was at vacuum.

      Poledri looked at Boyd, an excited look on his worn face.

      “Open her up, Mr. Boyd,” Poledri said.

      Boyd stepped up to the outer door panel and hit the flashing red button.

      The door slid open noiselessly to reveal a startling view.

      The side of the Union heavy freighter was just a few hundred meters off, but all around there was nothing but deep, dark space. Boyd stepped out of the airlock and into the void. Whichever way he looked, he had the feeling he was about to fall. But he hung in space, floating alongside the outer hull of the Odium Fist.

      Boyd hit his suit’s thrusters and began his traverse to the other ship. He picked a suitable landing spot on the silvered composite hull, just a few meters away from an airlock. He moved forward, upright, and after completing half the traverse, he turned so he was falling, slowly, feet first towards the hull now below him. Projecting a rear view on his faceplate, Boyd looked at the Fist behind him. The troopers were all streaming across space behind him, Noland amongst them, but standing out from them in his new environment suit was Captain Poledri.

      Boyd touched down on the hull of the Union ship and walked over to the airlock. He hacked the panel and popped the hatch. And then, without waiting for instructions, he dropped into the dark airlock.

      Boyd had boarded the Union ship.

      He was a pirate now.
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      The inner hatch opened, sliding back noiselessly on a well-maintained mechanism. The interior showed a clean and well-ordered industrial vessel.

      The crew was nowhere to be seen or heard.

      “Just look at the size of this thing.” Poledri stepped out into the corridor.

      A trooper, a small quick man, darted to cover Poledri from one side of the corridor. Noland took position on the other side. The pair of flank guards aimed their pulse pistols along the corridor, guarding their captain and watching for the Union crew who may at any moment attack.

      Poledri ignored the pair falling in alongside him. He looked to Boyd, his cold blue eyes sparkling like ice. The scar over his right eye appeared deeper, redder, in the blue light of the corridor.

      “She’s a prize alright. Boyd, get up to the command deck and secure the vessel. Noland, go with him. The rest of you, stay with me. Let’s go and see what this heavy is hauling. Go.”

      Poledri ran off along the corridor, his arm held in front of him as the image on his wrist-mounted holo-stage showed him the way to the cargo hold.

      Noland looked at Boyd. “You first.”

      Boyd shrugged and led the way, sending a micro drone along the corridor in front of him to scan for any defenders. As the micro drone raced ahead, it showed Boyd and Noland that the corridor was empty.

      It was not unusual for a freighter to run without onboard military guards. Not every company guarded every ship. It was a simple matter of cost. The Union moved millions of tons of freight every day back and forth across the system. If a ship was lost here or there, it was a matter for insurance. If the crew was lost to hostile Faction troopers, it was simply a matter of hiring new crew.

      The Union was too big to care about individual ships or individual crew. As long as the Union Fleet destroyed Faction raiders at a reasonable rate, and regularly hung a Faction captain or two in front of the capital building on Terra, then the civilian population was satisfied that everything that could be done was being done.

      Noland moved behind Boyd, keeping in cover. Boyd kept to the side of the corridor, darting from one recess or hatchway to another, making use of the limited available cover. He slowed as he approached a cross-corridor—a perfect spot for an ambush. If Boyd was defending the ship, this was exactly where he would position himself, along with few more well-armed troopers and possibly an automated spitz gun or two.

      “Move, Boyd,” Noland said. “The captain will want to hear we have the command deck before he can unload the plunder.”

      Boyd stopped, ducked into a shallow recess, and looked at the cross-corridor ahead. The drone reported the way was clear.

      “If you think you can go any faster,” Boyd said and offered Noland the position on point.

      Noland glowered at Boyd but held his place at the rear.

      “That’s what I thought,” Boyd said. He stepped out of the inadequate cover and pressed on.

      The cross-corridor ran the width of the freighter. It was so long that its far end was lost in the distance. The corridor was marked with colored strip-lights indicating the way to various operational centers: a medical bay, a maintenance bay, equipment lockers, and the command deck.

      Moving fast and keeping low, Boyd pressed forward. He kept to the sides of the corridor until after a few hundred meters, he came across another junction and a short hallway running to the forward section of the ship. At its end was a sealed bulkhead.

      “That’s it,” Boyd said. “The command deck is just through that door.”

      “Do we knock?” Noland said. He darted across the corridor and took position on the other side.

      Boyd looked at the heavy reinforced door. It would take an age to cut through. Maybe he should just knock.

      Poledri’s voice burst over his helmet communicator. “Boyd. Thresh is telling me the heavy is trying to break free. How is the command deck looking?”

      “It’s sealed shut and well protected.” Boyd glanced around the edge of the corridor. “Looks like a double-plated composite security door. Guess we know why they didn’t have fleet support. They are holed up on the command deck and pretty safe.”

      “Well, you had better make them pretty unsafe,” Poledri said. “Crack that hatch and secure the ship. If she breaks away from the grapple field, we’ll lose this cargo, and we’ll all be taken directly to a Union lockup awaiting execution. But not you, Boyd. If you don’t secure that deck, I will personally make sure you spend every second of our transit to the noose in extreme pain. Is that thought helpful to you at all?”

      “Yes, Captain,” Boyd said. He knew how to crack this door. For the sake of his primary mission, it looked like he would have to do it.

      “I’ll make sure we get inside, Captain,” Noland said.

      “You better,” Poledri said, the communicator channel crackling. “Just because you’ve been with me a while doesn’t mean I won’t hesitate to burn your fingernails off with a plasma torch one by one. Secure that deck. Are you still listening to me or are you moving?”

      Boyd was already moving. He walked up to the large round hatchway, examining it as he went. It was sitting flush with the surrounding bulkheads and there was not even a crack to slip an electron blade through. A small panel on one side was the only means of interacting with the door other than a high-powered particle cutter.

      Boyd stepped up to the panel, activating the electron blade on his pulse pistol and slashing down one side of it. The panel fell away to reveal the inner workings.

      “What are you thinking, Boyd?” Noland said, his head next to Boyd’s, looking intently over his shoulder at the series of nodes and micro conduits of the hatch controls.

      “Get down to the end of the corridor and watch my back,” Boyd said.

      Noland remained, studying the circuitry.

      Boyd deactivated his electron blade and holstered the pistol on his hip. He turned on Noland and gave him a light shove. The man was breathing down his neck and standing way too close. Boyd didn’t like his attention, particularly because he didn’t want him to see what he was about to do to crack this hatch.

      “Okay.” Noland stepped back, hands raised, and walked back along the short corridor. He pulled his pulse pistol and took position at the end of the corridor.

      Then Boyd got to work.

      The Union circuitry on the freighter was not so different to systems he was familiar with on his Marine ship, the Resolute. With a bit of skill, a bit of knowhow, and some well-positioned force, Boyd knew he could crack this shell. He just didn’t want to give away any of his secrets to Noland.

      Within a few moments, Boyd had sent up a cross-system shunt with the door controls. He drew a power cord from his suit’s systems and applied it to the circuit board. A spark and loud crack were the victory chime he was waiting for, hoping for.

      He stepped back as the command deck door rolled aside a few centimeters.

      “You got it,” Noland said excitedly. He rushed over to Boyd, craning his neck to peer through the narrow gap to the command deck inside.

      A crack of a pulse round striking the inside of the door caused Noland to step aside. He grinned.

      “They still got some fight in them,” he said. Then he stuck the muzzle of his pulse pistol in through the opening and fired a few random rounds.

      Boyd grabbed Noland’s wrist.

      “What are you doing?” he growled. He pulled Noland’s hand away and grabbed the pistol.

      “Let go of my pistol, Boyd,” Noland said, his former amusement turning dark. “Don’t touch my pistol or I’ll drive a blade through your eye.”

      Boyd let go of the pistol. He didn’t doubt that Noland would kill him over a minor disagreement. Noland was a hardened pirate, probably the longest-serving member of Poledri’s crew—certainly since the recent death of Poledri’s second-in-command, Raye.

      “Don’t fire blind into the kravin’ command deck. If you hit the wrong system, you could vent the cargo hold into space. Captain won’t be too please if you blast him into the void along with any plunder.”

      Noland grinned. “Guess not,” he said. “So how are we going to get in there?” He gestured with his pistol and a tip of his head.

      Boyd looked around the rim of the hatch. He saw the secondary locking system in place at the top of the hatch. With the seal broken, there was the slightest gap between the circular hatch and the rest of the bulkhead.

      “There,” Boyd said, pointing up. He drew his hip pistol and fired up the electron blade. A half-meter-long fizzing electron beam appeared on the front of the pistol, like a short bayonet. “And there.” Boyd pointed to the spot on the deck directly below the top locking bolt.

      Noland activated his electron blade and stood ready.

      “As one, okay?” Boyd said. He held his blade close to the locking bolt above his head on the wide round hatch.

      “On three,” Noland said.

      Boyd counted down and on three, he jammed his blade directly through the fine gap between hatch and frame. Noland did the same.

      The blades fizzed and crackled. Molten composite dripped from the frame, burning droplets crackling as they fell. One droplet landed on Boyd’s wrist-mounted holo-stage and burned through the interface. The display went dead.

      Then the hatch was free from the bolts and it slid aside.

      “Get down,” Boyd said and dropped to the deck.

      As the hatch rolled aside, a stream of pulse rounds erupted from inside the command deck. Boyd scurried forward—the only cover from the barrage was inside the command deck itself.

      In front of the hatch was the command chair on its plinth. Further into the deck was a line of command consoles, and beyond that sat the large main holo-stage. The image there showed the internal diagram of the Union heavy in a green outline marking every corridor, cabin, and cargo hold. Boyd saw the small number of red dots throughout the green holo-skeleton of the ship and knew they were the marked locations of himself and the rest of Poledri’s boarding party.

      Boyd slid into cover behind the command chair. The defenders were behind the other consoles. They held their pulse pistols over the consoles and fired wildly toward the command chair.

      A pulse round fizzed past Boyd and slammed into the bulkhead around the open hatchway. Noland was firing blind, his pulse pistol loosely aimed at the defenders. Boyd stopped him again.

      “We want to take the ship intact. Enough with the blind fire.”

      More pulse rounds fizzed by and Noland glowered at Boyd.

      “So how do we take them?” Noland asked in frustration. “Why don’t you stand in full view and give them something to aim at so I can go and kill them.”

      “Or we could use this.” Boyd pulled a concussion grenade off his suit and tossed it behind him so it arced over the command chair. He listened for it to land. The sound of it clattering over the surface of the holo-stage told him he had got it just about on target.

      Then the blast wave erupted from the grenade and washed across the command deck. The white wave raced around the chair, leaving Boyd and Noland sheltered from the blast.

      Without hesitation, Boyd was up. He stepped around the command chair and walked over to the bank of consoles. Behind them, lying on the deck, was the six-man bridge crew. All were sprawled on the deck clutching their ears in agony. One or two of them had vomited and were rolling in their own puke.

      Boyd grabbed the pulse pistols that lay on the deck and tossed them out of reach of the stricken crew. He stepped over to the captain—a civilian, his uniform tatty, his insignia clean, and his pulse pistol still in his grip—took his weapon to toss it aside.

      “You are captives of the Faction,” Boyd said. He stepped over to the holo-stage and grabbed the spent concussion grenade. It would need another charge before it could be used again. Boyd tucked it away.

      “You hear that, you Union scum?” Noland said, clambering over the consoles to the fallen crew. He grabbed one by the hair and pulled his head off the deck. “Faction got you now.” Noland slammed the man’s face down into the deck.

      “Take it easy, Noland,” Boyd said angrily. “They are beaten. Tell the captain we have the command deck.”

      Noland stood up and took a slow, deliberate step towards Boyd. As he went, he delivered a heavy kick to the abdomen of a prone Union crewman.

      “Why don’t you tell the captain and let me interrogate the crew.” Noland took another step and delivered another kick, this time to the captain who was struggling to get off the deck. He had barely made it up on his hands and knees when Noland’s kick dropped him again.

      Boyd held up his wrist and showed that the wrist-mounted holo-stage was burned out and offline. “I can’t contact the captain.” Boyd stepped over and guarded the captain from another attack. “And you are the communication operator. So communicate.”

      Noland squared off against Boyd.

      “What are you protecting these Union scum for? They kill us. Captain will probably airlock them anyway.” Noland aimed his pistol behind him and fired at an unconscious crewman. The pulse round slammed into his back. Blood crept out from under the man and spread over the deck, mixing with the vomit.

      “Who am I going to airlock?” Poledri asked as he marched onto the command deck. He looked at Boyd and Noland standing square in front of each other, neither giving an inch, both ready to fight.

      “What’s got into you guys?” the captain said. “Looks like you won and you still want to fight.”

      “Boyd was protecting these Union scum,” Noland said, his eyes fixed on Boyd.

      “They are just normal guys. These are not Union Fleet or Union Marines. They are just working guys like you and me.”

      Poledri laughed. “I knew there was something strange about you, Boyd. Not many Union lovers in the Faction.”

      “I hate the Union—the entity, that is. I don’t hate these guys. They are under the heel of the Union as much as anyone in the Faction.”

      Noland laughed a single humorless grunt. “A kravin’ idealist.” Noland rolled his eyes.

      “A realist,” Boyd countered.

      “I’m not one for politics,” Poledri said, “but I do know which side I am on. I am Faction. And we have been summoned to a meeting by Kitzov himself. So, secure this ship. I want to get her in tow. We’re leaving.”

      In a sudden move, Poledri raised his pistol and aimed it toward Boyd. He immediately fired a pulse round that fizzed past Boyd, who turned to look at Poledri’s target. The Union captain was up off the deck, a pulse pistol in his hand, raised and aimed at Boyd’s back. The captain slumped back to the deck, blood trickled out of the corner of his mouth, and the second, hidden pulse pilot clattered to the deck.

      “You owe me,” Poledri said to Boyd as he holstered his pistol. “And there’s a lesson on the Union for you right there. While we argue about who’s in the right and who’s in the wrong, they are preparing to shoot you in the back.”

      Poledri waved to his Faction troopers. “Get this lot secured, bind them hand and foot, and put them over there. We might get some ransom for them, if they are lucky.”

      “The cargo, Captain,” Noland said stepping over to Poledri.

      “Almost entirely black ice and a few machine parts. It’s a krav load. I’ve got the loader taking some over to the Fist now. I can’t believe they weren’t guarded. What a successful raid. And I have taken a new freighter for the Faction fleet. All that black ice will be worth enough for me to convert this heavy into a weapons platform. I’ll finally have a permanent support vessel for the Fist.”

      Poledri’s holo-stage came alive with the image of Thresh on the flight deck of the Odium Fist.

      “Captain. We’ve got a Union cruiser heading this way. They will be at this position in twenty minutes.”

      Captain gripped his head and let out a growl of frustration. “Kravin’ Union Fleet bastards.” He dropped his hands. “Okay. Boyd, forget about the tow on the heavy. We’ll never get out of here with this ship on our back. I’ll let the auto-loader take as much black ice to the Fist as possible while you set the heavy on a decoy course. It might buy us some time. Everyone else, get back to the Fist.”

      Boyd lingered, putting himself between Noland, the Faction troopers, and the bound Union crew. The crew was beginning to regain consciousness.

      “And one other thing, Boyd,” Poledri said, walking away. “Once you’ve rigged the ship for autopilot, make sure you finish off those Union bastards. No sense leaving any witnesses.”

      “I’ll do them,” Noland said, a dark, cold, cheer in his voice.

      “Get back to the Fist, Noland. I need you to plot a route out of here before that cruiser spots us, and make sure we don’t lead them back to the meeting. I don’t know what Kitzov will do to me if I lead a Union cruiser to his door, but it won’t be as bad as what I’d do to you. Go. And, Boyd. Kill them. Now.”

      Boyd looked down at the crew, all bound and gagged, tired eyes waking up to the grim reality that they were about to head into the long sleep of the dead.

      With the footsteps of Poledri and the rest of the boarding party disappearing down the corridor, Boyd took aim and fired.
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      Boyd backed away from the bodies of the Union crew sprawled over the deck. One body continued to twitch. Boyd hesitated and raised his pulse pistol to deliver another blast. With his finger wavering on the trigger, the body went limp and became still.

      Turning on his heel and breaking into a run, Boyd left the crew, shot by his own hand. The sounds of the airlock opening echoed along the corridor. Boyd sprinted, leaving the scene of his crime behind him, but he knew he could never outrun the looks of fear and sorrow on the faces of the Union crew as he had gone along the line shooting them each in turn. Every face indelibly burned into his memory.

      Boyd had been in battle before, and people had died because of his actions before. But killing in the heat of battle, when the blood ran hot and the emotions ran cold, was one thing. To shoot bound and gagged innocents in premeditated, methodical, and heartless murder, that was another thing altogether. It made him feel lightheaded. It wasn’t guilt…just a strange vacant feeling. He was a soldier, not an executioner.

      The airlock was opening at the end of the corridor, a lone Faction trooper waiting for Boyd. He stepped inside and waved at Boyd, urging him to hurry.

      “Get a shift on, Boyd.”

      Boyd ran into the airlock and the trooper closed the door. Alarms, flashing lights, and countdowns were a blur as Boyd tried to forget what he had done.

      “You did them all, yeah?” the trooper asked. His voice crackled over Boyd’s helmet communicator as the air was sucked out of the airlock with a screeching hiss.

      Boyd looked over at the trooper, a young and thuggish pirate. He was practically drooling over the thought of the murder. Then the countdown on his helmet stopped. The pressure gauge halted at twenty-five percent of standard atmospheric pressure. A red flashing light flickered around the airlock and holo-display lit up, alerting the two in the airlock that an error code had stopped the pumps.

      The system needed to restore before the airlock could be emptied of air. Only then would the outer hatch open and give Boyd and the young trooper access to the void beyond the Union heavy’s hull and the Fist waiting a few dozen meters away.

      Poledri’s voice burst over Boyd’s helmet speaker.

      “Are you planning on joining us, Mr. Boyd? That Union cruiser sure is. Any chance we can have you back aboard the Fist right now?”

      The trooper was tapping away at the airlock control panel furiously, increasingly filled with frustration, every jab from his finger less accurate and more brutal than the last.

      “We have a slight problem over here, Captain,” Boyd said. He looked around the airlock for any way to escape.

      “You will have a major problem when that cruiser gets here. Like a ‘you are under arrest and standing on a gallows outside Union Fleet Command on Terra’ kind of problem.”

      Boyd considered what it would mean to get captured by the Union Marines. For the young thug alongside him, it would mean a trip to the gallows on Terra. A short drop and a sudden stop followed by long minutes of strangulation. Boyd, on the other hand, would have to face the fact that he had failed in his mission to infiltrate the Faction and get close to its leader, Kitzov.

      The Faction Leader was considered the single most dangerous man in the Scorpio System. He had eluded capture for years. Boyd had come close to Kitzov, and his current position on the Odium Fist was sure to bring him close to the man again. Getting captured now would end Boyd’s mission and the job of locating Kitzov would be given to someone else, another Blue Star Marine with a fresh cover.

      But Boyd wanted to get Kitzov himself. He wanted to be there in the final moments of the hunt, to watch the terrorist leader get taken into Union custody. Boyd wanted to look Kitzov in the eye in that last moment, to let him know his criminal organization had been infiltrated and that he had been caught.

      And Boyd would tell him then that Daniel Boyd was his brother, the Union Fleet Marine lieutenant killed leading the relief response after the mine accident at the battle on Black Rock Asteroid. The Union Marines had gone to deliver emergency assistance following the mining disaster, and they had all been killed when they stumbled across a Faction stronghold. It was known that Kitzov had ordered the ambush of the Marine squad. He was to blame for Boyd’s brother’s death.

      Boyd wanted to be there in the end. To watch Kitzov dance. This was personal.

      Boyd saw the pressure gauge begin to creep up as the pumps reversed, slowly refilling the airlock. It would take fifteen minutes or more for the airlock to pressurize at this rate, and there was no guarantee that the airlock would complete its purge cycle next time either. Boyd could be stuck here for an hour. Plenty of time for the Union cruiser to arrive and take Boyd back to his squad.

      That was not going to happen. Boyd was still after Kitzov and determined to take the Faction Leader down. An airlock door stood in his way. It would not stand there for long.

      Boyd pulled the power pack from his pulse pistol and laid it at the base of the outer door. He set the pack to overload.

      “Get back,” Boyd said, pushing the young trooper back to the inner hatch.

      “What are you doing?” the trooper said. He looked at the power pack, its display showing the overload in progress.

      “Take cover,” Boyd said crouching in the corner as far from the outer airlock as he could get.

      “What cover?” the trooper said, fear mixing with anger.

      “Just set your suit’s grav field to deflect the blast.”

      “How the krav do I do that?”

      Boyd was about to explain as he set his own grav field. The field could be localized and would give some protection against the blast. The suit’s basic deflection shield, enough to deflect an indirect pulse round, would not be enough on its own to protect against a pulse pistol power pack overload in such a confined space.

      As Boyd completed the task, he realized the trooper had no time.

      The blast filled the confined space, enveloping Boyd. He felt the pressure push against him from all sides.

      The airlock door blasted outward instantly, and the residual pressure in the airlock blasted him toward the smashed-open door. Boyd slammed into the edge of the outer hatch as he was shot into space. He heard the ringing in his ears, both loud and also strangely distant. He felt sick, and his vision went dull and then sparkly. He tried to administer a stim shot so he could function well enough to get himself orientated and safely back to the Fist.

      There was no response from his onboard med package. He knew he needed to act fast. He activated his suit’s thrusters and they automatically stopped him from spinning and tumbling. The view steadied and he saw the outer airlock doors twisted and bent outward on the side of the Union freighter. Dust and sparkling particles were drifting outward.

      And then Boyd spotted the trooper, tumbling wildly toward him. Boyd blasted a few jets from his suit thruster and put himself in the path of the tumbling trooper, grabbing him and turning him to look him in the face.

      The trooper’s smashed faceplate gave Boyd a clear view of the face inside, choking on the vacuum, his eyes red and bleeding, his tongue filling his mouth. Panic and fear on his young thuggish face.

      Then Boyd slammed into the hull of the Fist, his back landing square on. The impact knocked the wind out of him, and he lost his grip on the trooper. The trooper tumbled away, and the last thing Boyd saw was the man’s skin turn bright purple as the blood filled every pore.

      “Boyd. Report?” Poledri’s voice barely registered over Boyd’s confused, concussed state.

      Boyd turned and grabbed the hull of the Fist. He looked around to get his bearings. He was at the rear section, not far from the drive. Not far from a secondary access usually used for supply transfer.

      “We lost a man,” Boyd said.

      “Get inside now or I’ll leave you behind too.” Poledri sounded unmoved by the loss of the trooper.

      Boyd scrambled along the hull and reached the secondary supply transfer access.

      “Entering the Fist now.” Boyd activated the outer hatch and it slid open. A blast of residual pressure flung Boyd away from the Fist. His one-handed grip just kept him in contact with the Raider. He pulled himself inside the hatch and slid it shut. The hatch was dark. There were no lights here, since it was unnecessary for it to ever be lit. Boyd’s helmet light flickered and died. He was left in the dark, only able to see the faces of the Union crewmen he had shot and the Faction trooper now floating lifeless in space.

      The rumble of the drive assembly coming up to power filled Boyd’s ears as the access hatch pressurized. He was back aboard the Fist.

      “This isn’t a pleasure craft, Mr. Boyd. Get up to the flight deck now.”

      Poledri’s voice sounded distant. Maybe the speaker was damaged, or maybe Boyd himself was. But at least he was alive. He climbed up and in through the inner hatchway that led to the cargo bay. He heard Thresh’s voice over the ship-wide broadcast as he pulled his helmet off.

      “Union cruiser in weapons range. They are firing now.”

      The Fist rocked, knocking Boyd off his feet. He staggered and regained his footing. Another blast sent him sideways into the bulkhead. He climbed toward the hatch out of the cargo hold that was filled with the black ice from the Union heavy. He slid his hand over the crystal surface. It was an impressive haul for a single raider. He guessed Poledri was happy about his haul. This much black ice could power a reactor for years. Plenty of Faction ships would do any kind of favor for a bite of Poledri’s haul, and he’d be happy to let them buy into it—after Kitzov had his cut, that was.

      Boyd made his way towards the flight deck. The lights flickered and the Fist lurched with another blast of weapons fire from the Union cruiser.

      The flight deck was busy. The crew were at their stations and Poledri himself was in the pilot seat. Boyd tapped him on the shoulder.

      “You look like death,” Poledri said, glancing over his shoulder. His hands moved over the flight console. Boyd could see Poledri knew his ship, but Boyd was a better pilot.

      “Let me take her, Captain.”

      Poledri looked back to the flight console, then up to the holo-stage and the flickering image. The cruiser was closing in. Its flank spitz guns were pouring a heavy stream of pulse rounds toward the Fist that were mercifully missing as Poledri evaded the fire with a series of wild maneuvers. Poledri moved the Fist violently to port. Boyd knew she was never going to move as Poledri hoped. A stream of spitz rounds raked across the forward section of the Fist as she turned into the stream of fire.

      “Captain, let me.” Boyd pressed Poledri away from the pilot seat. The captain was furiously trying to evade the Union ship’s fire, but reluctantly gave way to Boyd.

      Having watched the captain putting the Fist through its maneuvers for the last few seconds, Boyd had already planned his next set of maneuvers before he even had the flight console at his fingertips.

      Dropping the number two reactor and firing port thrusters straightened the Fist’s course. A stream of spitz rounds from the cruiser flickered as they passed the Fist, narrowly missing, before carrying on into empty space where they eventually dissipated.

      Boyd brought the reactor back to full power, all thrusters pushing the limit, and Boyd pitched the nose of the Fist up.

      “Take it easy, Boyd,” Thresh said, moving from the weapons console to the engineering station. “The superstructure can’t take too many maneuvers like that. I’m putting more power to the rear stability field.”

      Boyd knew the tolerance of the Fist well enough. He would push her to that limit, but not beyond it. The last thing he wanted was to tear the ship apart and be floating in space, his eyes swollen and lifeless like the trooper he was now leaving hundreds of kilometers behind the Fist as she raced to escape the cruiser on her tail.

      Sending the Fist into a wild spiral, Boyd narrowly evaded another salvo of fire. He looked up at the orientation of the two ships on the holo-stage. The Fist was climbing up from the plane of the ecliptic in a wide spiraling maneuver that Boyd was tightening moment to moment, flipping the nose this way and that, throwing off the cruiser’s targeting.

      Boyd could see on the holo-stage that the cruiser would soon be in range with its high-energy laser. The laser would not miss. Boyd had only seconds, but he had nowhere to run.

      “She is going to put a laser beam through my drive assembly any moment, Mr. Boyd.” Poledri was gripping the armrest of his command chair as Boyd flung the Fist through another series of wild maneuvers. The gravity field fluctuated and made everyone on the flight deck stagger. Boyd felt on the edge of vomiting, growing dizzy as he looked at the vibrating flight console before him.

      “That cruiser is evading my hail shot,” Thresh said, her voice quivering as the Fist shook all around her. “It’s slowing her down, but it won’t stop her. That forward shielding is too much. We have to get right up on her drive assembly and give her a sustained blast with the spitz guns.”

      “If I stop running now, she’ll have us with her laser. We have to slow her down.” And Boyd knew exactly how to do it, the thought occurring to him suddenly. The words fell out of his mouth as if shaken loose by the violent vibration of his chair. “The black ice. Drop a few tons of that in her face and hit her with some spitz fire.”

      “I’m not burning black ice,” Poledri said. “Head for the asteroids of the sphere and we’ll lose her in there.”

      “We’ll never make it. Even if we throw everything into the drive, she’ll catch us before we get within a hundred thousand kilometers of the sphere.” Boyd flipped the Fist and pushed her back down toward the ecliptic, weaving wildly from side to side to evade the fire from the Union vessel hell bent on destroying this Faction pirate.

      “We can make it to Extremis and hide in the clouds.” Noland sent his navigational analysis to the holo-stage and projected his proposed course and the planet Extremis onto the image, the large gas giant possibly the nearest place where the raider could hide.

      “Can it be done?” Poledri asked, voice quivering as Boyd flipped the Fist again.

      “We can make it, but—” Thresh was at the engineering station. “—with all the black ice in the hold, sailing around in Extremis’s clouds could be the last thing we ever do. The magnetic flux and a few stray particles of radiation could start a chain reaction in the ice and we won’t even know it is happening until it is too late.”

      “Incoming message,” Noland said. “Sending it to your command chair now, Captain.”

      “If it’s that kravin’ Union captain offering me surrender, I don’t want to hear it,” Poledri said.

      “It’s not the Union ship.” Noland’s voice turned heavy, serious, excited. “It’s Kitzov. It’s the Faction. It’s for you personally, Captain.”

      Boyd twisted the Fist to port in a last-ditch attempt to avoid the cruiser. He knew the Fist was not going to make it. They were going to take fire. The cruiser had limited her movement and cut off her escape. Boyd braced himself as the spitz guns’ pulse rounds raked the upper hull of the Fist, a flickering thumping salvo of rapid-fire rounds vaporizing sections of hull composite.

      “Put Kitzov on the main holo-stage. Keep this ship steady, Boyd. We want to hear this.”

      Boyd wondered how he was supposed to hold the Fist steady while he flung her through the most violent evasive maneuvers she had ever had to perform in her service history. But he agreed to do his best.

      “Yes, Captain,” Boyd said, his voice shaking as he dropped the speed to make a sudden hairpin turn.

      Kitzov appeared on the holo-stage. Boyd looked up briefly at the man, his ultimate target, the only reason why he was here with these Faction pirates.

      “Captain Poledri. I expected you to be here already. Problems?”

      “Union cruiser,” Poledri said.

      “I was hoping you’d make it, Poledri. I wanted all my best captains here. I won’t wait for you. Good luck, Poledri.”

      The image of Kitzov vanished.

      “We must get to that meeting,” Poledri said, gripping his armrest.

      “We can’t exactly go there with a cruiser on our tail,” Boyd said, twisting the Fist away from the Union ship and her streams of white pulse fire.

      “Fine,” Poledri said, throwing his hands in the air. “Throw all that black ice out of the hold and make sure you get it right on that Union bastard’s nose.”

      “Boyd, how close can you get me to that cruiser?” Thresh sounded excited as she prepared the hold for an emergency purge.

      Boyd understood her plan—to drop the black ice in front of the cruiser so she had no chance to avoid the collision. It wouldn’t destroy the ship, but it would fry enough of her systems for long enough, Boyd hoped.

      “Close enough. But I can’t give you long.” Boyd dropped an entire core to zero and let the cruiser catch up suddenly—so quick they couldn’t have a chance to bring the laser onto them.

      “Cargo hold purge underway,” Thresh said. “And we’re empty.”

      Boyd brought all reactors back to full and twisted away to the cruiser’s starboard flank. Thresh fired a salvo of high-density kinetic hail.

      The image on the holo-stage showed the black ice colliding with the cruiser and then the hail rounds making contact.

      The explosion dominated the holo-image as the blast filled the Fist’s sensor assembly with data, and then the blast wave struck. The ship was pitched forward, the holo-stage blinked off and then flickered back to life for a moment before losing power altogether. Flight deck lights flickered. A minor power conduit blew out, showering sparks gently across the dark flight deck.

      Boyd hit a straight-line speed and threw the Fist across the system, leaving the Union cruiser in a boiling cloud of black ice energy.

      “The cruiser has dropped out of pursuit,” Noland said from the sensor console. “She is dead in the void.” He looked up at Poledri. “A great chance to dive in for the kill. A single hail round in her drive assembly at point-blank and you could add a cruiser to your list of kills, Captain.”

      Poledri stepped down from the command chair. “My priority is to meet Kitzov at the rendezvous. Besides, that cruiser’s drive assembly won’t be cold for long, and her weapons are still functional. She may be dead in the void for now, but she still has teeth. No,” Poledri concluded, “get us out of here, Boyd. Let’s not keep Kitzov waiting.”

      “Deploying dummy buoys to cover our tracks,” Thresh said. “I’ll rig a high-explosive hail round to act like a space mine and detonate it with a blast geometry that looks like a Faction raider’s drive systems. That’ll give them a few ghosts to chase.”

      Boyd pushed the Fist to her limit and then reduced power to run dark, avoiding detection from any and all ships that may be nearby.

      “Good flying, Boyd,” Thresh said. “You let me shove that ice right down their throat.”

      Boyd grinned. “Good shooting, Thresh.”

      “Okay, enough of the back-patting. Don’t forget you threw a fortune of ice out the door.”

      Boyd looked over at Thresh and the pair smiled a conspiratorial smile. They both knew there really had been no other way to escape.

      Poledri marched off the deck. “I’ll go and work out what you two owe me for that ice.”
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      The Odium Fist crept across the outer system, running at low power to hide its drive trail from the cruiser she had narrowly avoided, and to avoid bringing herself to the attention of any other Union ships that may have been in the vicinity. But all was quiet. Vast as the Scorpio System was, it felt even more empty than usual. Only as they neared Kalis did they begin to detect other drive signatures. From the shape of the drive flares, all slightly off symmetry, Boyd could tell they were mostly Faction ships.

      “What is Kitzov doing bringing everyone together like this,” Noland said. “We’ll be a sitting duck for the Union if they find us.”

      Boyd had never seen so many Faction ships in one place. As he came closer to orbit, all the ships began to appear on the main holo-stage. As every new Faction ship appeared, the image flickered even more wildly, struggling to display the sudden influx of data.

      “Can’t you fix that holo-stage?” Noland said to Thresh.

      “Can’t you? You are the surveillance operator.” Thresh didn’t look up from the weapons console where she was absorbed in her task.

      “You are the engineer.” Noland turned off the image. It flicked one last time and then vanished.

      Boyd was grateful that the image was gone. The constant flickering was making his eyes sore. He could pilot the ship through a dense asteroid field using the flight console display alone. The holo-stage was a useful tool, but not essential for his job, at least not right now.

      “What about you, Boyd?” Thresh said. “You got anything to say about the holo-stage functionality?”

      “No point having a go at him,” Noland said. “He isn’t up for a fight. You should have seen him with the Union crew. He didn’t want anyone to touch a hair on their heads. He wanted to be their guardian protector or something.”

      Thresh grinned down at him as she moved across to the engineering console. “Did you feel a bit of sympathy for the Union bastards, Boyd?”

      “I didn’t see the need to knock them about. They were just a freighter crew, for krav sake. Workers like you and me.”

      “A freighter crew for the Union is still Union.” Noland stepped around his console and leaned back against it, his arms folded across his chest and his feet crossed in front of him, stretched out like he owned the flight deck. “I remember a Union freighter once when I was heading through the belt with my father and uncle, must have been about twelve. I had a mini Curveball game with a drone defender. I smashed the krav out of that thing in the cargo hold for most of the outbound trip. It drove my father berserk. My uncle was okay about it and let me run about the ship like a lunatic. Then one night, after my father had sent me to my bunk with a thick ear for giving him back-chat about when is a good time for Curveball, the drive went down. I woke up with my father and uncle shouting from one end of the ship to the other. We were running heavy with some brown ice and it soaked up the sound, so all the shouting had that strange dull sound, you know. I heard my uncle shout that the ship was dead in the void and we were venting atmosphere.

      “I held on to that drone defender for hours listening to them, then I felt safe when I heard them say a Union freighter was in transmission range. I went to the flight deck and watched quietly as my father sent an emergency assistance call. The Union crew replied, laughing, telling my father he was nothing but Faction scum and a lung full of vacuum would at least rid the system of one more kravin’ terrorist.”

      Noland stood up and stepped forward. “My father reported they had a child on board. Me. The reply came, it’s a good idea to kill them young. Saves waiting. As the transmission died, we heard them laughing.

      “I only just survived. My uncle lost the sight in both eyes because we lost that much atmosphere. My father didn’t make it. So don’t you tell me they are just workers like us. The Union is an evil, hateful bunch of bastards and the sooner we secure the Faction borders the better. And if Kitzov wants me to kill Union bastards, I will, smiling and laughing. So, just because you found a soft spot in your tender heart for those bastards, don’t expect me to.”

      Boyd looked at Noland. Calm. Relaxed.

      “I shot them all, didn’t I?”

      Noland stopped.

      Thresh stopped working and looked at Boyd.

      Boyd stood up and squared off against Noland. “I’ve got no problem with killing, if it’s called for.”

      “What is wrong with my holo-stage?” Poledri marched on to the flight deck and climbed up into the command chair. “Get my holo-stage running, now.” He tapped away at his armrest controls.

      “Bringing it online now, Captain,” Thresh said.

      Poledri looked down at Boyd and Noland. “Is there a problem?”

      Boyd held Noland’s stare. He didn’t want to back down. Noland was the worst kind of Faction bully, a pumped-up, hateful idiot. But Boyd knew Poledri wouldn’t stand for this on his deck. And even though Noland had been with the captain for much longer than Boyd, he didn’t seem to realize that Poledri was losing his patience.

      Boyd stepped back to his chair.

      “No problem, Captain. Just a disagreement.” Boyd dropped into his chair.

      The holo-stage flickered back to life. An image of a Faction captain was there, and he was huge—only his chest and shoulders in the view.

      “Adjusting zoom now,” Noland said, moving quickly to his station.

      The image shrunk down and the Faction captain on the holo-stage became actual size.

      Poledri laughed. “Captain Bozilova. You’re still alive?”

      Captain Bozilova of the Creeping Fate grinned. “Yes, still alive. I was only going to wait around long enough to outlive you, you old pirate.”

      “Flattery is not your style, Boz.” Poledri reclined in his chair.

      “Punctuality is not yours, but here you are, only half a day late. I’m here to lead you in. Sending flight coordinates to your navigation systems now.”

      Noland worked the navigation console as the data streamed in before he finally threw it up onto the main holo-stage, Captain Bozilova’s image shrinking down to one side while the flight plan filled the image.

      The flight plan took the Fist down to the surface of Kalis under the glow of the gas giant, Extremis. As the Fist moved in, the scale of the landing zone became clear. Hundreds of ships were there—transport ships, cargo hulks, personnel touring craft. The Fist’s flight plan took it to the edge of the landing zone, to the banks of a red lake.

      “Do you have any idea what this is about?” Bozilova asked.

      Poledri checked his ship’s systems on his armrest. “Not a clue. You?”

      “Maybe it’s the combined offensive, at last. Should be interesting if nothing else.”

      Offensive. Boyd’s ears pricked up, but he maintained a disinterested appearance. The Union had always thought Kitzov was plotting a major attack on the Union. But from what Boyd had seen during his operation amongst the Faction, they were little more than a few pirates and some planet-side gangsters that had little in the way of real military capabilities. All talk within the Union of the ‘offensive’ was just scaremongering or negative thinking.

      The signal from the Creeping Fate cut off, but the image of Captain Bozilova remained, frozen and stuttering on the badly-functioning holo-stage.

      Poledri stepped down from the command chair and stood behind Boyd.

      “Put us down on the ground, Mr. Boyd,” Poledri said. “And, Noland, see what you can do to fix that holo-stage.”

      Poledri left the flight deck. Boyd checked the ship’s heading, moving her slowly across the vast landing zone. He accessed the main scanner assembly while Noland was occupied at the front of the flight deck attempting to fix the holo-stage.

      Boyd displayed the surface scans of Kalis on his display. There was one large ship at the center of the landing zone. Boyd zoomed in on the ship, but the image on his display was too unclear for him to make a definite identification. He knew this configuration, though. He had seen this ship before.

      It was the Silence. Kitzov was here.

      Boyd was closing in on his target.
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      The red lake on Kalis was made to appear even redder by the dull reflection of the gas giant that dominated the sky. The moon was largely composed of an iron-rich metal core with a rocky crust only a kilometer thick. Gravity was around seventy-five percent of standard but still very powerful for a sub-planet-sized body. The magnetic field of Extremis enveloped the moon, deflecting the fierce solar winds that poured off the blue giant and preventing its fine atmosphere from being stripped away.

      Boyd put the Fist down in its allocated spot on the edge of the landing zone. The moment the Fist touched down, instructions came in from a channel identifying itself as Kalis Landing Zone Control. Boyd tracked the signal and found it was coming from the Silence.

      “Isolate your ship and power down all weapons. All ships’ captains to report to given coordinates.”

      The message ended with no further information.

      Boyd deactivated the drive and powered down the main reactor. He turned to Thresh.

      “Do we power down the cores or leave them warm and ready?”

      Thresh looked to her console, but then Poledri entered and answered for her.

      “Shut everything down. Lock down all exterior vents and access ports. I’ve posted a guard to the main boarding ramp. You are all free to go and check out the landing zone. I’ll call when I need you. Don’t get robbed, and don’t get killed. Krav knows when I’ll be able to find a new flight deck crew.”

      “What about getting drunk, Captain?” Noland asked. “I haven’t had a glug of Amber for weeks.”

      “Get stone-head drunk if you like,” Poledri said, “but if you are not ready to fly when I say so, then I will clear your head with a pulse round through your skull.”

      Boyd stood up from his seat. Somewhere out there was Kitzov. All he needed to do was to make a positive identification and then he could call in the Union cruisers to come and smash the Faction once and for all.

      Walking off the flight deck and heading directly for the boarding ramp, Boyd stepped aside to let Noland pass. He ignored Boyd and the trooper on guard as he ran out onto the surface. The next set of footsteps Boyd heard had a rhythm and a pace that he knew to be Thresh. Somehow, he could see her movements from the sound of her footsteps alone. Then he smelled her hair as she came alongside him.

      “It’s great when a few ships get together.” Thresh fell in step with Boyd. “Want to check it out?”

      “I don’t need an escort, thanks,” Boyd said. He stepped on to the boarding ramp and walked down to the gravel-strewn surface of Kalis. The dull white gravel, sharp fragments all about the size of a thumb, crunched under his boot with every step.

      “Well, l do need an escort, and you are here so you’ll do.” Thresh slipped her arm through Boyd’s.

      There was no doubt about it, Thresh was hard to resist, but Boyd was on a mission. He had to stay focused, so he pushed his thoughts, and possibly feelings, aside.

      Boyd unwound his arm from hers. She simply grinned at him.

      “For a coldblooded killer, you are a bit shy, Will Boyd,” she teased.

      “I’m just happy to be alone.” Boyd needed to ditch Thresh, but she took his arm again.

      “But maybe you’re not such a killer. I was scanning the command deck of the Union heavy the whole time. I didn’t detect any pulse rounds. Maybe you did let the crew go.”

      Boyd looked down at Thresh, bobbing along at his side, smiling into the distance. It felt so good to have her near him, but he had to be cautious not to let his guard down. She was definitely the most interesting woman he had ever met. She was looking at the landing zone and the vast collection of tents standing between the ships, some held up with cords fastened to the hulls or landing struts of faction ships. A sea of fluttering material with hundreds of people milling around underneath. The sounds of distant music and the loud murmur of a busy crowd filled the air.

      “Well, your scans couldn’t have been too great,” Boyd said. “The captain and Noland fired too.”

      “Oh, look,” Thresh said. “Prize fight.” She slipped her arm free of Boyd’s.

      Between a pair of smaller ships, a large sheet had been suspended to create a covered area. The white stones had been covered with a thin padded mat about five meters square. A pair of shirtless men stood in the middle, their fists clenched.

      “They haven’t started,” Thresh said, dragging Boyd with her as she quickened her pace.

      “You go. I’m not interested,” Boyd said.

      Thresh grabbed him and pulled. “Well, you should be. You might pick up a few tips so I don’t so easily whip your ass next time we spar.”

      “Whip my ass?” Boyd exclaimed. “You didn’t whip my ass.”

      “Maybe not, but I certainly smashed your face in. Lucky for you, you’re not very good-looking.” She grinned up at him. “Not much to spoil.”

      Boyd found the insult charming coming from Thresh. She was grinning and tugging him towards the fighters on the mat. He grinned and shook his head. He could see he wasn’t going to ditch her that easily. He would have to slip away when she was engrossed in the fight.

      “Hey, there’s dark brew over there.” Boyd pointed at a line of large barrels on the far side of the prize fight. Someone was erecting a makeshift bar on a low outcrop of Kalis rock. “You want a brew?”

      “No, and neither do you. If we have to bail in a hurry, I don’t want to fight off the Union with a drunken pilot at the controls. Stay sober, you hear me?” Thresh tugged Boyd’s arm to reinforce the point.

      A small man, old and bald, stepped in between the two men on the mat. He held his hand out then raised it suddenly, giving the men the signal to fight.

      Thresh shouted out instantly, calling her encouragement to the pair. She clapped and shouted, then cupped her hands around her mouth to help her voice carry over all the other shouting around the ring.

      The pair of fighters circled each other while they delivered exploratory jabs, testing each other’s range. One was clearly taller than the other and had the advantage in terms of reach. The other, although shorter, looked the heavier of the two. Large thick shoulders, strong arms and scarred hands.

      The shorter man moved in and delivered a jab direct to the taller man’s chin. He stepped back quickly, fast for a heavy man, and recovered his stance for the counterattack.

      But the punch had been a gem. As the smaller man recovered his stance, the taller man toppled backward.

      The cheering stopped suddenly and turned to howls of disappointment.

      “What? Is that it?” Thresh said. “Get in there, Boyd! Show him how to fight.”

      Boyd looked at the small, heavyset man dancing on the mat, hands held high in triumph. He had a dangerous look, a nasty cruel stare behind the smiling eyes.

      “I’m not getting on the mat with him,” Boyd laughed. “I’d rather fly drunk than with a concussion.”

      A man stepped onto the mat to cheers of enthusiasm from the crowd. He pulled off his jacket to reveal a thin, taut frame. Boyd watched him move and knew the current victor was doomed. The skinny man was balanced and fast. He was not going to succumb to a sucker punch.

      The fallen man was carried away even as he began to wake, someone pouring some dark brew from a tankard over his mouth. Betting slips changed hands as the new pair of fighters squared off.

      Thresh sniffed the air. She followed her nose away to the side.

      “Hast. Pickled hast.” She pulled Boyd with her.

      “What?” Boyd allowed himself to be tugged along. They pushed through the crowd as Thresh followed her nose. A cheer went up from the crowd, signaling the start of the second fight of the day’s entertainment.

      “What do you mean ‘what’?” Thresh said. “Pickled hast. What sort of Faction settlement did you grow up on that you haven’t heard of hast?”

      “I didn’t have hast,” Boyd said. “I grew up on a small uncharted settlement in the sphere. We didn’t have much of anything.”

      “What drew you to the Faction?” she said.

      “The Union killed my father.”

      She smiled at him.

      “Liar,” she said calmly and then resumed following her nose and the strange, pungent aroma that drew her.

      Boyd fixed her with a stern stare. “They might not have shot him or blown his ship out of the void, but they killed him alright. They impounded his freighter, a small hundred-tonner. We could hardly survive. We were hungry. It drove my father wild with anger as we slowly starved. I felt so sorry for him and I promised I’d fight the Union as soon as I was old enough.”

      “Liar,” Thresh said again.

      “Okay, so I didn’t feel sorry for him. I hated him for it. He was an uncaring father when he had the freighter. He was a bastard to me and my mom after the Union took it.”

      Thresh smiled. “Whatever you say, Will.”

      Boyd had not had to use his cover story with any of the Fist’s crew before. He wondered if he’d told it right, just as he had been coached by Union Intelligence before he set off to infiltrate the Faction. But it had worked on Poledri. Here he was, amongst hundreds of Faction ships, and not far from their leader, Kitzov himself.

      Sending word to the Union Fleet right now would bring a carrier here in a matter of hours. A Union Marine battalion along with a few minutes of orbital bombardment, and the landing zone would be nothing but molten glass. But Boyd needed Kitzov alive—to deliver him to Terra and make a sure the Union public could see this threat hang.

      Thresh dragged Boyd to a small stand with a large pot boiling on a drive heater coil. An old woman was dumping large scoops of stringy gray-and-yellow vegetables into small paper cups. The smell was strange. Intense.

      Thresh looked at Boyd as he wrinkled his nose.

      “You sure you are Faction?”

      “Yes, I just never liked hast.”

      Thresh looked up at him.

      “Liar.”

      Thresh stepped up and the old woman grabbed a scoop of the foul-smelling stuff, dropping it on a tray. She held it out to Thresh, who dug in with her fingers, tipping her head back and letting the smelly, stringy food fall into her mouth.

      Boyd stepped back and let a pair of Faction troopers move in front of him. Another step back and one to the side, and the crowd fell between him and Thresh. He watched her as she leaned back against an outcrop of white rock. She grabbed another pinch of the foul hast. Her hair fell back from her face as she tossed her head back again, dropping the horrid strands into her mouth.

      Finally, sure that he was out of sight and hidden by the crowd, Boyd slipped away.

      Ducking under the low hull of a Faction transport, Boyd checked his wrist-mounted holo-stage. He drew out a plug from his covert device and connected it to the small device. The image on the surface showed him the ships and the crowd in perfect clarity, far better than on the Odium Fist. Boyd scanned the landing zone. He was looking for one man amongst hundreds.

      The holo-stage connected to the surveillance systems of all surrounding ships using the hacks in the covert device. Boyd uploaded the image of Kitzov he had taken when he and Poledri had recently been aboard the Silence during a deep-space rendezvous. The sensor network swept the entire landing zone.

      Then the device recorded a hit. Kitzov was in a large tent, one of the many in and around the Faction ships. All raider captains were with him. Boyd slipped the plug out of the holo-stage, back into the covert device, and projected the image directly onto his retina, the sound feed directly to his aural nerves.

      Kitzov was right before his eyes.

      “And that, gentleman, is it. The Union has pulled back to the belt and the inner system. They are still moving black ice from the sphere and running without support. If we can stop the ice moving, then we stop the Union and break their stranglehold on the Scorpio System. To do that, we need to work together. I understand the urge we all have for a little bit of free enterprise, but all that does is spread us too thin and keep us fractured. That is just how the Union likes it.

      “So, we pull back to the belt. You each have your sectors. Your ships are the best the Faction has and you will be able to stop any and all freighters, light or heavy, running through your sectors. The Silence will be ready to assist if the Union sends cruisers after you. The adjacent sector captain will move in on the flanks, and we will destroy any cruisers that come after you. But we must try and avoid military engagements, until the Union is on its knees.”

      Boyd was recording everything, and it was being automatically prepared to upload to Major Featherstone of the Blue Star Marines. All information was good.

      “What if they send a carrier?” Poledri asked. “We’ve got nothing that can stand against a carrier.”

      “But the carriers can’t operate in the belt. They have to leap over it. It takes them hours to get from one side of the belt to the other while a Faction raider, with a good pilot, can get through in half that time, less even. The point is, we stop the freighters. We cut off the ice and then we make our demands.”

      Boyd watched the meeting. This was the ultimate goal of the Faction: to split the system in two. The Union had preserved law and order across the entire system for hundreds of years, since the first ship, the Scorpio, discovered the blue giant star and humanity settled. Now the Faction looked to rip it all apart.

      But Boyd had them now. He had the leader and his closest allies. He just needed to contact the major, and the Faction would be over in a matter of hours.

      Kitzov turned away from the gathered captains as a Faction trooper stepped up alongside him—a trooper from the Silence dressed in the new, neat military uniform. Kitzov turned back to the assembled captains, pirates all.

      “This meeting is over. Sensor ships in high polar orbit of Extremis have reported several large ships heading this way. They are moving in fast. We have only minutes.”

      Kitzov was interrupted again by a message from another trooper bursting in.

      He looked stunned for a moment, and then he looked at the captains.

      “It’s the Skarak. A dozen ships. They are back. Get to your ships at once and…”

      The transmission ended. Boyd attempted to reconnect to the network he had created but found every ship’s communications disabled.

      “Get lost, did you?”

      Boyd turned around and saw Thresh looking up at him, grinning, her hair tumbling about in wild chaotic strands.

      “Are you alright?” she said. “Did you try the hast after all? It’s a bit strong if you’ve never had any…”

      Boyd grabbed Thresh by the hand and pulled her with him as he started his way through the crowd.

      “We have to get to the ship.”

      Thresh giggled. “Well, okay, but I thought you might buy me flowers or something first.”

      “Not that. We haven’t got time,” Boyd said.

      “Sure we have time,” she interrupted. “You can take all the time you like.”

      “No, Enke,” Boyd said, pulling her faster as the crowd thinned. “We are under attack.”

      “Attack?” Thresh said, running now to keep up.

      And then blue fire rained down from the orange sky.
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      Boyd and Thresh ran across the sharp gravel, kicking up dust as they went. They ran and dodged through the crowd. The moon that had moments before been the site for a Faction meeting between the leader Kitzov and his most powerful captains was now a firestorm as Skarak ships rained fire down from orbit.

      A blast of blue slammed into the ground, throwing up rock fragments and dust. The blast knocked Boyd sideways, and he brought his arm up to shield his face from the flying debris. Thresh lost her footing on the loose ground and only managed to stay upright thanks to Boyd pulling her by her hand.

      “We need to get back to the Fist.” Boyd pulled at Thresh.

      “My communicator is down,” Thresh said.

      A blast of fire landed a few meters away, throwing white rocks into the orange sky. A group of Faction troopers came running as a unit, pulse rifles in their hands. A second blast of blue fire crackled down and slammed into the ground under their feet, flinging the group in all directions. As they tumbled through the air, Boyd saw limbs detaching from bodies as crackling blue light rippled over the tattered flesh.

      Running made Boyd sweat and breathe heavily. The light gravity of Kalis made movement easier, but the thinner atmosphere made it harder to breathe. Boyd could sustain his regular pace, but he was naturally fitter than most Faction troopers or ship’s crew he had ever met, except for Thresh.

      Boyd was impressed with the power and strength of the woman. She could keep up with Boyd, and he had no doubt she could beat any of the crew of the Odium Fist in a foot race. But running in this thin air had them both breathing hard.

      A bolt of energy struck the ground just ahead of him. He stopped abruptly, skidding over the loose, sharp pebbles of the surface.

      Thresh pulled Boyd to the side. Faction crew and troopers were running in all directions. A makeshift bar lay in ruins, a dead body lying in a pool of dark brew. Thresh pulled Boyd into cover under a ship.

      “I recognize that fire,” Thresh said. She flinched as another bolt of the crackling blue fire slammed into the ground a few meters away.

      Another squad of troopers was hit, sending their bodies and weapons flying. A pulse rifle landed in front of Boyd. He picked it up and checked that it was in working order.

      “It’s the Skarak. They’re back.” Boyd slung the rifle over his shoulder. He held his right hand in front of him, showing the holo-image on his wrist-mounted holo-stage. Using the network he had created by knitting all the Faction ship surveillance systems together, he looked to the sky at the direction of the bombardment.

      While his newly-created surveillance network zeroed in on a target, Boyd looked up into the orange sky. Another fizzing bolt of blue fire was streaking toward the ground, carving through the thin air and leaving crackling streaks of energy behind it. The vast swirling clouds of Extremis filled the sky, its ring system hazy overhead. And against the backdrop of the gas giant, Boyd could just make out the distant Skarak ships as tiny, dark flecks. They flickered as the fire burst away from them.

      Shielding his eyes against the glare from the gas giant, desperate to focus on the tiny spots with the naked eye, Boyd saw his holo-stage zooming in finally on one of the targets.

      The image showed a single dark speck, and then it zoomed in to reveal the ship.

      “There’s a dozen of them out there,” Boyd said, looking at the data streaming in.

      “Why are they back? What do they want?” Thresh said, her voice relaxed and surprisingly calm given the ongoing bombardment. She drew her pulse pistol from her thigh holster and checked its power and load.

      “I don’t think they are looking to make friends.” Boyd looked at the ship on his holo-stage. He recognized it. He’d seen this ship before. A large bulbous main body that the holo-stage told him was hundreds of meters in length and dozens of meters across. At the front of the ship, where the blue fire was emanating, there was a large number of needle-like structures, like long rapiers, all striking forward. The multiple rapiers were equal in length to the main body of the ship. At the rear of the ship, there was a single straight rapier pointing directly back.

      “We need to get close if we are going to hit them,” Thresh said. She checked the electron blade on the end of her pulse pistol, activating it for a moment and turning the pistol in her hand, watching the blade fizz from all sides. She deactivated the blade and sat crouched on the loose ground.

      “Last time we met one of them, all we could do was scare it off. There are a dozen up there now. I don’t think the entire Faction assembly here on Kalis could take them on.” Boyd tried to increase the size of the image still further. He spotted a dark, hazy cloud on the bottom of one of the Skarak warships. His holo-stage was on the edge of its range peering at the ship in orbit, but soon, Boyd saw that the dark haze was, in fact, a group of smaller Skarak ships falling away from the lower hull of the larger ship.

      “Ground attack ships.” Boyd nudged Thresh and pointed at the new group of signals, moving quickly toward the surface. Boyd was able to zoom in closer on one. It shared the same basic shape as the mothership, but the main body was smaller and more spherical, and the collection of rapiers at the front were shorter and looked more like the bristles of a brush. But the single tail was not rigid and appeared to flick around like a serpent’s tongue.

      “They move fast,” Thresh said. She stood up, her head almost touching the bottom of the Faction ship under which they were taking cover.

      “We should move fast too,” Boyd said. He stood up, grabbed the pulse rifle off his shoulder, and made ready to run.

      A blue energy beam slammed into a Faction ship away to Boyd’s right. The blue fire crackled over the upper hull in waves of lightning, turning white as they spread and finally centering on the drive assembly before fizzling out.

      The pair broke cover and ran out into the open. People were running every which way; crewmen, troopers, and civilians all with their own idea of how to get to safety.

      The smaller Skarak ships came into view in the distance. High overhead, they came in a swarm. Boyd couldn’t count, but guessed there were easily a hundred of the smaller ships closing in.

      Boyd and Thresh ran and dodged their way through the panicked mass on the ground. The Fist was not far away, and Boyd could already smell the red waters of the lake he’d landed by.

      There came a fresh wave of screams, and Boyd looked up. From the smaller craft in the sky, small objects were falling. Boyd knew at a glance.

      “Ground troops.” Boyd and Thresh said it in unison.

      The Skarak soldiers began to fall from the smaller craft—one or two from each, dropping like stones and much faster than the gravity of the moon could account for.

      The nearest Skarak hit the ground in front of Boyd like a meteor, throwing up debris and dust. It landed on two legs, keeping itself balanced with two upper arms. It was clad in a dark suit, blue energy crackling deep inside the material. The Skarak raised a heavy silver weapon and pointed it at Boyd.

      Boyd was quicker and shot first. As he fired his pulse rifle at the Skarak, he could hear and see more Skarak soldiers hitting the ground all across the landing zone. Weapons fire flickered everywhere as the Faction engaged.

      The pulse rounds from Boyd’s rifle slammed into the Skarak and knocked it back. It steadied itself by waving its arms, the long weapon held easily in one hand.

      Then Boyd saw the Skarak soldier had two more upper limbs. They did not have gripping hands like the top arms, but pincers. They were short and appeared quite useless.

      Walking forward as he fired, Boyd maintained the pressure on the Skarak, keeping it off balance. Thresh came alongside him and fired her pistol. She held it with her left hand and cupped the grip with her right. She advanced in step with Boyd, firing at the Skarak as it flailed under the pressure.

      Then it fell backward, its weapon fallen at its side.

      Boyd ran, Thresh at his side, Skarak soldiers still hitting the ground.

      A group of Faction troopers stood in formation. Their uniforms were neat, and Boyd guessed they were from Kitzov’s own company. They stood shoulder to shoulder and fired their weapons at a Skarak soldier. The Skarak went down quickly under the barrage, and the squad turned their fire to the next target.

      As the squad advanced, a bolt of blue fire slammed into the ground and tore through them, sending them cartwheeling and tumbling through the air in all directions.

      The Fist was only a few meters away as Boyd and Thresh dropped another Skarak soldier. As the soldier went down, a blast of blue energy erupted from its weapon. The wild blast slammed into a Faction crewman who was running frantically, dodging and weaving with seemingly no plan. The blue energy from the fallen Skarak’s weapon slammed into him, throwing him off his feet. Then the blast flickered over him, thinning to fine white strands. He screamed for a moment before the flickering white strands wrapped around his head and face, piercing his mouth and eyes. He toppled and fell forward.

      “The Fist,” Boyd said.

      He ran, hoping Thresh was on his tail. Running toward the Fist from another direction was Noland, the Fist’s communication and sensor operator. He had a pulse pistol in his hand. He was slowing down and breathing heavily. He turned and fired.

      Seeing the Skarak soldier on Noland’s tail, Thresh turned and brought up her pistol.

      “Noland, get down!” She fired at the Skarak as it raised its weapon.

      The entrance to the Fist was only a few meters away. Boyd knew he needed time to bring the systems back online, and he needed Thresh.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      “We can’t leave one of the crew.”

      As she fired at the Skarak soldier, Boyd took aim and loosed a barrage of pulse rounds into the alien’s right side. The Skarak soldier took fire in the back of its head from close range and Poledri came up behind it, clearly struggling in the thin air.

      The Skarak went down, its helmet casing cracked and gray ooze flowing out and expanding like foam.

      Noland looked over to Boyd and Thresh and then turned toward the Fist. The open boarding ramp looked like sanctuary.

      Boyd pulled on Thresh, but she wriggled free of his grip and made her way to the captain.

      Poledri was walking slower. He looked over to Thresh and waved her toward the ship. He was too much out of breath to speak, so he waved again.

      “Help me, Will,” she called over her shoulder.

      Boyd knew they would not get far without Thresh at the weapons console. He ran toward her, toward the captain.

      Thresh took the captain’s arm and slung it over her shoulder. He pulled it away.

      “I can get there on my own,” he said, “or I’ll die. Either is fine with me.”

      Boyd looked at the surroundings for any Skarak soldiers. In between the ships and the tents of the landing zone, he could see Skaraks running here and there, Faction troopers firing their rifles, and even some old banned kinetic small arms and homemade firearms using black ice accelerant for a small metal projectile.

      Noland was standing on the boarding ramp of the Fist calling them over, waving his arm wildly, encouraging Boyd and the group to hurry to the ship.

      Then a blue beam slammed into the Fist.

      Energy scattered over the ship, turning white as it spread. It found its way toward the drive assembly and fizzled out.

      White wrapped around Noland’s ankles and spread up his legs. He began to quake and collapsed.

      Smaller Skarak ships flew overhead, dropping soldiers to the ground. Noland staggered off the boarding ramp and fell face-first to the rocky ground.

      “Get him,” Poledri said through heaving breaths.

      Boyd looked at Thresh. “I’ll go,” he said. “Stay back.”

      Boyd ran toward the Fist. As he neared, he could see the inside was unpowered, the basic lighting systems were offline, and the interior was dark. The blue crackle had disabled power on the Fist, but she looked intact.

      Boyd grabbed Noland. He was muttering under his breath, but managed to get to his feet with help. The pulse pistol hung limply from his hand, but the pirate was not going to give up his gun.

      “Thresh, we need you here now.” Boyd dragged Noland to his feet. “We need to get power into the ship.”

      He looked over to Thresh and Poledri. Boyd saw Thresh, her wild hair blowing in the wind. A Skarak soldier dropped from the warship, falling toward them.

      “Thresh!” Boyd shouted, the warning so urgent that it surprised him how worried he suddenly was that Thresh was in danger.

      She looked up and saw the Skarak falling. She brought her pistol up. The Skarak landed and Boyd felt the ground shake as gravel and dust were flung upward. Then he heard her let out a yelp of pain.

      As the dust cleared, Boyd could see the Skarak gripping Thresh from behind. The two smaller limbs were gripping her sides, the pincers tearing her shirt and piercing her flesh. Blood began to stain the torn fabric.

      She pointed the pistol over her shoulder at the attacker, but the Skarak knocked it from her grip. An exhausted Poledri tried to pull Thresh free. He had hold of her and the Skarak, tugging at them both.

      And then Thresh’s feet began to lift off the ground.

      Boyd ran toward her. As he ran, he saw over the tops of the assembled ships that people were being carried toward a Skarak warship that was holding position a few hundred meters above the surface of Kalis. Skarak soldiers clamped on to their captives were rising toward this ship. The ship was huge and the people with their Skarak captors were disappearing through an opening on the underside, carried away into its vast dark interior.

      Boyd ran and watched in horror as Thresh was lifted, slowly, into the air by the Skarak soldier.
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      Thresh screamed and punched at the Skarak behind her, her fist slamming into the helmet so hard that Boyd thought she would break her knuckles. Poledri, holding her ankle, was slowly losing his grip.

      Boyd ran, rifle in one hand. He leapt and grabbed Thresh by an ankle just as Poledri lost his grip and fell. Boyd felt himself being drawn upward, and then he felt a tight grip on his leg and he began to descend. Looking down, he saw Noland there, hanging on his leg with both arms wrapped tightly around his ankle.

      Poledri lay on the deck, clearly in pain. He picked up Thresh’s fallen pulse pistol and aimed it up at Boyd, Thresh, and the Skarak.

      “Wait!” Boyd said and tried to arm himself with his second pulse pistol from under his right arm.

      But Poledri was not a patient man and he fired.

      The pulse round fizzed as it passed a few centimeters from Boyd’s face and slammed into the Skarak. Boyd saw the Skarak suit respond to the pulse round. The round was enveloped by the suit’s outer surface and it dispersed through the material that seemed to have no definite outer edge. Just like the surface of a Skarak ship, Boyd thought.

      Another round struck, and the Skarak lost its grip. It fell aside before rising to the ship overhead, its limbs hanging uselessly as it went.

      “Back to the ship.” Poledri clambered to his feet and staggered toward the boarding ramp. Boyd held a hand out to Thresh, which she grabbed and pulled herself to her feet. She winced as she stood up.

      A Skarak soldier dropped out of the sky as Thresh started walking toward the Odium Fist. Boyd walked behind Thresh. He raised his pulse rifle and took aim at the rapidly-falling Skarak, then picked the point on the ground where the soldier would land and aimed there instead. The Skarak soldier hit the ground with a thump. Through the dust cloud thrown up by the impact, Boyd could see that the Skarak was hardly affected by the impact and standing on its two legs, its four upper limbs held out for balance.

      Boyd poured weapons fire into the dust cloud thrown up by the Skarak soldier. The pulse rounds lit up the cloud, showing the Skarak soldier as a dark silhouette in the white dust. Pulse rounds hit and flickered over the Skarak armor. The soldier appeared to move jerkily in the strobe effect caused by the flickering light of the pulse rounds slamming home. The Skarak soldier stumbled back as Boyd poured fire on his target, toppling as it was struck with a barrage of rounds. Boyd’s shots struck the Skarak’s upper body area, just above its smaller mid-torso limbs, and he moved up his target, aiming higher until he struck the Skarak in its helmet.

      As the pulse rounds struck, the armor absorbed the punishment until it appeared momentarily transparent and Boyd saw the head within the helmet. The Skarak head was roughly triangular with two large, black, bulbous eyes on top of the narrow mouth with pincers on either side. The Skarak fell back before being lifted to the ship above. Boyd continued to move, hardly breaking his casual and measured pace as he followed behind the wounded Thresh.

      Poledri and Noland were standing on the boarding ramp to the Odium Fist waving Boyd and Thresh toward them. Boyd picked up the pace, catching up with Thresh. He wrapped an arm around her and gave her support as he dragged her toward sanctuary.

      Somewhere amongst the ships of the landing zone, someone had activated a spitz gun and was firing at the Skarak ship overhead. Boyd glanced over his shoulder and saw the heavy stream of rapid-fire pulse rounds racing up into its hull. The Skarak ship replied with the blue, crackling bolt of energy that slammed into the ground somewhere near the spitz guns. The Skarak ship fired again, punching into the ground until it found its target and silenced the angry spitz gun.

      Boyd set foot on the boarding ramp, a reassuring thump of the composite under his boot. Poledri and Noland raised their weapons.

      “Get down,” Poledri said.

      Boyd dropped, taking Thresh with him. Poledri and Noland opened fire. Boyd crawled up the ramp, risking a glance over his shoulder. He saw the Skarak soldier taking fire.

      A group of troopers came running toward the ship. Boyd recognized one or two of them as members of the Fist’s own company. They fired at the Skarak as they ran. The Skarak fell under the withering crossfire.

      “Can you walk, Thresh?” Poledri asked as he waved the troopers over to him.

      “Yes, Captain,” Thresh said she crawled up the boarding ramp into cover.

      “Good. The Fist has lost all power. Get down to the reactor and get my kravin’ ship running. Boyd, Noland, stop and hold here.”

      The group of five troopers came to the boarding ramp.

      “You troopers stay here and guard the Fist.” Poledri turned and walked unsteadily into the ship.

      Boyd took cover at the side of the entrance and scanned his field of fire. Noland took cover on the other side of the boarding ramp, pulse pistol in hand. The five Faction troopers spread out along the side of the ship and lay down on the jagged rocks of the surface, digging in as best they could, ready to defend their ship.

      Looking back across the landing zone, Boyd saw blasts of blue fire slamming into the ground. Skarak soldiers were dropping and then rising again, struggling and screaming people in their terrible grip. More spitz guns were coming online and pouring fire up into the ship above. The return fire was inaccurate, but eventually did its job and silenced one spitz gun after another.

      The tremendous roar of a hail cannon blasting at the Skarak ship shook the ground. Boyd had never heard a hail cannon fired in an atmosphere before. The fragments of kinetic hail screeched as they ripped through Kalis’s thin atmosphere. The hail struck home and punched a hole in the Skarak hull.

      The Skarak ship began to move off. Boyd heard the cheers leaping up across the landing zone. They were short-lived, however. A second Skarak ship descended from orbit to take the place of the first, and the instant it arrived, a large cavity opened in the bottom of its hull and Skarak soldiers began falling like rain.

      Through the mass of Faction ships on the ground, Boyd saw a group of Skarak soldiers running toward him. Their legs moved in a leaping, lurching manner. Jointed in odd places, the gait was strange and reminded him more of a spider than a person.

      “Here they come,” Boyd said. He activated the pulse rifle’s long-range targeting scope and took aim.

      The Skaraks running toward him came into range and Boyd gave fire. Automatic pulse rounds poured away in a short burst from his rifle and slammed into the nearest Skarak. The rifles from the troopers lying on the rocky ground in front of the Fist spat pulse rounds into oncoming Skaraks, who halted and raised their weapons.

      The long, silver Skarak weapon, tipped with a cluster of short needles, began to glow blue before spitting out a blast of crackling energy. The beam slammed into the ground in front of the Fist’s hull. One blast struck a trooper that was kneeling on the ground, his pulse rifle at his shoulder.

      The blue energy slammed into the trooper, pushing him backward across the white gravel. The energy flowed over his body and thinned out into a series of fine white lines, crackled over his body before gathering around his head. He thrashed in agony for a moment before falling to the ground.

      Boyd gave a short burst to one Skarak and saw it stagger, waving its arms to keep its balance, its long weapon no longer aimed. He then picked another target and fired another short burst, also momentarily disabling that opponent. The first alien was recovering and bringing its weapon up, ready to fire. Boyd redirected his fire on that Skarak and gave another short burst.

      “Keep them off balance,” Boyd shouted as he redirected his aim again. “It will stop them firing. Short bursts only.”

      But one Skarak had enough time to pick his target and fire his weapon. The blue energy slammed into another trooper, who was soon wrapped in fine white lines. He dropped his pulse rifle and clutched his head before toppling over.

      Boyd fired a short burst, then picked a new target and fired again. His rifle moved from one target to another in short, controlled movements; every time he stopped, he fired a burst. The troopers on the ground were firing in the same manner. They knocked the Skarak back a centimeter at a time until eventually, one succumbed to the incessant bursts. It fell, dropping its long weapon.

      With the small attacking group neutralized, Boyd began searching for the next threat. Noland stood up in the doorway and scanned the distance.

      “Thanks for helping out back there,” Boyd said. “Thanks for saving my ass.”

      “I didn’t do it for you. You can fly, we’ll need you if we are going to get out of here, and you can shoot,” Noland said. “You’re pretty good in a fight. If you don’t mind me killing some of these Skarak. You won’t stop me killing these, will you?”

      Boyd glanced over at Noland, looking down on him.

      “If you are talking about the Union crew on that heavy,” Boyd said, “they weren’t attacking us. They weren’t doing anything to us. All we needed to do was relieve them of the ice and go. There was no need to rough them up.”

      Nolan shifted his position and swept his pulse pistol across the space outside the boarding ramp.

      “What did it matter?” he shrugged. “The captain told you to kill them anyway.”

      And Boyd had considered it, briefly. He was grateful in the end that the captain had ordered him to do it and that Noland had been required elsewhere. Noland would have gleefully murdered the crew. Boyd couldn’t do it. He had quickly set his pulse pistol to its low yield setting and delivered non-critical shots to each of the terrified crew. They would wake up with terrible headaches, but they would wake up.

      Captain Poledri spoke over the group channel.

      “Come on, Thresh, give me some power. Let’s get off this kravin’ rock. I’ve got nothing on navigation. Weapons are still offline. Just give me a little something to the drive and we can get out of here.”

      “I can’t figure it out,” Thresh said. “Everything seems fine. I just can’t work out why there’s no power. The reactor just won’t respond. The feed and distributers are primed, all conduits are live. I scrubbed the core nodes myself just the other day.”

      “No need to give me the details, Thresh, just give me some power!”

      A group of three Skarak fighter craft came swooping toward the Fist, spitting out blue fireballs as they came. The Skarak fire slammed into the ship nearest to the Fist in a white, exploding flash, tearing up the surface of the moon. The fighter craft peeled off at the last moment, the last blast of blue fire slamming into the ground just in front of the boarding ramp.

      Fragments of rock were blasted up the boarding ramp by the impact of the fireballs. Boyd turned away and brought his arm up to protect himself. He stepped back inside the Fist before turning around and taking his position again. The dust was still swirling and pebbles still clattering to the ground when he saw a fresh group of Skarak soldiers marching forward, their silver weapons aimed.

      “I’ve got it,” Thresh said over the communication channel. “There is a low-energy dampening field coming from the Skarak ships. It’s interfering with all power. That’s why we lost communications briefly when they arrived. The Skarak warship must be flooding the area with the field and cancelling out all power transfer conduits, but I think I have it all worked out now. I just need to reset some systems and run a low-power stream through all cores, and we’ll be ready to go.”

      Boyd was firing, his pulse rifle blasting at the oncoming Skarak. He thought the chance to escape couldn’t come fast enough. Skarak soldiers were still dropping and grabbing Faction troopers and civilians alike. Weapons fire still sounded from across the landing zone. Flashes of gunfire and several small detonations punctuated the background noise of frightened people.

      A sudden roar drew Boyd’s attention momentarily as he poured fire on the advancing Skarak soldiers. The ship to his left was powering up, strip lights along the hull blinking into life. The drive assembly focus planes were fanning in and out and then the drive flare began to grow. Thrusters on the underside blasted, sending out clouds of dust.

      The Skarak soldiers advancing on Boyd’s position continued forward. They fired their weapons, their aim erratic, but heavy and sustained. Boyd fired the same series of short bursts that had worked before, the whole group defending the Fist doing the same. They slowed the Skarak, but could not stop them before another trooper was burning under the blue-and-white fire from the alien weapons.

      “I’ve got it! I’ve got it!” Thresh’s voice was loud and excited, crackling and popping over the communication channel.

      “I’ve got power to the flight deck,” Poledri said. “Everyone, get ready to fall back. To any Odium Fist crew or company in range of this transmission, fall back to the Fist immediately. We are leaving.”

      The three troopers still lying in front of the Fist began to get to their feet and fall back, firing as they went. Noland was firing his pulse pistol and calling out to them to hurry. Boyd added to Noland’s covering fire. They targeted the nearest Skarak and knocked it back with a series of rounds before it finally fell.

      And then Boyd saw the nearby Faction ship, a raider just like the Odium Fist. Its older, battered outer composite told tales of many narrow escapes from Union cruisers. It lifted off slowly, just a meter. The nose pitched so that it was presenting the main drive assembly to the ground. The drive field punched into the dust and gravel. The blast wave from the drive field knocked over the group of Skarak advancing on the Fist. Through the dust, Boyd could see pulse rounds flickering, picking out Skarak silhouettes. Above the dust cloud, Boyd saw the forward section of the raider climbing steadily—ten meters, fifty meters, a hundred meters.

      A blast of blue, crackling energy from a Skarak ship in orbit slammed into the nose, pushing the raider back and making the front of the ship glow white-hot. Fingers of crackling energy moved back over the raider before gathering on the drive assembly. The drive fell cold, the blue and white lighting up the dust cloud thrown up by the raider’s drive. The ship began to fall back, slowly at first. A second blast punched the raider back more. The drive assembly erupted, plasma punching out from the sides of the assembly and flooding over the surface of the moon, turning the white gravel to black glass.

      “We have power!” Thresher said excitedly.

      Lights in the Fist flickered on behind Boyd, which was when he realized the Fist had just made itself a target for the Skarak warships in orbit.
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      “Captain, this is Boyd. Don’t attempt to take off. Thresh, don’t bring the power online.”

      “We are getting out of here,” Poledri said. “Thresh, don’t listen to him. Give me power as soon as possible.”

      Boyd watched another ship lifting off, and he could sense the danger. A blue beam crackled down from high above and connected with the ship. It fell back to the ground after achieving a moment’s flight, the drive section slamming down, twisting and fracturing the composite. The drive field tore the ship apart, and plasma burned up the side of the ship in a boiling cloud.

      “The Skarak are hitting the ships trying to leave,” Boyd said.

      “Then the sooner we get out of here the better.”

      Boyd watched another group of Skarak soldiers marching forward. He handed Noland his pulse rifle.

      “Hold the ramp,” Boyd said.

      “Where are you going?” Noland asked after taking the rifle.

      “Going to stop Thresh. If we take off, we are dead.”

      “Defy the captain and you’ll be dead.”

      “But you’ll be alive,” Boyd said and ran back into the Fist.

      The drive room was only a few twisted corridors away. As he ran, he could hear ship’s systems starting up. Boyd needed to stop Thresh. He could see that the Skarak were stopping ships from leaving. He had a strange feeling that another ship was taking off—he could almost see it in his mind—then he felt it fall. The sound came rattling through the Fist as the ship crashed back to the surface.

      “Another one down,” Noland said from the boarding ramp. “Hurry up and let’s get out of here.”

      Boyd was still connected to the network he had created to search for Kitzov. He opened a channel to the entire landing zone—all crew, troopers, and ships.

      “Power down. Do not attempt to take off. The Skarak are only hitting ships trying to leave. Don’t attempt to leave.”

      “Boyd, is that you?” Poledri said. “How did you access the entire LZ?”

      Boyd burst into the drive room. He saw Thresh high up in the reactor chamber.

      “Thresh, don’t do it!” Boyd called out.

      She looked down at him. Her hand hovered over the power control.

      “Don’t listen to him, Thresh,” Poledri said. “I am at the flight console and I am ready to get my ship out of here. You are my engineer and you have an order. Give me power now.”

      Thresh looked down at Boyd. She shrugged and mouthed the word, ‘sorry’.

      “All ships,” a voice burst over Boyd’s communicator. “This is Kitzov. Now hear this. All ships, power down. The Skarak are destroying any ship taking off. Tactical intelligence aboard the Silence calculates that the energy signature of the drive field is assisting the Skarak’s targeting. If we are to stand a chance, we must hold our ground and fight. Running is not an option. Retreat is death. We will stand and fight. Faction. Freedom. Forever.”

      Boyd held Thresh in his gaze. She shook her head and smiled down at him before stepping away from the power control.

      “There’s too many of them.” Noland’s voice sounded like he was exhausted, pulse fire fizzing in the background.

      “On my way,” Boyd said and ran back to the boarding ramp.

      The fighting outside was still heavy. Faction troopers were running for the cover of raiders and firing at the Skarak walking freely about the landing zone. Boyd took position against the open hatch on top of the boarding ramp and looked for a target.

      The remaining troopers of the Fist’s company lay on the ground under the ship’s hull. Blue beams struck indiscriminately, destroying anyone unlucky enough to be caught by the aimless fire.

      “The captain is not going to be happy with you,” Noland said, his eyes scanning for Skarak targets. “Going over his head like that. You’ll be lucky if he doesn’t feed you to a Skarak for that.” Noland threw Boyd his pulse rifle and armed himself with his pistol.

      Boyd shrugged. “Don’t mind pissing off Poledri,” Boyd said, just before he heard the footsteps behind him.

      Boyd turned just in time to see Poledri’s bunched fist flying at him. It was a heavy punch and knocked Boyd back into the frame of the boarding ramp.

      Boyd recovered and squared up. He stepped towards Poledri, ready to fight for his life, ready to fight to the death.

      Noland stepped up and jammed his pulse pistol to the side of Boyd’s head.

      Boyd held up his hands.

      Poledri was fuming, his face contorted in a grimace of hate and anger—more so than usual. The scar over his eye appeared to deepen as if rage drew it down into his flesh.

      He punched Boyd again.

      “You ever countermand my orders again and I will crush you.” Poledri snatched the pulse rifle from Boyd and took position, ready to defend his ship.

      Most of the Skaraks dropping from the skies began to form up into tightly-packed squads. There were no more people running around for them to grab. Everyone was hiding, taking cover in or under a ship. Boyd sensed the Skarak desire to capture people. Somewhere deep in the back of his mind, like the memory of an echo, he heard their call. He had been in their ship and felt the draw of the Skarak. Now he could feel them, feel their intentions.

      “Hold them,” he called out as a group of Skarak marched forward.

      The trooper in front of the Fist turned to fall back as the Skarak weapons poured fire at him.

      Poledri fired a sustained burst. Boyd was impressed with how the pirate held his aim while firing such a long barrage. He joined him and added a series of pistol rounds, finally dropping one of the Skarak.

      “There are too many of them,” Noland said as he retreated a few steps into the Fist. “We need to get out of here.”

      “You heard Kitzov,” Poledri said. “We stand and fight.”

      “We need a better position,” Boyd said as another Skarak dropped in front of the ship. Boyd looked at his wrist-mounted holo-stage and called up an image of the entire landing zone.

      The defenders were scattered across the area and were too spread out, while the Skarak moved freely. All the troopers and flight deck crews were defending their own ships. Boyd knew they could never hold off the Skarak like this. They were simply waiting their turn to be picked off.

      “We need to concentrate our firepower if we are going to survive this,” he said as he raised his pistol.

      A blast of Skarak fire struck the side of the Fist. Boyd recoiled and lost his footing. As he lay on his back, clambering to find his feet, he saw movement above the boarding ramp.

      He could hear the Skarak’s movement, like a scratching and scuttling. And he could feel its presence. He aimed, and the moment the Skarak soldier peered around the edge, he fired.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Bozilova called in all the troopers of the Creeping Fate and arranged them inside his ship. The Skarak were at the edge of the boarding ramp. With the power offline, the ramp could not close. The crew held the corridor, the narrow space concentrating their fire and holding the Skarak back.

      Bozilova had never been boarded. In all his years attacking Union freighters from the belt to the sphere, he had always been the attacker. He knew once he had a foothold on a ship, he was not giving up. The first Skarak soldier rushed up the ramp and was inside.

      “This is Bozilova. We have Skarak on board. I’ve lost all my troopers. Flight deck crew only remaining. I’m falling back to the flight deck and I’ll try and stop them from getting in. If it looks like the Skarak will breach my final position, I will destroy my ship. The Creeping Fate will fight as long as we can. Faction. Freedom. Forever.”

      With Skarak soldiers inside his ship, Bozilova gave the order to fall back. He ran with his engineer, navigator, weapons operator, and pilot. The Skarak fire that chased them slammed into the engineer, dropping him with a scream. The screaming stopped as he fell, white energy crackling and fizzling out over the back of his head.

      Bozilova turned and gave fire, his pulse rounds going wild and slamming into the walls, narrowly missing the Skarak standing at the end of the corridor. It raised its weapon and took aim at Bozilova. He saw more Skarak join the other, while others were moving off into other adjoining corridors, spreading through the ship.

      Bozilova turned and ran, just making it around the bend before the Skarak fired. He made it to the flight deck in a few more strides.

      Taking cover in the flight deck, all weapons were trained on the open entrance. Bozilova’s remaining crew looked breathless but determined. They were not beaten yet, even though they all knew they could not win.

      A sudden hail of Skarak fire screamed through the entrance. Bozilova stood aghast as his remaining crewman fell to the floor.

      Running to the command chair, Bozilova had one last move—a failsafe, installed on all raiders to ensure they would never be taken into custody by the Union. But it was the Skarak that prompted him to use it now.

      As the Skarak rushed onto the flight deck, Bozilova pulled open the small cover on the side of the armrest. A single, simple switch. A Skarak came into view around the command chair just as he flipped the switch.
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      The roar of the Creeping Fate exploding shook the ground and made the gravel shake. Boyd kept firing. Poledri was focused and filled with deadly bloodlust. Noland was momentarily distracted by the blast.

      Thresh arrived at the opening, a rifle in hand. She stood behind them and raised the weapon.

      “The Creeping Fate just self-destructed,” she said as she blasted pulse fire into the dust.

      “We always said one would be there when the other was killed.” Poledri picked a new target and fired. “Didn’t think it would be like this.”

      “Why don’t they just destroy the ships from orbit?” Noland said. “Why don’t they just let us escape?” His voice rose with fury. “Just let us go. It’s not fair.” He stepped forward and fired wildly into the dust and the Skaraks moving in on their position.

      “Get back,” Poledri said, cold and firm. “Maintain your position and fire.”

      “They are not destroying the ships because they want us alive, as many of us as they can get,” Boyd said. He stepped back into cover and tapped at his holo-stage.

      “What are you doing cowering back there?” Poledri said, not once letting up the heavy fire he was pouring onto the Skarak outside.

      “I am looking for a way out of here. If we stay here, we will be killed, or worse.”

      “What’s worse?” Poledri said.

      “You want to wait and find out?”

      Still connected to his covert device, Boyd accessed a set of Union maps of the moon. The maps showed him a series of underground bunkers that had been a hidden Union outpost. It had only recently been abandoned after the Union had pulled back to the inner system following the discovery of the Skaraks. The nearest entrance to the bunker complex was at the banks of the red lake, and only a few meters from the Fist. Boyd knew it would be difficult to explain how he found the system of hidden Union bunkers, and he didn’t have long to come up with a convincing story because he knew for sure if he stayed here, he would soon be dead.

      “I think I have something,” Boyd said.

      “What have you got?” Poledri said.

      “A network of caves,” Boyd said.

      “Where?”

      “Not far. We all need to move, all Faction forces. We can strengthen our defense if we work together.”

      “Send the coordinates to the Faction command,” Poledri said.

      “Done,” Boyd replied, picking a target and opening fire.

      A roar of a drive field somewhere from the far side of the landing zone reverberated over the loose stone ground. Pulse rounds flashed through the dust along with return fire from the Skaraks. A blue bolt struck from above, slamming into the nose of a raider climbing off the surface. The beam disabled the ship and sent it crashing back to the ground, where it erupted in fire.

      “Maybe we should all try and leave at once,” Noland said. “They can’t blast us all.”

      A Faction-wide call came from one of the ships somewhere in the landing zone. The captain was calling for help. His holo-image appeared on Boyd’s holo-stage. The captain looked tired.

      “The Skarak are hitting us hard. I can’t hold them off much longer.” Then the channel went quiet, followed by a high-pitched chattering and clicking as the Skarak soldiers moved into the ship. Finally, a Skarak moved into the capture field of the captain’s holo-stage. It looked into the device, its covered head projected across the landing zone. It raised its weapon and fired. The image vanished.

      Then came a message from the Silence.

      “This is Kitzov. We need to concentrate our forces. They will just keep picking us off if we remain separated. We have identified a cave system. Entrance coordinates available to you now. All Faction personnel make for the caves. We will defend ourselves there. All forces, move. Now.”

      Poledri stepped out of cover into the opening of the boarding ramp. He continued firing on the Skaraks as they dashed back and forth through the dust.

      “You heard the leader. We move. Boyd, you take point. Go.”

      Boyd broke cover and ran down the ramp. He didn’t know how far he would be able to make it, but remaining aboard the Fist was certain death. Speed was the key. He moved fast, staying low and firing at any Skarak foolish enough to stand in his way.
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      The landing zone erupted into life with the shouts of Faction troopers and ships’ crew charging down open boarding ramps and spilling out onto the surface of Kalis. The ships had been grounded by an energy field from the Skarak warships, and now their only hope of survival lay in banding together and fighting.

      Boyd stepped onto the white gravel of the moon’s surface. Something was wrong. As Thresh ran past him, she turned to see why he had stopped.

      “Where are all the bodies?” he said. He looked at the places where the Fist’s troopers had been shot down by the Skarak soldiers. They were gone. There was not a single body anywhere to be seen.

      Boyd looked at the warship overhead.

      “So where is this cave, Boyd?” Poledri asked, running down the ramp and halting next to Boyd. He ducked as a wild blast of Skarak fire whizzed overhead.

      Boyd cleared his head of thoughts about missing bodies and scanned ahead with his wrist-mounted holo-stage. The image of the bunker entrance appeared, superimposed over its actual location, a small outcrop of white rock only a few meters from the Fist.

      “Right there.” Boyd pointed. He brought up his pulse rifle and fired into the rock. After a sustained barrage, the white rocks flickered as the pulse rounds interfered with the camouflage shield that covered the entrance, masking it with the image of a rock face.

      “Why would a cave system be protected with a camo shield?” Noland said. He raised his pulse pistol and fired another blast at the location that was still flickering, the white rocks appearing to shiver under the fire.

      The crew from the ship adjacent to the Fist arrived, Skarak fire on their heels. They slowed and took up defensive positions, kneeling or standing, their weapons pointed at the Skarak threat running through the dust-filled landing zone.

      “Put more fire on that camo shield,” Boyd said, his pulse rifle purring as it released a stream of rounds into the rock. “We can worry about the engineering later.”

      With the entire group firing every available weapon into the rock, the shield grew weaker.

      “We need to get the frequency right,” Thresh said. “If we put the pulse rounds on it with the right timing, it will disrupt the field further.”

      More troopers joined the group standing out in the open with only the nearby ships for cover. They could see the flickering of the shield and soon were hammering pulse rounds into the target, desperate to free the entrance and escape the Skarak closing in.

      “Stop firing,” Thresh said. “I need to take a look if we are going to bring down the field.”

      The panic in the Faction was too great and Thresh’s request fell on ears deafened by the blast of pulse rounds striking the shield.

      Boyd turned aside and accessed his holo-stage. The crews from all ships were bunched together as they came closer to the entrance. Soon, they would all be crushed under their own weight, pushed into the red Lake, or plucked off by Skarak soldiers.

      “Form a perimeter,” Poledri said, pushing armed men to the edge of the area. “Let my engineer do her job. Fire on the Skarak, but watch out for the Faction members arriving. We don’t want to shoot them down thinking they are Skarak.”

      As the fire on the camo shield ceased, Thresh was able to move forward and investigate. She pulled the shunt out of her holo-stage and waved it over the shield. Gathering data and analyzing it as it came in, she worked quickly. Finally stepping back, she drew her pistol.

      “It’s Union tech. The same camo shielding they use on their ships. This is no cave system. This is a Union facility. It’s locked down. We’ll never get in.”

      “You had better try, Thresh,” Poledri said. “We’re stuck out here now. Get the entrance open.”

      “What about your frequency idea?” Boyd said. He crouched next to Thresh and Poledri, his pulse rifle sweeping arcs looking for targets. He spotted a Skarak in the distance and fired.

      “It’s worth a try,” Poledri said as he shoved Thresh back toward the camouflaged entrance. “And you better hope she gets that shield down, Boyd.” Poledri fixed Boyd with a cold stare. “You brought us here. I’ll make sure you suffer before we all die if it comes to that.”

      A fresh group of troopers and crew came running from one side with Skarak weapons fire slamming into the ground around them. One crewman turned to give fire with his pulse rifle only to be caught in the chest. The silhouette of the Skarak soldier lit up with the blasts from its weapon. It came under fire from a dozen Faction pulse rifles and vanished back into the dust, beaten back by the volley.

      “They are running.” Noland said, standing up and stepping away from the tightly-packed group bristling with weapons. “They have enough. We fought them off. We can get back to our ships.”

      Poledri grabbed Noland by the collar and yanked him back to the ground. “Or maybe they are just bunching us up together so they can pick us off more easily. Do you want to be the first one they take down?” Poledri snarled.

      Boyd knew Poledri’s only concern was to have enough of the flight deck crew left to crew the Fist should they have a chance to escape. With so many Faction crew falling to the Skaraks, there would be no replacements available anywhere on the landing zone.

      He looked over at Thresh and saw her scanning and re-scanning the area around the field. She pulled out power pack from a pulse pistol and set it down in a precise location before falling back.

      “This is the best I can do,” Thresh said. “The power pack is set to deliver a staggered high-yield pulse. It might just weaken the field. I found a point in the shield where it’s buckled. It’s probably the weakest point. It’s our only chance.”

      Boyd moved into the defensive perimeter and took position just behind the two nearest Faction troopers. He held his holo-stage in front of him, resting the pulse rifle on his arm. He made it look as if he was presenting arms ready to fire. He was cautious not to give away his true intentions as he tapped on the covert device and searched for any Union network in the area. Using his own personal Blue Star Marine identity codes, he sent a broad sweep request for a response.

      This was dangerous. Surrounded by Faction and using his true identity, he could so easily be found out. The Skarak would not need to kill him. Any one of those around him would quite happily do the job.

      Boyd had a hit. He located a sentry system operating around the Union bunkers. He requested access through the camo shield at the given coordinates.

      The reply came back: access denied.

      “Hurry up there, Thresh,” Poledri shouted. “I have a message from Kitzov. He will be here any moment. He is under heavy fire and wants to get those caves.”

      Boyd accessed the sentry system and requested emergency access. He sent a hack code to the power system for a full-system shutdown.

      Thresh shouted out. “Take cover. Pulse blast heading your way.”

      Boyd needed to time this perfectly. He took over and waited for the pulse blast. It came in a sudden, white flash. Rock and dust thrown up by the exploding power cell punched out over the heads of the defensive perimeter, and Boyd hit his holo-stage to collapse the power system operating in the Union facility.

      “Did it work?” Poledri said, turning toward the site of the blast where a small crater had been punched into the ground. The outcrop remained. He fired his pistol at the white rock, the image flickering under the pulse round. The shield was still operational.

      Boyd looked nervously at his holo-stage, and then interface with the Union facility went offline. Boyd looked with eyes wide, suddenly filled with hope. He turned and fired himself. The pulse round slammed into the image of the rocks, and it shimmered then vanished to reveal a deep, dark tunnel leading into the moon crust.

      “You did it,” Boyd said excitedly, knowing full well that it had been his efforts, not Thresh’s, who had brought down the camo shield.

      “Fall back on the entrance,” Poledri said. “Tighten the perimeter. Kitzov will be here any second. Let him inside.”

      Boyd scanned ahead. Faction troopers formed firing lines, holding back the few Skarak daring to come close. Why were they holding back? Boyd could not help but ask himself the question. He was not naturally pessimistic, but he had a bad feeling that the Skarak were not attacking because they had something different planned.

      Movement in the dust nearby caught Boyd’s eye. He looked up and saw a group running, pulse rifles firing out to the sides.

      It was Kitzov.

      “Covering fire,” Poledri said, standing and firing off to the side to protect Kitzov and his group as they ran forward. Boyd climbed up onto one knee and positioned his rifle against his shoulder. He took careful aim, picking out Kitzov amongst a group. One well-placed pulse round and the Faction would crumble. One well-placed round now and Boyd would have his revenge. Kitzov was running to what he thought was sanctuary. With one shot, Boyd could send Kitzov running into oblivion.

      A heavy pat on Boyd’s back knocked him off his aim.

      “Well done, Boyd,” Poledri said. He kneeled next to his pilot, his rifle aimed to the distance, ready to fire. “I don’t know how you found that cave system, but if you hadn’t, we’d be finished. You’ve given us a fighting chance.”

      Kitzov ran past, his well-armed troopers in neat uniforms running with him. A captain was standing at the now-open entrance, waving the leader inside. The moment Kitzov was safe, the others began to run inside.

      “Let’s go.” Poledri tapped Boyd on the arm and got to his feet. Rifle aimed, he moved backward, scanning for danger.

      A captain was standing at the entrance and arranging a line of troopers to cover the retreat. They lay on the sharp gravel, rifles aimed out.

      Then a barrage of Skarak fire came in, slamming into the ground in front of the troopers. They returned fire, concentrating in the direction of the incoming fire.

      Boyd scurried back toward the opening. He saw Noland run inside closely followed by Poledri. Thresh was scurrying over the ground on her elbows and knees, staying under the troopers’ defensive fire.

      Then Boyd made a dash for the sanctuary of the tunnels only a few meters away. Most Faction crew was already inside and now the troopers were organizing an orderly withdrawal. Boyd ran, not wanting to be the last left outside with Skarak ships overhead and their soldiers ranging over the landing zone.

      Boyd saw one trooper look into the sky. He began moving backward, eyes fixed on the sky. Boyd looked up and saw dark spots across the orange expanse.

      “More Skarak?” a trooper said as he raised his rifle to zoom in on the dark specks that were growing larger by the moment as they dropped to the surface.

      Boyd looked up and saw right away that these were not falling in the same controlled way that the Skarak soldiers had. They appeared to be tumbling as they fell. Just as he reached the entrance to the tunnel, something slammed into the ground a few meters away. The dust kicked up off the surface obscured the impact site, but Boyd saw something moving. It was clumsy, not balanced and strong like a Skarak soldier. It came forward in a fumbling motion, dropping to the deck and clambering forward.

      Then another hit, and another, and soon, large, dark shapes were raining all around the entrance to the tunnel. Scanning into the dust with his pulse rifle targeting, Boyd could make out the shape—the twisted, broken shape of a human being.

      Another fell just in front of Boyd. Clearly a woman, half-naked. Blood splattered across the sharp stones as she hit.

      Boyd stepped back, mouth open in horror. Were the Skarak throwing corpses at them now?

      Then the woman moved, twitching at first then clambering to her feet. There was a broken bone protruding from her leg. She stumbled when the broken bone was unable to take her weight. But on she came, struggling and scrambling forward over blood-soaked ground with smashed bones.

      Boyd saw a Faction trooper insignia on the woman’s tattered jacket. She was a member of the Silence’s company, one of Kitzov’s own.

      And through the dust they came. More and more, lurching forward, the dead, broken bodies of the captured.

      Boyd blasted at the nearest. The pulse rounds ripped through her body and she fell to the ground. Still, as the dead should be.

      Boyd was grabbed and pulled back into the tunnel entrance, into the dark, while outside came the sounds of bodies slamming into the ground by the dozen.
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      “What were they?” a trooper asked through heaving breaths as they ran along the dark corridor. The way was only lit by a pulse rifle flashlight that danced across the long corridor.

      “I saw one of the Silence crew,” Boyd said, falling in step with the trooper.

      “I saw some flight deck crew and the captain from the Bleak Hunger. I was on that ship until a few weeks ago when I was drafted to the Silence.”

      “When did you last see them?” Boyd asked.

      “About an hour ago eating some pickled hast and arguing about Curveball.”

      Boyd moved into the corridor. His scan showed an opening a few meters ahead. The corridor entrance opened into a control room, large enough for many of the defenders. Beyond were further corridors leading to living quarters for the outpost.

      The Union insignia on the walls and on much of the control room furniture was being methodically defaced by Faction troopers, daubing their own Faction designs over them. Some were carving them out with their electron blades, cutting out the insignia that meant repression to them.

      Boyd thought it laughable that these Faction people would be wasting their time on this when an army of alien soldiers stood outside the complex.

      The distant sound of pulse fire echoed back from the entrance where a strong defensive position was holding the Skarak back.

      “Barricades!” Boyd shouted, pulling a tall stool away from a wall.

      “We need to block up the corridor to hold them back,” Boyd said, grabbing another of the stools.

      A group of captains were gathered in the center of the control room with Kitzov among them. Boyd looked over at him. Kitzov looked back.

      “Yes, listen, friends. We need to hold back the enemy. Help that man build up our defenses.”

      Before Kitzov had finished speaking, a dozen flight deck crew from half a dozen raiders were dragging chairs, shelves, and anything else they could move away from the control room and toward the corridor. Boyd directed them toward the sounds of rifle fire and shouts of defenders.

      The defenders were falling back and getting nearer to the control room when Boyd picked the spot for the barricade.

      Thresh came running along the corridor leading a group of five troopers. They were carrying a large, heavy unit clearly pulled out of the control room.

      “Go and call back the defenders!” Thresh shouted at Boyd as she directed the troopers. “I’ve got a field generator. I should be able to rig it to create stability field to hold this barricade together.”

      Boyd clambered over the ramshackle barricade of desks and chairs and ran toward the sounds of battle. The opening to the complex was around a slight bend, and soon Boyd could see the dull orange light of Extremis in the sky. Skarak weapons fire poured into the tunnel, exploding in blue energy bolts that rapidly reduced to fine strands of white lightning.

      “Fall back!” Boyd called out. A few troopers were still holding the line, but many more were lying dead. And in the tunnel, silhouetted by the orange glow, came a staggering, stuttering mass of broken bodies. Some walked upright, their arms twisted unnaturally. Heads on snapped necks, torsos smashed.

      Boyd recognized one large man as one of the prizefighters he had seen when he first arrived at the landing zone.

      One of the troopers stood as the Skarak weapons fire subsided. He stepped forward, peering into the gloom.

      “Dani?”

      Boyd watched the trooper walk forward, calling as he went.

      “Dani, I saw you taken by a Skarak. Krav it all, I thought we’d lost you. Come on, buddy.”

      Boyd looked at the man the trooper was calling Dani. His ankle was snapped, the foot twisted ninety degrees outward. Dani walked on his ankle with a limping, stumbling gait, leaving bloody footprints as he went.

      Boyd raised his rifle and zoomed in on him. He saw that the man’s jaw was hanging loose, snapped at one side. He had a vacant look in eyes so bloodshot, that they were totally red.

      “Get back, trooper. That’s not your friend anymore. The Skarak have got inside his head.”

      Boyd waited a moment for the trooper to respond.

      “Well then, we are going to get the Skarak out of his head,” the trooper said as he walked toward his friend.

      “He’s gone. Trust me,” Boyd said. He watched as more bodies came lumbering forward, many so broken they could only crawl, sliding across the ground and leaving a bloody slick behind them. The faster ones clambered over the slower ones, but all were looking forward, toward the defenders with their bloodshot eyes.

      As the trooper reached out for his friend, his friend reached out for him. Then the man called Dani clamped his arms around the trooper and began to pull him back.

      “No, Dan,” the trooper said. “This way. Let’s get you to a doc. That foot looks bad.”

      But Dani kept pulling, and then another lumbering, broken body clamped on to the defender and pulled.

      Boyd took aim and shot Dani in the head. The man toppled and fell backward to be trampled under the advancing feet of more lumbering bodies.

      The trooper staggered back as more hands reached out for him. He leveled his pulse rifle and opened fire, rounds blasting into the relentless tide of broken bodies.

      At the far end of the corridor, in the orange light, a Skarak soldier stood with broken human bodies moving around it, heading into the tunnel and toward Boyd.

      “Fall back. Back to the barricades. You can’t help them now. We have to help the survivors. Kitzov orders it.”

      At the name Kitzov, the troopers began to fall back. Soon they were around the gentle curve and Boyd could see the barricades that had been hastily erected by the troopers. Behind it, on the safe side, Thresh was frantically waving Boyd to her.

      “Boyd, let’s go.”

      He let the troopers clamber over the barricade, glancing nervously over his shoulder. The shadows of the crawling, lurching bodies flickered on the walls. With the last of the defenders over the barricade, Boyd followed, with the sounds of rasping breaths from broken bodies on the back of his neck.

      The moment he dropped to the safe side of the barricade, Thresh activated the stability field. The hastily-assembled pile of office furniture was pressed into a tighter assemblage as the field kicked in. Slowly, the material settled into a tightly packed yet still ramshackle arrangement. There were plenty of gaps in the barricade—just enough to slip a rifle muzzle through.

      Soon, the mass of broken bodies lumbered up to the barricade, and the defenders fell back in horror at the sight.

      Boyd glanced over at Thresh. Her wall was about to face its first test. She looked confident, even a little excited, to see her contraption at work.

      The bodies came up against the blockage and stopped. As more pressed forward, the front rank was pressed tight up against the barricade. Thresh checked the power readings on the field generator and appeared pleased with the findings.

      “It’s holding.”

      As the group of troopers stepped forward, they peered through the gaps in the barricade at the faces of those on the other side.

      “He was on my ship,” one trooper said, “a new gunner, I think. He just came up from one of the belt settlements.”

      “That’s Beck,” another trooper said, looking at a young woman. Her head was tilted to one side, a bone sticking out of her shoulder. “She was captain of the Iron Fire.”

      Boyd couldn’t help but stare. These people had all been captured by the Skarak only a short time ago, and now here they were, dropped back to the surface. Discarded? Maybe. If they had been discarded, then what were the Skarak looking for? Or maybe they had been captured and programmed somehow to attack their former comrades. But if they were converted by the Skarak, why drop them and break their bodies?

      None of it made any sense.

      Boyd stepped back. The sight was too bizarre. The troopers were pressing up against the barricades looking for those they knew. But already familiarity and friendliness had failed, and the troopers mocked and jeered the mindless bodies before them. One trooper fired up his electron bayonet and slid it into the chest of one of the bodies. It slid in and was pulled back out without effect. Then the trooper flicked his bayonet and sliced the head clean off. It toppled to the side, falling between the others. The eyes and mouth continued to move as if in life.

      Boyd looked down at Thresh. She was occupied with her field generator without a thought or care for the strange mass of bodies. Then he slipped away. Boyd had other concerns.

      Kitzov was here.

      The control room was crammed with the survivors. Boyd walked in and avoided anyone from the Fist. He had a call to make. The entire reason for his being here was Kitzov. He was in the same room as the hated Faction Leader. He had succeeded where so many other Union operatives had failed.

      As much as he wanted to kill the terrorist himself, Boyd was still a Marine, and a Blue Star Marine at that. He had been trained for this sort of high-risk mission. He had infiltrated the Faction and located the leader. Now he needed to inform his commanding officer.

      If it was too dangerous for the Union to come and arrest Kitzov with the Skarak running around, then Boyd would happily take the duty as executioner and put a pulse round in the back of Kitzov’s head. Making sure to record every moment on his wrist-mounted holo-stage, uploading it live to the Union, so everyone across the Scorpio System could see that Kitzov was dead.

      It would be the last duty Boyd ever performed. But a happy one. He was here not just for duty, but for personnel revenge. Kitzov had killed his brother. He knew he might not make it through this mission alive, but it would be worth it if he killed Kitzov.

      Boyd had remained calm for weeks and months, blending in, hiding amongst the pirates of the Faction, but hate was building inside him. Every moment he spent in the same room as Kitzov, the hate grew. He felt it would burst out of him in a torrent. He could rig a bomb and destroy every one of these Faction scum in one blast.

      He’d be a hero.

      But before he took that grave honor, he needed to follow protocol and make the call.

      The control room was only the first stop in the complex that spread underneath the moon’s surface like an ant colony, twisting corridors and chambers for every human function—eating and sleeping, work and recreation. Boyd could surely find a quiet corner and make the call.

      He slipped through a door as the trooper set to guard it was distracted by Kitzov. They were mesmerized by him. He stood in the center of the room, people around him gazing up at him, as he was tall. He was broad and he was handsome, Boyd had to concede. No wonder so many of the Faction followed him.

      He was talking in a calm and pleasant voice, assuring all that they would be safe as long as they worked together.

      It was a comforting lie, and they believed it. Maybe they wanted to believe purely because it came from the lips of Kitzov.

      It was like a cult. He was their liberator, their messiah.

      Boyd slipped through the doorway and into a dark, quiet corridor. He drew his pulse pistol and activated its flashlight, lighting up the corridor, and revealing a side door. Behind the door was a small room with food and drink dispensers.

      Boyd slipped inside and activated his covert device.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Major Featherstone sat casually in the command chair on the deck of the Resolute, a Union frigate fitted for Blue Star operation. She was fast and powerful, designed for special ops, and currently engaged in the most important mission ever in the history of the Scorpio System: to find and capture Kitzov. One man had infiltrated the Faction. The rest of the Blue Star team was standing by.

      Then the call came in.

      “It’s Sergeant Boyd,” Yanic Knole said from the communication console.

      “Put it on the main holo-stage,” Featherstone said as he leaned forward in his chair.

      Boyd appeared, head and shoulders shrouded in dark.

      “Sergeant Boyd. You have a report?” Featherstone said.

      Boyd’s face was pressed close. He spoke in hushed tones.

      “I have located Kitzov.”

      A cheer went up across the command deck. Featherstone stood up.

      “Well done, Sergeant. Where is he now?”

      “He’s in the next room, literally a few meters from me right now. We are holed up in an abandoned Union bunker network on the moon, Kalis.”

      “Excellent work.” Featherstone stepped down from the plinth that his command chair sat on and walked toward the main holo-stage. “Hang tight, Sergeant. We’ll have you out of there before we come and capture him.”

      “Hold that, sir,” Boyd said. “We are currently under attack. It’s the Skarak.”

      “Skarak?” Featherstone said. “No one has seen any Skarak ships since we beat them out of the system.”

      “They are back, and in large numbers. I counted a dozen Skarak warships. They deployed fighter craft and hundreds of soldiers. I’ve engaged them at close quarters.”

      “Okay, sit tight. I need to get to the colonel and request fleet support before we deploy.”

      “There’s something else,” Boyd began, but he hesitated. “The Skarak, they were capturing people, and then dropping them from their warships. Those they captured appeared… They appeared to be dead, but they still began attacking after they were dropped. The Skarak are using our own numbers against us.”

      Featherstone climbed back up into his command chair. “Send me any details you can and I’ll pass them on. We will be ready for whatever the Skarak throw at us. But your priority remains to stay close to Kitzov. Do not let him out of your sight.”

      “Sir,” Boyd began, “we can end this right here. If you order me, I can execute the terrorist Kitzov right here, right now. I’ll keep the channel open so you have a full live report.”

      Featherstone shook his head. “Negative, Sergeant. We need to bring Kitzov before Union law. Justice will be served by the courts. It is not enough that justice be done, it must be seen to be done. Do you read me, Sergeant?”

      “Loud and clear,” Boyd said. He knew his job was to bring Kitzov in, and no matter how much he wanted to avenge his brother’s death, he knew he should put duty first—just as his brother had done.

      A noise outside drew his attention. Footsteps toward the door he was behind.

      “Someone’s coming. Boyd out.” The feed from the covert device ended, the holo-stage blinking out.

      Featherstone considered the information Boyd had given him. The terrorist Kitzov. The Skarak. The dead.

      “Get me the colonel right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Boyd deactivated the device just as the door burst open.

      “What you doing hiding in here?” Thresh said.

      “Nothing. Just grabbing a drink. You want one?” Boyd tried a drink machine. It was unpowered, like the rest of the complex.

      “It’s a big place here,” Thresh said. She stood in the doorway and held it open. “But really well hidden. Looks like the Union only just left. How did you find it?”

      Boyd had his story all worked out. He was just about to explain the lucky find, the gravimetric anomaly that suggested a subterranean structure, but he was cut short when a shout went up from the defenders at the barricade.

      The bodies of their former comrades were pushing through, and the barricade was about to fail.
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      Running through the control room with Thresh right behind him, Boyd drew his pulse pistol. He ran out into the corridor and came to the barricade.

      The stability field was holding but it was too strong, and the ramshackle arrangement of equipment was collapsing under the weight of it. A dead-eyed Faction trooper, his scruffy uniform caked in blood, was crawling through a gap. Boyd fired a single round into the dead trooper, who slumped and added his now twice-dead body to the barricade.

      The line of troopers defending the barricade was only a dozen across, limited by the width of the corridor. The piles of items crumpled again, collapsing under the field.

      “Not too strong,” Boyd called out. “Reduce the strength of the field or you’ll crush this pile of crap flat.”

      “It’s about as weak as I can make it,” Thresh said. “This kit was designed for a starship’s hull, to protect against high-energy impacts. A pile of office furniture is too weak. The field will collapse it utterly in time.”

      The pile settled again, a small cabinet was crushed, and the barricade collapsed on one side down to only chest height. The bodies on the other side reached over with their hands, fingers clawing at the defenders.

      “It’s Seren,” one defender said, his voice breaking. “My wife.”

      Boyd looked. The woman’s head was bent ninety degrees to the left, and her right arm was dislocated at the shoulder, hanging uselessly to her side and swinging as she moved. Her left arm was reaching out, clawing at the air. As she climbed up onto the barricade, her body was held in place by the field that enveloped her, but her arm made it through the field and clawed at her husband’s face.

      “Let her through,” the husband said. “She needs a doctor. There must be a med-bay in here somewhere.” He reached out and took her hand, but then yelled in pain as his wife crushed his fingers in her grip.

      A trooper stepped up and fired a single round into the woman. She fell still, her body now part of the barricade as bodies behind continued to claw and press forward.

      “She was already gone,” Boyd said to the horrified trooper. He was cradling his broken fingers and looking in disbelief at his now certainly dead wife. “She had been taken by the Skarak.” He drew the shocked trooper aside. “They did something to them. Look at her body. Her neck was broken. She was dead already.”

      “So how was she moving? She was looking for me?”

      Boyd passed the trooper over to one of his comrades, who led him away. He turned and looked at the lifeless body of the woman Seren. Her broken body should never have been able to move. There was no life in those eyes. It was just like the crew of the Bonesaw that Boyd had discovered on an asteroid in the outer asteroid sphere. They had been exposed to space, their eyes black and their mouths filled with swollen tongues. They had been dead but still attacked.

      Boyd looked at the hoard on the far side of the barricade. More were climbing over the top of the collapsing pile. Bodies on top of bodies. Now half the height of the barricade was corpses as the stability field crushed it down.

      “If we throw enough material on the barricade,” Boyd said, “the field will eventually compact it so much that it won’t collapse anymore.”

      “That’s right,” Thresh said, “but it’ll block up the corridor so completely we’ll seal ourselves in, unless there is another way out. Maybe we should start looking. We can’t stay in here forever in any case.”

      Boyd stepped back from the barricade and let a trooper take his place. The troopers were firing at any attacker that came close. They called out the name of anyone they recognized before dispatching them, the bodies on the far side of the barricade piling up so the attackers climbed over the fallen and were soon towering over the barricade. Some stepped onto the barricade only to be pulled down into the cavities made by the stability field.

      “I can’t make the field any weaker,” Thresh said.

      A group of troopers arrived carrying more items pulled from rooms further along the corridors to add to the barricade. A tall chair, used as a perch for an operator of one of the consoles in the control room, was thrown onto the barricade. It collapsed instantly, adding a few centimeters of height to the barricade and crushing the body of an attacker beneath it.

      More items were thrown on, adding a few more centimeters. A cabinet here, a chair or table there. All crushed down on top of the bodies that had climbed up. Now the barricade was a sandwich of the original barricade, the bodies of the dead, and the new material. A hand sticking out on the defenders’ side still grasped forward until the stability field crushed everything down again and the hand stopped. Blood trickled over the fingers to drip slowly to the ground.

      Boyd heard his name called out by a voice he knew.

      “Boyd, Thresh, where are you?”

      It was Noland.

      “Someone wants to meet you,” Noland said with a cheeky, knowing grin on his thin lips.

      Boyd and Thresh exchanged a look of mild curiosity as they followed Noland. They walked into the packed control room. Noland led Boyd and Thresh over to where Captain Poledri was standing, talking to a tall, broad-shouldered man in a neat Faction uniform.

      The man turned around, a broad smile on a friendly face.

      “You must be Will Boyd,” Kitzov said. “Poledri was telling me all about you.”

      He held out his hand and snatched Boyd’s, shaking it enthusiastically without being too vigorous. His grip was firm but not crushing. His enthusiasm infected Boyd, who smiled back at his brother’s killer.

      “Pleased to meet you, sir.” The words fell out of Boyd’s mouth, almost taking him by surprise. But what was more surprising was that Boyd truly meant it. After a few seconds in Kitzov’s company, Boyd felt at ease, uplifted, and in no small part honored to be talking to the leader of the Faction.

      Kitzov was at ease and put others at ease. He was confident and gave others confidence. He was cheerful without being overly jovial. He was serious without being stern.

      Boyd realized Kitzov was not as tall as he first thought, but somehow the man appeared to tower over everyone in the room.

      “And who do we have here?” Kitzov said, dropping Boyd’s hand and turning to Thresh. “Little Enke. Is that you?”

      Boyd looked at Thresh. She was glowing and grinning as Kitzov embraced her. He couldn’t help feeling a little jealous now that Kitzov was giving her attention.

      “Yes, sir,” Thresh said. She embraced Kitzov and then stood next to him, holding his hand and looking elated. She smiled at Boyd, showing how pleased she was to be with Kitzov. Boyd realized how pretty her smile was, and the blush on her cheeks and the tear of joy in the corner of one eye made her so attractive…for a Faction pirate.

      “I heard you were with Poledri,” Kitzov said. “I’m so glad you have got a chance to say hi.” Kitzov turned to Poledri. “You have one hell of a pilot here. She got me through some jams back in the day. Never saw a youngster so at home at the flight controls.”

      “I’m no pilot,” Thresh said, turning away from Kitzov in embarrassment. “My dad, now he was a pilot. He could fly anything. I can keep a heading and make a turn or two, but I’m no pilot.”

      “Not a pilot,” Kitzov said. “So what are you doing on the Fist? Poledri isn’t one for taking on passengers.”

      “Engineer and flight deck weapons operator.”

      Kitzov smiled. “Look out any Union captain that runs into you!”

      “Boyd’s the pilot, sir,” Thresh said. “And he’s damn good too.”

      “You like him,” Kitzov said with a smile.

      “I always had a thing for pilots,” Thresh said with a blush. She gazed up at Kitzov with a dreamy look in her eye.

      Boyd noticed everyone around him was drawn to Kitzov. People hung on his every word. They laughed at his jokes and took every serious comment on board instantly. He made people feel relaxed and empowered.

      “Boyd was in the group that found the Skarak ship impacted on an asteroid,” Poledri said. “He encountered the crew of the Bonesaw with Captain Mitri, apparently dead from exposure to the vacuum of space, yet they still attacked.”

      Kitzov nodded. “Very strange. I have to admit I could hardly believe the evidence when I saw it,” he said to Boyd. “The recordings you made were sent to Faction command by your captain. What do you think it all means?”

      Boyd remembered stepping inside the Skarak ship. He remembered the voice in his head. He remembered his desire to turn on his shipmates and kill them. Only his duty as a Marine had prevented him from attacking. He’d feared that if he attacked, he would blow his cover and reveal himself as a Union infiltrator. His mission to get close to Kitzov would fail. So, he had fought the voice in his head. The rest of the crew had not been so strong-willed and had turned on each other.

      “I don’t know, but I guess the Skarak try and take control of our minds somehow. To turn us against each other, against ourselves.”

      Kitzov was listening intently. He gave Boyd the feeling that what he was saying, no matter how strange it sounded, had value, and that Kitzov was taking all information to help him form a rounded opinion.

      “Do you think that’s what happened to our people out there today?”

      Boyd felt more important than he had in a long time, giving Kitzov information and opinion. Never before had Boyd felt so useful. He felt himself drawn to this man and silently admonished himself for being drawn into the cult of Kitzov. He tried to clear his head and remind himself of the truth. The only thing he wanted to give this man, the leader of the terrorist and criminal group threatening the stability of the Scorpio System, was a pulse round to the head.

      “I saw our Faction brothers and sisters—” Boyd could hardly believe he was using their language, and even starting to believe it. “—lifted to the Skarak warships. They must have taken control of their minds before sending them back down to fight us.”

      “But why drop them, smash their bodies apart? Why go to the trouble of converting them only to drop them and smash them?”

      Boyd nodded. It didn’t make sense.

      “We saw the Skarak drop from the ship. They each came down like a meteor, but they survived the landing and were able to walk. Maybe the Skarak didn’t realize that human bodies would be so frail. Maybe they didn’t realize the bodies would break.”

      “So they know us well enough to bend our minds, but not well enough to know how fragile our bodies are. Interesting.”

      There came a shout from the barricade. A sudden build in the sounds of pulse rifle fire. Then a huge explosion that sent fire and dust billowing into the control room from the corridor.

      “The Skarak!” a shout went up from the corridor.

      Faction troopers began running back into the control room and took up positions in cover, their weapons trained on the opening to the corridor.

      Skarak fire poured into the control room.

      “They smashed the barricades!” a trooper called out. “Take cover!”

      Captains began organizing their companies—troopers and flight deck crew all pressed into the defense.

      “We should fall back and get you somewhere safe,” Poledri said to Kitzov, a hand on the leader’s shoulder.

      “Yes, sir,” Thresh said. “This way, please.”

      Kitzov drew a pistol from his hip holster and checked the weapon.

      “I’m not abandoning these people. We fight.”

      “The corridor reduces their numerical advantage,” Boyd said. “We can hold them as long as we have pulse power to spend.”

      “Yes, Mr. Boyd,” Kitzov said and clapped a hand on Boyd’s shoulder.

      Boyd felt important. He would defend Kitzov, protect him from the Skarak. Their shadows were already falling on the walls of the corridor as they came cautiously forward.

      “We can take cover here. It’ll give us a great firing position.” Boyd led Kitzov to cover.

      “Hold them back,” Kitzov said. “Faction. Freedom. Forever.”

      Boyd heard his voice shouting along with everyone else in the control room as the Skarak came into view.

      “Faction. Freedom. Forever.”

      And then he opened fire.
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      Featherstone watched the holo-stage as the Resolute raced to Extremis. The strong magnetic field around the gas giant scattered the data from the forward surveillance drone, but as the Resolute closed in, more data was resolved from the chaos and displayed correctly. The image of the Skarak ships in orbit above Kalis finally appeared.

      A message from the strike force leader, Admiral Garon aboard the Titan, appeared on the holo-stage.

      “We have detected twelve Skarak warships above Kalis. All cruisers take flanking positions on the Titan. Major Featherstone, the Resolute will hold back with the rest of the strike force. As soon as we have the Skarak on the run, you may begin landing your Blue Stars. Good hunting. Garon out.”

      The strike force formation appeared on the Resolute’s holo-stage. The Titan was a massive, near-spherical ship with a huge dome structure on the leading side that contained the drive field generator. Around the generator was a ring of high-energy laser emitters. All around the outer rim of the sphere was a ring of mega spitz cannons capable of delivering a truly devastating rate of plasma fire. Between the ring of lasers and the mega spitz were the dozen combat drone tubes and the mass cannon emplacements.

      On the far side of the sphere, opposite the drive field generator, sat the Blade launch bays, all defended by yet more high-energy lasers. The fighters streamed out of the Titan until the entire one hundred and forty-four craft in the wing were deployed. They took up positions around the carrier in their twelve-fighter squadrons, all arranged in attack order, facing the Skarak above Kalis.

      The Titan advanced with its weapons systems primed and ready for action. When the Titan opened fire, the first Skarak ship didn’t stand a chance.

      The combat drone launch tubes flickered as drones raced out, heading toward the enemy. Their drive flares lit up the dark sphere of the Titan, and then the heavy fire from the mega spitz cannon lit up.

      The rapid streams of plasma fire from the mega spitz cannon slammed into the upper hull of the dark, bulbous Skarak craft. The forward-facing rapiers were beginning to glow as the warship turned its primary weapon toward the Titan. Before the first discharge of the strange Skarak crackle beam could be delivered, the ship broke up. The rapiers snapped off, hull boiling away and exploding inward under the heavy punishment from the Titan’s mega spitz cannon.

      The other eleven Skarak ships were turning and their crackle beams were on the point of discharge when the first combat drones reached their targets. The closest Skarak warship shimmered and appeared to ripple wildly as the combat drones collapsed their antimatter containment fields and exploded. A series of small, short-lived stars bursting to life in front of the three leading Skarak ships. Their primary weapons lost their glow as the crackle beams charge was interrupted and destabilized.

      Then the remaining Skarak ships gave fire. The eight beams sliced across open space, twisting and flickering as they searched their way rapidly forward. In the blink of an eye, the beams connected with the Titan in a blinding flash.

      “We’ve just lost contact with the Titan,” Knole said from the communication console. “Its ident code just vanished from my display.”

      Featherstone looked at the image of the Titan on the holo-stage. The blue crackle beams flickered over its surface, thinning and turning white as they concentrated around the domed drive field generator. They blinked out of life a moment later, leaving the Titan unpowered and adrift.

      The cruisers of the strike force, having lost contact with the flagship, moved in on the Skarak.

      “Let’s get moving,” Featherstone said. “Hemel, get us in close enough to avoid their primary weapon.”

      The Skarak fired again. A cruiser took a direct hit. It lost power and tumbled out of control toward the gas giant’s upper atmosphere.

      Then the Blades moved in toward the Skarak warships. The lead squadron was met with a crackle beam that leapt from one Blade to the next, rapidly robbing them of all power. They drifted out of formation, tumbling this way and that as momentum took over.

      That was when Skarak fighters launched from the warships, a dozen from each. They moved in jerking motions, leaping here and there, evading spitz gun fire from the Blades who moved to engage them. The Skarak fighters targeted the unpowered Blades. Each close-range blast smashed one of the helpless Blades even as their colleagues attempted to defend them.

      A blast from a Skarak warship slammed into yet another cruiser and sent it tumbling.

      The alien ships moved closer together, the fighters engaging the cruisers that dwarfed them, but their speed and rapid repositioning allowed the Skarak fighters to evade the cruisers’ array of spitz guns.

      A squadron of Blades moved in close to a warship and poured a sustained barrage of spitz gun fire into the forward section just where the rapiers connected with the bulbous hull. The concentrated fire from a dozen guns targeted at a specific location made an impact. The hull seemed to ripple and shimmer, the ripples growing into huge waves that spread out. But the moment the Blades pulled up from their diving attack, their spitz guns no longer pouring fire onto the target, the rippling waves stopped and the warship fired its primary weapon into a cruiser on the flank of the Union formation.

      Another cruiser fell dark as the Skarak weapon robbed it of power.

      “They are knocking us out of action pretty easily,” Doc Cronin said from his position at the weapons console on the Resolute.

      “They are not destroyed,” Featherstone said as he scanned the latest victim of Skarak fire. “It’s just interfering with their power systems. I’m not recording any hull damage at all.”

      Just then, Featherstone’s sensor sweep showed him hundreds of dark spots moving out from the Skarak warships and heading toward the stricken cruisers. He zoomed in and saw the Skarak soldiers streaming out across space toward the unpowered craft.

      “Give me a channel to the fighter wing, all Blades,” Featherstone said. He stood up from his command chair.

      “Open now,” Knole said.

      “This is Major Featherstone. Skarak soldiers moving in on the unpowered cruisers. Don’t let them get there. Featherstone out.”

      The major sat back down and watched the Blades sweep in on the small targets moving across to the drifting cruisers. He had a terrible feeling that the primary weapon was just softening the ship up for the real danger—the Skarak soldiers’ infiltration.

      Then the Titan flickered back to life. Energy signatures lit up all across the dark sphere. Exterior lights over the name lit up just as the radial mega spitz cannon opened fire.

      The stream of plasma pulses tore across space and slammed into the nearest Skarak ship. It stuttered and lurched under the assault before the mega spitz broke it open. Dark gray ooze spilled into the vacuum of space in thick rivers.

      Another blast from the mega spitz smashed the rapiers away from another warship. The energy flicked out, moving across space in an unfocused arc. Eventually, they flipped back onto the Skarak warship. It erupted from within, sending fragments in all directions.

      The remaining Skarak warships grouped in a tight formation, their rapiers pointing at the Titan. They delivered a single blast of blue energy that again disabled the massive spherical carrier. But the final cruiser had come close enough to bring its high-energy lasers into effective range. The cruiser delivered a rapid series of laser blasts that connected instantly with the Skarak ship’s rapier bundle. The ship moved and kept out of the Skarak’s field of fire.

      The Blades were swooping in and around the Skarak soldiers traversing toward the stricken cruisers. Each Blade had a tail guard holding off the Skarak fighters that flickered here and there, attempting to hunt down and destroy the Blades in single ship-on-ship combat.

      Another Skarak ship fell to the high-energy laser. The cruiser that had been tumbling toward Extremis’s atmosphere burst back to life and powered forward to support the cruiser engaging the Skarak at close range. It poured spitz gun fire as it advanced, narrowly avoiding a blast of crackling energy. Once in range, it activated its laser.

      Another Skarak ship broke apart under the fire from the two cruisers, and the remaining aliens began to turn away.

      The Titan flickered back to life as the two stricken cruisers regained some power, their high-energy lasers flickering to life and incinerating the Skarak soldiers that had almost completed their flight.

      With the strike force back to full power, the remaining Skarak ships accelerated toward Extremis, gathering speed as they dived into the gravity well before turning and fleeing.

      “This is the admiral.” Garon appeared on the Resolute’s holo-stage. “Cruisers, pursuit course and put some fire on their tails. Titan fighter wing, fall back to the Titan and hold defensive formation. Major Featherstone, deploy your Blue Stars to the surface of Kalis and bring in your man. Garon out.”

      Featherstone stood up and stepped down from the command chair.

      “Put us on the ground, Mr. Hemel. Everyone else, suit up. Let’s go find Kitzov.”

      Sergeant Dorik stepped in front of Featherstone as he made his way toward the exit.

      “Sir, there are still lots of Skarak soldiers on the surface, not to mention hundreds of Faction troopers. Maybe you should stay aboard the Resolute.”

      “I appreciate the concern, Sergeant, but I haven’t come all this way to let someone else take the glory. I am a combat leader. I can handle myself. But if it makes you feel any better, you can babysit me while we are down there. Copy?”

      Dorik smiled and nodded. “It’ll be an honor to keep you safe, sir.”

      Featherstone grinned and made his way toward the kit locker.

      The Resolute was a frigate redesigned for Blue Star operations, and Featherstone had made several modifications of his own. A large single kit locker for the entire company was one. No distinction was given to Blue Star leaders heading out into hostile territory—all Blue Stars kitted up for action together.

      And Featherstone was ready for action. His promotion to major had been a disappointing blow initially. He was a competent and successful combat leader, but he also had an analytical mind and had planned several successful missions against the Faction. It had brought him to the attention of the Union Fleet Marine Command, and they had offered him a promotion.

      Charles Featherstone was a Marine through and through. Coming from the officer training school on Terra, many of his peers were still at the rank of Marine captain. Featherstone knew major would take him out of combat and place him behind a holo-desk on Terra or one of the outposts still operating throughout the Scorpio system. He had refused the promotion, opting to remain captain, to remain on the front line with his Marines.

      But the Union Marine command didn’t like being turned down, so they insisted he take the extra star and privileges of rank.

      In a tense and ill-tempered meeting Featherstone offered to take the promotion, if he could remain a frontline Blue Star Marine. He was the only serving Marine major in either the regular Union Marines or the Blue Star Special Forces brigade to maintain active front line duty.

      And now, here on Kalis, there was no way under the blue giant that he was going to sit on his ship and watch his Blue Stars go after Kitzov—the most dangerous man in the system, a thorn in the side of the Union, and a threat to all stability and law.

      Major Featherstone was going to lead the hunt. It was his man trapped on Kalis. He would arrest the Faction Leader himself.

      Pulling on his combat jacket and helmet, Featherstone felt the excitement and fear of battle. He was determined and committed, but he was not insane. Every Marine felt fear, or they soon fell. Fear was necessary to Featherstone, it kept him focused and alert to the danger. Any Marine who forgot fear took unnecessary risks, made foolish decisions. Yes, Marines faced danger, and death was never far away. Risks had to be taken in combat, and no leader could keep all their company safe, but the trick was to acknowledge fear, utilize fear, without succumbing to it.

      Featherstone walked into the deployment bay and stepped up to the boarding ramp as the message came down from the command deck that the Resolute was about to touch down.

      “Sir,” Dorik said, “let First Squad take point. It’s their turn.”

      Featherstone looked at the faces of the Marines of First Squad, arranged in combat deployment order just behind him. They were ready for action and didn’t need the commanding officer charging down the guns for them.

      “First Squad,” Featherstone said, “get ready. Second Squad, deploy right. Third, you go left. Fourth Squad, you are with Sergeant Dorik and me.”

      The flashing light alerted the Marines that touchdown was imminent. The holo-display over the boarding ramp lit up and began the countdown.

      As the numbers raced down, Featherstone felt his adrenaline and excitement rise higher.

      Then the numbers turned red, the last few hundredths raced down, and the boarding ramp fell away, slamming onto the sharp gravel surface of Kalis.

      Featherstone cupped his pistol in his hands and advanced—out into battle, out onto the trail of Kitzov.
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      Boyd leaned into the console he was using as cover, steadied his grip and his aim, and kept up a withering fire. Kitzov held his ground next to Boyd and maintained his fire. Boyd was impressed. He had been told that Kitzov was a coward for hiding, for never allowing himself to be seen by those he led, but here he was, on the front line, laying down fire as Skarak weapons fire fizzed around him. He shouted encouragement to the troopers.

      Only when his pulse pistol failed to fire did he duck into cover.

      Poledri ducked and scrambled over to him.

      “Kitzov, are you okay?” Poledri pawed at Kitzov in a mild panic.

      “I’m just fine. My pistol has failed.”

      Boyd pulled his second pistol from under his right arm and handed it to the Faction Leader.

      “This one is in top condition, sir,” Boyd said.

      Kitzov took the pistol and checked it was ready for action. Then with a smile, he patted Poledri on the shoulder.

      “Keep firing,” he said.

      Poledri and Kitzov took up their positions and poured fire into the Skarak lurking back along the corridor. Only the intense fire held them back.

      A rumble from the corridor was heard by all, and then a group of twisted, broken bodies came running in, wild unfocused eyes staring this way and that. They made directly for the defenders, fingers clawing at the air as they stumbled forward.

      The group of defenders slackened off their fire, reluctant to shoot down their allies. Boyd knew they were a deadly threat and fired into the crowd, dropping the bodies as methodically as he could.

      Kitzov could see the danger clearly enough and shouted to his followers. “They are no longer our shipmates, our friends and comrades. They are Skarak slaves now. We will be doing them a mercy to put them down. Open fire. Kill them all.”

      The fire returned to its former intensity, and soon the rush of twisted bodies was stopped, and the floor lay littered with dead Faction men and women.

      The Skarak came again, hot on the heels of the fallen possessed. They fired their crackling beams into the control room, destroying one console and catching several defenders in the arcing energy lines. Those caught by the crackling beams fell, quivering, their pulse rifles and pistols dropped.

      But the defenders were too much, and they forced the Skarak back into the corridor once again.

      Boyd watched them fall back, delivering well-aimed shots after them. The rounds slammed into a Skarak’s upper body, dispersing over the thick, viscous armor that absorbed the pulse fire.

      Kitzov dropped, his back to the console, and checked his wrist-mounted holo-stage.

      Boyd glanced down. The image was clear. Union ships in orbit were exchanging fire with the Skarak, and then he saw the smaller frigate of the Blue Star Marines landing.

      “Now the kravin’ Union are here,” Kitzov said with a roll of the eyes. “Maybe it’s time to leave.”

      “We’ll never get away on our ships with Skarak and Union in orbit,” Poledri said. “We can take that one.” He pointed at the frigate landing, Marines running out in good order by squads.

      Boyd looked down and could see it was his squad, the Blue Stars. Then he spotted the tiny figure running out with the final squad. It was his boss, Major Featherstone.

      Kitzov was going to try and steal the Resolute. Boyd couldn’t let it happen.

      “With the Skarak and Union slugging it out, we might be able to slip away,” Boyd said.

      “You are right, Mr. Boyd,” Kitzov said.

      Boyd felt a swell of pride. When Kitzov praised you, it felt good. He was a special kind of leader. Boyd could see how he was so admired, and how the Union needed to capture him.

      “I will escape on the Silence,” Kitzov said. “I went to a lot of trouble to get that ship. I’m not abandoning it now.”

      “Yes, the Silence,” Poledri said. “She’s more than a ship. It’s a symbol of the Faction, and our will to defeat the Union. I will cover your escape, give the Union something to shoot at and give you a way out.”

      Thresh tapped into her holo-stage and checked the condition of the Odium Fist. It was much nearer than the Silence. “We can get there and have her off the ground quickly. We can use her to cover Kitzov’s way to the Silence.” She looked at Boyd. “Can you keep her low and slow?”

      “No,” Poledri said. “Boyd will go with Kitzov. He’s the best pilot here.” He turned to Kitzov. “Take Thresh too. She’s a great engineer and she has a devilish skill with the weapons console. She’ll keep you safe and Boyd will get you clear.” Poledri turned to Thresh and Boyd. “You hear me? These are your orders. Get Kitzov out of here.”

      Kitzov nodded his approval at Poledri’s plan.

      “Okay,” Boyd said. “We just need to get back to the surface. There must be another way out of here.”

      His memory was good enough that Boyd could still remember the basic layout of the complex from his brief look at the holo-map. The complex was spread deep underground and there were other access points. He would be able to get out and take Kitzov to the Silence. Then, with the flight console at his fingertips, it would be easy to deliver Kitzov into the hands of the Union.

      All he had to do was get out of the complex and onto the Silence alive.
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      Featherstone checked his holo-stage and moved in on Boyd’s position. He was somewhere over the far side of the landing zone, which was covered in Faction ships. Some ships were dark, their drive assemblies cold, while others were smoldering wrecks. In between the ships, Featherstone could see Skarak soldiers darting from cover to cover.

      More Marine landing craft were arriving on the surface filled with the Union Marine regulars from the Titan. They moved out across the area, firing at the Skarak soldiers still on the ground. The Skarak weapons were powerful, and Marines were falling every few seconds, but the weight and numbers of the Titan battalion was winning the day.

      Moving under the lower hull of an unpowered Faction ship with his squad, Featherstone advanced swiftly. A Skarak soldier dropped in front of them and opened fire. The beam sent a Blue Star Marine tumbling backward. His suit’s medical data relayed to Featherstone that he was in critical condition.

      The squad poured fire into the Skarak at close range and it fell under their assault.

      “Doc,” Featherstone said, “check out the casualty.”

      As Cronin moved over to the fallen Marine, slinging his pulse rifle over his shoulder, another Skarak dropped from the top of the ship. It landed on Cronin’s back and latched on with two small mid-torso limbs and began to drag Cronin away.

      Sergeant Dorik reacted first and ran after Cronin and his abductor. He slung his rifle and drew a pulse pistol. He fired. The smaller weapon was much easier to handle while at a run.

      The Skarak continued to drag Cronin away. It leapt vertically into the air, but fell back to the ground. It was as if the Skarak expected to launch itself into orbit.

      Doc Cronin cried out in pain as the pair landed heavily. Sergeant Dorik activated his suit’s grav field generator and made himself marginally lighter, allowing him to leap forward. He barreled into the Skarak and Cronin, knocking them both to the ground. They skidded over the loose white gravel, Cronin rolling to one side while the Skarak stood up and faced the oncoming Dorik.

      Landing on his feet, skidding forward, and raising his pistol, he slid to a halt a meter in front of the Skarak. He felt his finger on the trigger.

      Dorik looked into the enemy’s faceplate. The two upper limbs brought the long, silver weapon around to aim at the Blue Star sergeant.

      But he was frozen in place. The Skarak chittered inside its helmet, and he watched the weapon come up to point at his chest.

      Then a pulse round rang out, and it glanced off the Skarak helmet. It looked down at Cronin, the pulse pistol held in two quivering hands, then back at Dorik before bounding off in huge arching leaps.

      “What was wrong with that thing?” Cronin said, getting to his feet. He clutched his sides in pain where the Skarak had gripped him. He administered a painkiller from his suit’s onboard med-pack.

      “I don’t know,” Dorik said, looking down at the pulse pistol in his hand—a pistol he had never previously had any difficulty in discharging.

      Why did he not fire at the Skarak? Why had the Skarak not fired at him?

      “Let’s get back to the squad,” Cronin said, moving uncomfortably.

      A roar in the upper atmosphere drew Dorik’s eyes. He saw a billowing vapor trail and fire trail off a ship that was falling into the atmosphere. A ship had been destroyed and was falling to the ground.

      Dorik’s holo-stage sounded with the voice of Featherstone.

      “Reports from the strike force. We have additional support arriving from the rapid response frigate arm. The Skarak are withdrawing. We’ve beaten them back. Now let’s get Kitzov.”

      Dorik helped Cronin to his feet and supported him as they moved over the rough ground. “Your hunt is over, Doc,” Dorik said. “You can check out the wounded and then get back to the Resolute.”

      “I’m good, Sarge,” Cronin said. “I didn’t join the Blue Stars to sit on a frigate. A stim shot and dermal patch and I’ll be fine. Let’s check out that wounded Marine and get on with the job.”
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      The escape route Boyd had picked would take them deep underground and back up to the surface on the far side of the landing zone. Kitzov was ushering his followers out of the control room and keeping up the rear defense, holding back the Skarak. Just as Boyd was about to leave, he heard the rumble in the corridor. It rose in volume until a clamoring mass of broken bodies came rushing into the control room.

      “Everyone, back!” Kitzov shouted. He fired at the bodies in their blood-soaked clothing, torn and covered in white Kalis dust.

      Boyd fell back. He could see the Skarak soldiers behind the mob of possessed—only a handful, four at most—but they sent twenty or more of the possessed before them, soaking up the defenders’ fire as they fell back through a doorway at the far side of the room.

      “A new group of signals arriving over Kalis,” Thresh said. “More Union ships. Frigates. The Skarak are leaving. Their ships are falling back.”

      Boyd fell back and was last through the door. Kitzov, who waiting just inside, dropped a tall cabinet across the open doorway.

      “Go,” he said to Boyd as he walked backward, firing through the open doorway at the clamoring horde.

      Captain Poledri and Noland came up on either side of Kitzov and urged him to leave.

      “We have to get you out of here,” Poledri said.

      “Go, Poledri,” Kitzov said, “get to your ship.” He aimed at the mass of possessed. “I have a pilot.” He looked at Boyd.

      Boyd stood alongside Kitzov and opened fire at the surging bodies. The possessed ran into the open doorway and the minor barricade Kitzov had thrown there. They collided with each other and fell over one another as they pushed through the doorway, tumbling over the cabinet and jamming up against each other.

      Then, all at once, they dropped. All motor functions in all the possessed instantly ceased. Arms dropped, heads lolled, and legs gave way, but the mass pressed into the doorway held itself up until gravity overcame friction and they slumped to the deck.

      Boyd and Kitzov exchanged a puzzled glance.

      Poledri stepped forward and nudged a collapsed body with his toe. Then he turned to Kitzov.

      “Can we go now?”

      “Yes. Follow me,” Kitzov said.

      Boyd turned and followed, looking back at the mass of bodies. Beyond them in the control room, he saw the Skarak soldiers pulling the bodies aside, eager to continue the chase.

      Boyd ran along the dark corridor, Kitzov just in front. How easy it would be to put a pulse round in the man’s back. As charismatic as Kitzov was, he was still a terrorist, a pirate, a disruptive and dangerous influence who was destabilizing the Scorpio System by fighting the Union.

      Kitzov looked back over his shoulder.

      “Come on, Boyd. You are coming with me. We’ll get out of here, don’t you worry. The Union has had me in tighter spots than this.”

      Meeting up with the rest of the group in a chamber that had been a communication hub and corridor junction, Kitzov started sending smaller groups in all directions with instructions to make it to their ships and escape. Then the Skarak came into view at the entrance to the chamber and opened fire, the four Skarak standing together.

      Diving to the side, Boyd opened fire. He blasted in the general direction of the Skarak, sure that one of his pulse rounds would hit and hopeful to score a kill.

      The round slammed into one of the Skarak weapons just as it was about to discharge, the blue beam gathering between the fine pins at the muzzle. The energies of pulse round and crackling beam interfered violently, and fed back along the Skarak’s weapon, flooding back over it and up its arms. The blue beam then leapt to the sides, spreading to the weapons of his companions.

      The explosion was silent, but the cracking white lighting across the walls, floor, and ceiling was deafening. Cracks appeared in the ceiling, and the ground surged upward, suddenly knocking the Faction members off their feet.

      Boyd heard the ceiling cracking. He dashed to a side door to get away from the collapse. Someone grabbed him and pulled him faster. He fell through a doorway as the ceiling collapsed.

      In the dust and the dark, Boyd sensed someone next to him. Then he caught the scent of her hair.

      “Thresh,” Boyd said. “Where are we?”

      “Alone,” she said. “All alone.”
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      Boyd activated his wrist-mounted holo-stage, the glow from the display lighting up Thresh’s face. She did not appear at all concerned, she was as cool as a shard of black ice.

      “This place is like a maze,” Thresh said. She shone her pistol’s flashlight around the area they found themselves in. It was a bunkhouse with composite bed frames lining the walls, enough for a squad of Marines.

      “So, this was some kind of Union outpost. A concealed garrison. You were lucky to find this, Boyd,” Thresh said.

      “Not luck,” Boyd said, looking at Thresh with a grin. “Skill.”

      Thresh rolled her eyes. “I’ve never met a pilot who was interested in any skill beyond flying. Hunting for holes in the ground is not exactly in a pilot’s skillset.”

      “I am multi-talented,” Boyd said. “Why not go check the far end of the room and I’ll see if I can clear some of this rubble.”

      Boyd turned to the rubble from the cave-in. It had been a narrow escape. Now he needed to get back to the surface. He checked his Union map on his covert device, making sure Thresh was away and behind him so she couldn’t get a glimpse.

      He looked at the local area. The bunkhouse had a rear exit that led into a network of facilities and equipment lockers, and then finally back into the corridors that led to the surface. The squad housed here could exit the complex at several points on the surface. Hopefully, Boyd thought, it would be easier to get out of the complex than it had been to get in.

      “There’s a hatchway back here,” Thresh called out.

      Then Boyd saw the rubble from the cave-in move.

      “Someone is coming through,” Boyd said. He cleared some rubble away.

      Thresh ran over. “Is it Kitzov? The captain? Did they make it?”

      “I don’t know,” Boyd said and cleared more of the rubble away.

      Dust and small fragments tumbled down the side of the rubble pile as Thresh helped Boyd move a large piece of composite. The white, dense-yet-light material crumbled in Boyd’s hands now that it was broken into smaller chunks.

      Still the rubble pile moved, someone digging from the other side.

      “Captain?” Thresh called, moving closer.

      A hand shot out from the debris. A Skarak hand. It grabbed Thresh by the wrist and dragged her into the rubble.

      She yelled in surprise, then fear. As she was pulled, panic crept into her tone, and then finally a roar of sheer rage.

      Boyd drew his pulse pistol and activated the electron blade. He brought it down in a sweeping arc and severed the Skarak hand at the wrist.

      Thresh fell back, the hand still attached to her wrist. It somehow continued to grip powerfully. She felt the bones in her wrist compacting together.

      “Get it off me, Will,” she said as she scurried back along the floor.

      Boyd grabbed her arm and held her steady. With a few slices, he cut the Skarak hand into bits that fell harmlessly to the ground.

      Boyd helped Thresh up as she cradled her wrist. It was already badly bruised.

      The rubble pile fell in a small avalanche, and the Skarak soldier moved its head and shoulders through the pile. Boyd turned and fired pulse rounds into its head. They seemed to sink into the helmet, defusing through the strange, viscous armor. As more pulse rounds poured in, the armor became translucent and the head of the Skarak could be seen within—large, dark eyes and a small mouth with mandibles on either side, chattering as they knocked repeatedly together. Boyd stepped forward and continued to fire. Thresh drew her pistol with her good hand and added her own barrage.

      The Skarak stopped moving and its head slumped forward.

      As Boyd moved back to the rear exit of the room, dragging Thresh with him, he saw the Skarak soldier pulled back through the rubble, causing the pile to collapse further. Then a Skarak weapon burst out and fired a series of wild blasts before the creature carrying it came through, emerging from the pile.

      Boyd ran through the hatch at the far end of the room and out into a corridor. He had only looked at the schematic of this area for a few moments but had committed the layout to memory. Only a few turns and he and Thresh would be on the surface. A hatchway at the end of a few hundred meters of corridor and they would emerge on a ridge overlooking the landing zone.

      “Where are we going?” Thresh asked as Boyd pulled her along.

      “As far away from those Skarak as possible,” he said, deflecting attention from the fact that he ran through corridors around turns as if he knew where he was going. “The further away we get the better. We’ll lose them in these corridors if we’re lucky.”

      “One thing is for sure, I don’t think you and I will be getting lucky in here,” Thresh said.

      Boyd looked at her, his mouth open in surprise. Thresh liked to tease him, but he couldn’t help but wonder if there was something behind her jabs. She grinned at him and added a cheeky wink.

      Boyd careened around a corner and saw the stairway up to the exit hatch.

      “There,” he said. “A way out.”

      “That is lucky,” Thresh said.

      Her tone sounded a little suspicious, but Boyd ignored it.

      “Wait here. Let me check it.”

      Boyd ran up the stairs in leaping bounds. The hatch showed a holo-display of the internal locks with a red word saying, ‘Locked.’ It was sealed with a Union code. Glancing back down the stairs, Boyd made sure Thresh was out of view.

      “How’s it looking down there?”

      “Just hurry,” she called back.

      He patched in with his covert device and the hatch unlocked.

      “This way,” Boyd called down the stairway. “It’s open.”

      A blast of Skarak weapons fire slammed into the base of the stairway. Boyd took a step down, eager to help fight off the Skarak that must have burst through the rubble of the cave-in. Then another blast of Skarak fire and Boyd was sure Thresh had met her end.

      “Thresh!” Boyd shouted, but he knew it was pointless.

      Thresh came bounding into view and leapt up the bottom few steps. Another blast slammed into the composite stair just below her, and the composite blistered and vaporized under the blue crackling beam.

      Boyd flung the hatch open and burst out onto the surface of Kalis. The moon had moved in its orbit and the distant blue giant star was sitting on the edge of the gas giant, shimmering in the thick upper atmosphere. The light on the surface dropped as the blue light from Scorpio vanished and the sky was lit only by the dull orange glow of Extremis.

      The air was flickering with weapons fire from all sides. Boyd pulled Thresh out of the hatch just as a Skarak soldier appeared at the bottom of the stairway, its weapon pointed upward.

      Thresh dropped a blast grenade behind her as she cleared the stairway. Boyd slammed the hatch shut. It locked in place and shimmered as the camouflage field blended it into the white gravel.

      The grenade exploded and the ground shuddered, dust rising around the hidden hatch.

      “That should hold them,” Boyd said.

      Thresh slung an arm over Boyd’s shoulder. Her face next to his. She glanced down, showing Boyd the blood-soaked leg of her suit.

      “They got me,” she said. “I thought I could run it off, but…”

      Boyd looked around. The landing zone was nearby, Faction ships flickering under the dull orange glow of Extremis as Union Marines and Faction troopers exchanged fire, mixed in with the blue crackling beams of the Skarak soldiers that had been left on the surface by their retreating fleet.

      “There.” Boyd pointed to a small outcrop of rock at the edge of the landing zone. He half-carried, half-dragged Thresh with him. They reached the outcrop and dropped down next to it.

      Thresh rested her back against the jagged rock and brought her knee up to her chest. She looked down at her ankle and twisted it this way and that, testing its range of movement and wincing every few moments.

      Boyd looked over the low outcrop and spotted the Fist. It wasn’t far away, a few hundred meters—close enough for him to maintain a sprint. Fighting was going on near the Fist, but a quick scan with his holo-stage showed him he could have a clear run to the boarding ramp.

      Pulling a med-pack from his jacket, Boyd slumped down next to Thresh.

      “The Fist is close,” he said, handing her the med-pack.

      Thresh ripped the fabric of her suit and exposed the ankle, then she snatched the med-pack and held it over the wound. The fine tendrils reached out of the pack and connected with her skin. They burrowed in and pulled it tight. She winced once again and then felt the relief as it began its repairs.

      “I can run, but I couldn’t keep up with you,” she said, pulling her pistol out.

      The disguised hatch they had just exited burst open with a huge blast. Boyd and Thresh, with their backs to the outcrop, were facing the hatch. They covered their eyes and protected them from the dust thrown up by the explosion. Out of the hatch came a Skarak. It was running on its front and hind limbs, its weapon held in its smaller middle arms. As it came onto the surface, it stood upright and transferred the weapon to its upper arms. A second Skarak emerged right behind it.

      Boyd opened fired a quick salvo from his pulse pistol, every round slamming into the Skarak’s head and knocking it off balance. Thresh fired also, her first round striking the alien in its mid-section, aiming for the central mass. Her next round hit higher, and the next higher still, until with her last, she hit the Skarak’s head.

      The Skarak fell, its limbs thrashing against the white gravel, as its ally brought its weapon up.

      Thresh was already moving around the outcrop to the far side and taking cover. Boyd kept firing. His rounds hit the Skarak in the head until it fell.

      With the Skarak down, Boyd moved forward and checked the open hatch. He glanced down. No more could be seen.

      Then he heard Thresh yell.

      “Boyd, help, for krav sake! Get it off me!”

      Boyd ran around the outcrop and saw a Skarak, its lower limbs missing and pulse round scorch marks along one side of its armor. It was pulling at Thresh’s injured ankle. Boyd activated the electron blade and drove it into the back of the Skarak’s head.

      A path on the gravel left by the Skarak showed Boyd that it had crawled over to Thresh from twenty meters away, mortally injured by pulse fire, but with its last drop of life, it still attacked.

      Looking out over the landing zone, Boyd saw a group of Faction troopers running. They were in good order and a few flight deck crew were with them. They fired at targets only they could see, Boyd’s view obscured. A trooper fell as pulse rounds came back in reply.

      “They are trying to board a ship.” Boyd sat close to Thresh and checked the lay of the land on his holo-stage. “But all the ships are out of action.”

      “Not so,” Thresh said. She was checking her one holo-stage and looking at power reading for several Faction ships. “The power is back.”

      And somehow, Boyd understood. With the Skarak gone from orbit, the Faction ships were all back to full power.

      “We need to get to the Fist.” Boyd focused on the ship and made ready to move. “Are you okay? Ready to go?”

      Thresh got to her feet. “Ready.”

      Then a blast of pulse rounds fizzed past Boyd’s head. A group of Union Marines were running toward him, right in between him and the Fist. He dragged Thresh behind the outcrop. The pulse rounds slammed into the rock, blasting chunks of the outcrop away.

      Thresh lay flat on the ground, face up, the pulse pistol held to her chest. She rolled over, brought the pulse pistol out so her arms were stretched forward in front of her, and fired a few rounds at the Marines, then rolled back into cover.

      Boyd propped himself against the outcrop and took aim. He targeted the lead Marine.

      He hesitated. Something deep inside told him not to fire. He looked more closely and saw the Blue Star emblem on the left shoulder. Then he noticed the way the leader stepped forward. It was unmistakable.

      It was Major Featherstone.

      Boyd ducked into cover as a barrage of pulse rounds slammed into the outcrop.

      “Kravin’ Union Marines,” Thresh said and made ready to roll out and give fire.

      Boyd grabbed her by the collar and stopped her from moving.

      “Wait,” he said. But wait for what? He needed a good reason.

      “Wait?” Thresh said as more pulse rounds tore away another few chunks of the rapidly-shrinking outcrop. “For what? For capture? I’m going out the way I came in, Boyd.” Her face was contorted with anger. “I’m going screaming and kicking.”

      Pulse rounds slammed into the outcrop. Boyd took a quick look.

      The Blue Star Marines were closing in on his position. Featherstone. Sergeant Dorik. Doc. They were all there, his old squad-mates. Men he had fought with for years. Men he trusted and respected.

      But they didn’t know he was the one they were targeting. It would be a cruel twist of fate if the one to kill him on his undercover operation was the very team that was supposed to be supporting him.

      Boyd and Thresh ducked lower as the outcrop rapidly disintegrated under the sustained barrage.
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      Boyd glanced around the disintegrating outcrop at his Blue Star Marine squad-mates pouring fire on to his position. They were here for Kitzov, and Boyd had given them the Faction Leader’s location. He wondered why they were targeting him.

      As Thresh peeked out of cover, Boyd accessed his covert device. He tapped at the holo-display and selected to send his location to Major Featherstone. He tucked the device back up his sleeve as Thresh turned to him.

      “They have us outgunned,” she said. “There is another squad moving on our left flank. We’ll be in a crossfire any second now.” She pulled the power pack out of her pulse pistol.

      Boyd could see right away she was going to set the pack to overload. It would kill them both and probably take out a couple of the Blue Stars too.

      “No,” Boyd said, laying his hand over hers and the power pack. “It hasn’t come to that yet.”

      “I’m not going to be taken alive, and I’m going to take some of them with me.”

      At that moment, the pulse rounds slamming into the outcrop stopped. Thresh slammed the power pack back into the pistol and turned on the Blue Stars and took aim. She moved swiftly and decisively. Her finger on the trigger, and the major in her sights.

      Boyd grabbed her by the collar and pulled her back down, knowing a single shot from Thresh could well kill Featherstone.

      “Stay in cover,” Boyd said.

      “I had an opportunity. I had their officer in my sights. You ruined my shot.” She punched Boyd in the ribs.

      Boyd took a look. He could see the Blue Star Marines backing off slowly.

      “They are backing off,” Thresh said. “They had us. Why have they stopped?”

      At that moment, a Faction ship blasted off the surface. The raider climbed slowly at first, firing its hail cannon. A Blade swept in and returned fire on the escaping raider. It leapt away toward orbit, blasting out rock and dust behind it.

      The Blue Stars hit the deck as a blast wave filled with rock fragments swept over them.

      “Maybe that’s why they backed off,” Boyd said. It was lucky he’d just been given a plausible reason. Telling Thresh he had sent them a do not disturb message and that they were his real colleagues might have resulted in her stabbing him in the gut.

      Another Faction ship on the far side of the landing zone blasted off. Its drive field hit out hard and sent another cloud of rock and dust flying.

      “They are going to get themselves killed hitting the drive that hard this close to the surface,” Thresh said.

      “Guess they are eager to get away,” Boyd added as another raider lifted off. “Can you access the Fist from here?”

      Thresh rolled her eyes. She had already accessed the Fist’s power systems.

      “Boyd, please. Give me a bit of credit.”

      At that moment, out of the hatchway came Poledri. Boyd reacted to the movement and brought his pulse pistol up instinctively. Seeing it was his Faction captain, he lowered the pistol.

      “You aim that at me again, Boyd, and I’ll strap you to the bow of the Fist.”

      Behind Poledri came Kitzov, armed with a pulse rifle. He moved fast and kept low. Boyd watched the way he moved across the landscape. He was a skilled and balanced runner, and he held the rifle as well as any Marine. He was not just a skilled and charismatic political leader, but he was a dangerous fighter, too, by the look of things. He would have made an excellent Marine officer.

      Behind Kitzov came Noland and a number of troopers. They hit the ground and fanned out, covering a wide arc on either side of their leader.

      Poledri took a knee next to Thresh and Boyd.

      “I am accessing the Fist’s reactor core now, getting her ready to go,” Thresh said calmly.

      Another raider blasted off, this time closer to them. Rock bounced over the surface. One struck Boyd in the shoulder. It hurt like a kick from a Terra prairie mare. He ignored it, not even rubbing away the pain.

      A pair of fighters swept overhead, dust swirling behind them. They fired their spitz guns into the raider that was just taking off. The pulses from the spitz guns ripped through the hull of the raider and burst out the other side. The ship had taken off without activating its deflector shielding or hull stability field, and it imploded and fell to ground.

      “We have to get out of here,” Kitzov said. “How close is your ship?”

      Poledri looked at Thresh.

      Boyd knew exactly where he was in relation to the Fist. It was not the closest ship, but it was the one they knew best. If they were to have any chance of escaping, it would be on the Fist.

      Boyd pointed toward their ship. “That way, about five hundred meters.”

      “Lead the way, Mr. Boyd,” Kitzov said.

      Boyd nodded. He stood up and checked the surroundings. There was still weapons fire lighting up the swirling dust, but with so many ships blasting off, the dust was thick and impossible to see more than a few meters.

      “Follow me,” Boyd said and started off.

      With Thresh on one side and a trooper on the other, Boyd led the way. He glanced behind him and could just make out Poledri and Kitzov a few meters behind, almost completely lost in the thick dust.

      Boyd ducked under the hull of a raider—its power systems offline and its crew lost, captured, or killed. As he ran into the open for a short sprint to the Fist, Boyd thought how sweet it would be to fly Kitzov to Union Fleet Command on Terra and hand him over personally.

      Then a Blade swept overhead, spitz gun flickering silently. The pulse rounds from the rapid-fire gun slammed into the cold raider. The pulse rounds strafed the raider from bow to stern, the final few pulses tearing through the drive assembly.

      The ship exploded, throwing Boyd and Thresh meters into the air. Boyd landed with a tumbling roll. Thresh landed badly, trying to save her wounded ankle, and skidded through the rubble. She stood up quickly as Boyd came over to help her. Her hands were bloody, and her forehead had a deep cut. Blood covered her face and wild blonde hair. Her suit was torn and showed cuts underneath.

      Boyd slung her arm over his shoulder.

      “Where is Kitzov?” she asked groggily. “Where’s Poledri?”

      Boyd looked over his shoulder. He could no longer see the others. He sat Thresh down and scanned the area with his holo-stage.

      “I can’t see them. They must be on the other side of that burning raider.”

      “We need to wait for them,” she said. She was swaying where she sat, looking worse than before.

      Boyd had a message on his covert device. He looked down at Thresh, but she was in no condition to check what he was doing. He stepped a meter away and shielded the device from her.

      “Just trying to scan for the captain,” he said, covering what he was truly doing—receiving a message from Major Featherstone.

      “We have located Kitzov. We are moving in to take him into custody now. Make your way back to any Union ship for extraction.”

      Boyd looked at the message. He had done it. He had brought the Blue Stars here and they had Kitzov, or very nearly. They were close enough to tell Boyd his work was done. His time undercover was over.

      He looked down at Thresh. Should he take her in as his prisoner? She could be interrogated, maybe turned back to the Union. He knew in all likelihood that she would be executed. He had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. This was not part of his original plan.

      Then out of the dust came a Skarak soldier, bounding forward. Boyd took aim and fired. The pulse rounds slowed and unbalanced the Skarak, but they didn’t stop it.

      Thresh raised a pulse pistol unsteadily. She fired and missed with several shots. Boyd moved in and kneeled next to her, then fired again. This time, the pulse rounds did their bloody work well and the Skarak dropped.

      “Krav,” Thresh said, her voice light and weak.

      Boyd looked down. She had a local scan on her holo-stage. They were surrounded by Skarak soldiers, with at least a dozen moving in on their position.

      And nearby was the Fist.

      “You can’t leave me,” Thresh said. “Don’t let them take me.”

      Boyd looked at the scan for the nearest Union ship. There were Marine landing craft on the surface, but they were all too far away. The Skarak would have closed in on him before he made it half of the way. With a few good shots and a few lucky ones, Boyd might be able to take out half the Skarak that surrounded them. But he couldn’t take them all down, not on his own.

      “I’m going to need you to get the drive on the Fist powered up if I’m going to get off this rock,” Boyd said. He dragged Thresh to her feet. She winced in pain as he grabbed her and pulled her as fast as he could across the rough ground toward the Fist.

      Thresh held her pistol out. It drooped in her hand and her aim was terrible, but she fired off single blasts into the general direction of any approaching Skarak. Her head rested against Boyd’s side.

      He felt her head against the small covert device in his sleeve.

      She was light. Her hair was full of dust, rock fragments, and dried blood. But there was something about the girl that he found impressive. She was a great engineer and knew her way around a weapons system like no one he’d met in the Faction. And she was tough. He’d seen Marines declare themselves unfit for duty with fewer injuries than she had right now.

      The boarding ramp of the Fist emerged from the dust. Boyd dragged Thresh up the ramp. She fired at a Skarak that appeared at the base of the ramp.

      Boyd turned and fired too. Thresh caught the Skarak in the upper body near its left shoulder. Boyd’s series of blasts struck the Skarak right in the center of its head.

      As the Skarak staggered, Thresh hit the interior ramp controls. The ramp withdrew from the surface and the upper hatch cover slid down. In a moment, the hatch was sealed.

      Thresh tried to stand, using the bulkheads of the ship for support. Boyd grabbed a stim shot from his suit and stuck it in her arm.

      She yelled, her voice momentarily strong and filled with rage.

      “Power,” Boyd said.

      “Already done. I did it remotely. Get me to the flight deck and I’ll take care of the deflectors and stability fields.”

      Boyd half-dragged Thresh along the corridor. Inside the Fist, sealed off from the battle still raging on the surface of Kalis, it felt like they were safe. But entering the flight deck and with one look at the main holo-stage, Boyd could see they were far from safe.

      Skarak soldiers were still on the surface in large numbers. Several Faction ships had blasted off, while others had fallen back to the surface as smoldering wrecks. Some were in orbit with Union cruisers clamped on, seized as they tried to escape. Some were floating in orbit, partially destroyed or disabled by Union fire.

      Boyd leaned Thresh against the engineering station and then went to the pilot seat. He began to activate the drive.

      A message came in on Thresh’s holo-stage, which she threw up on to the main holo-stage as she worked on getting the defensive systems online.

      Kitzov appeared and looked out at the pair.

      “You are okay,” Kitzov said. “I am pleased to see it.”

      “Where are you? We’ll come and pick you up,” Thresh said.

      “No,” Kitzov said. “I am alright. I am aboard the Silence. Poledri is about to get us off the surface. We have three raiders standing by to escort the Silence past the Union ships.”

      Kitzov’s image began to break up.

      “That’s it, we’re taking off. I’ve got Captain Poledri in the pilot chair. I hope he is as good as I remember. Get off the surface if you can, little Enke. Faction. Freedom. Forever.”

      The image of Kitzov vanished to be replaced by the map of the landing zone. Three raiders and Kitzov’s ship blasted off. They immediately came under fire from a group of Blades sweeping in from high altitude, timing their attack run to perfection and pouring spitz fire into the Faction ships before sweeping up, narrowly avoiding the surface of Kalis. A dust cloud pulled off the surface followed the Blades a kilometer up into the thin atmosphere. The flight of Faction ships around the Silence were lost in the dust.

      An explosion ripped out of the white cloud, red fire and white plasma lighting the cloud as it punched its way out.

      “The Silence,” Thresh said.

      “We don’t know what ship was hit,” Boyd said, getting ready to take off. He looked at his covert device hoping to get a message to the Union ships not to fire on him, but the signal was masked by the plasma erupting from the downed Faction ship’s reactor and the high intensity of weapons fire.

      “We’ll never make it off the surface on our own,” Thresh said. “We need support.”

      “It’s okay,” Boyd said, looking at the dust clouds obscuring the Blades. “I have an idea.”

      “The reactor is still a bit cold, but you have enough drive to get us off the surface. Weapons are limited. I’m putting everything I can into the stability shield.”

      “Just give me the drive field.” Boyd lifted off the surface to a height of only ten meters. He turned the Fist so the way ahead was clear, not broken by the raiders in the landing zone, but away over the red lake and the horizon of Kalis.

      He hit the drive and launched the Fist over the surface at extreme low altitude, which was reckless at best, suicidal at worst.

      “The lower hull is taking a beating,” Thresh said. She looked over at the holo-stage that showed the Fist racing over the red lake, red water pulled up behind it and sprayed outward. A massive red plume made the Fist a huge sign to the Union ships overhead.

      “What are you doing, Boyd?” Thresh shouted. “Incoming Blades. Get us out of here. Go vertical now!”

      “Trust me, Thresh. I want to get us out of here as much as you do. Just wait.”

      The far bank of the red lake gave way to more white, rocky desert. The Blades came swooping down at the Fist and chased it, closing in on her tail. A moment before they were in weapons range, the Fist had cleared the lake and was over the rocky surface again. White dust and rocks were whipped up by the drive field and mixed with the red water, creating a rain of pink clay droplets that splattered the Blades. This clogged the spitz gun muzzles and scattered their targeting.

      “They are breaking off,” Thresh said.

      Boyd couldn’t answer, he was totally focused on the way ahead. The slightest rise in the surface could tear the hull off the bottom of the Fist at this speed. After a few minutes and having practically circumnavigated the moon, he started to climb, edging away from the surface and out into space as the white dust cloud rolled on across the surface of Kalis.

      “Cruiser, closing in from starboard,” Thresh said.

      The cruiser flickered on the Fist’s holo-stage. It was a huge Union warship designed for the express purpose of capturing or destroying Faction raiders.

      “I’m going to send us into the atmosphere. Rig a high-ex hail round and drop it on our tail. We’ll make it look as if we’ve got our entry curve wrong and we’ve been destroyed.”

      “If only you had some way to contact them directly, maybe you could just ask them to let us go,” Thresh said coldly.

      Boyd focused on his flying. It would be a narrow thing to avoid the cruiser, but her tone made him wonder if she had discovered his secret. All he could do for now was continue with his escape plan. If it came to it, he would have to kill her, but they were all alone aboard the Fist and neither one could crew the ship alone. Engineer and pilot were the thinnest skeleton crew possible. For now, at least, they would have to rely on each other.

      “Entering the atmosphere of Extremis.”

      The holo-stage showed the release of a hail round that detonated instantly. Boyd powered down the Fist and dropped through the clouds toward a density layer and a fast-moving stream where he could hide the Fist. At a depth of one kilometer, the Fist was snatched up by the high-speed winds and swept along. The Fist would be swept clear around the gas giant over the course of a few days. Enough time to disappear. Enough time to patch her up.

      “Rigged for dark running,” he said. “Minimal power only. We should be able to hide out for a while.”

      He turned in his chair to look at Thresh, a broad grin on his face. They had escaped the Skarak and the Union.

      Thresh was collapsed on the deck.

      He ran over to her and scooped her up. She was losing blood from her ankle wound and had a large bruise on the side of her head. She had taken a beating and was out cold.

      Boyd carried her to the med-bay through the dark, empty ship.
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      Boyd sat on the bunk in his cabin with the covert device in his hand. A small holo-image of Major Featherstone floated there.

      “Kitzov got away.” the major said, “He is as slippery as he is dangerous.”

      “Sorry to hear that, sir. I had him in my sights. I should have taken him down.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about, Boyd. You got closer than anyone has ever done. And judging by your report, Kitzov won’t forget you in a hurry. You will have a chance to get close to him again. Next time, he won’t be so lucky.”

      “I might be running out of luck, sir. I think one of the crew here on the Fist suspects I am communicating with the Union.”

      “If you really do suspect anyone, eliminate them. Make it look like an accident, or a dispute. Pirates squabble over plunder all the time, right? Don’t let them discover you. You have to find Kitzov again. It will be easy for you now. I think he likes you.”

      Boyd liked Kitzov too. Even though he hated himself for admitting it, even to himself, he understood the lure of the man. He was so charismatic, it was as if he exuded an irresistible appeal. But Boyd was deeply conflicted, because he hated Kitzov. The terrorist leader of the Faction was to blame for the death of his brother, and Boyd would have revenge.

      Boyd would get close to Kitzov again, to be sure to affect his capture, but a small part of Boyd just wanted to be near the man again to try and understand why people were so drawn to him.

      “Any new intelligence on the Skarak?” Boyd asked.

      “The incursion at Kalis was, according to our tactical intelligence, another factfinding mission to try and understand us. We recovered dead Faction bodies that had been walking when the Skarak were in orbit. They’d had their brain tissue altered so that it was almost entirely white brain tissue. They are able to function in a limited way, but there is no higher function. It’s as if the Skarak turned them into biomechanical robots with one function: attack.”

      Boyd heard a clattering from along the corridor just outside his cabin.

      “Someone’s coming. I’ll check in as soon as I can. Boyd out.”

      He deactivated the device and slipped it into his pocket. He stepped out into the corridor and saw Thresh in her medical gown with a med-pack stand lying on the floor next to her.

      She looked up at Boyd. Her hair was in her face. Her voice was still weak.

      “I heard voices,” she said, trying to stand up.

      Boyd ran over and helped her up. He righted the med-pack stand.

      “You should rest,” he said, turning her back to the med-bay.

      “I thought I was all alone.” Thresh turned back toward the flight deck.

      She was not strong, but extremely determined, so Boyd let her have her way.

      “It’s just you and me,” he said, leading her to the flight deck. “We are still in the density layer on Extremis. I haven’t tried to restart to reactor yet.”

      “Who were you talking to?” she said. She looked up at Boyd, her eyes droopy from medication and sleep.

      “My journal.”

      Thresh looked ahead and grinned. “You don’t strike me as a journal kind of guy.”

      “I’ve been on my own here for days while you’ve been asleep in the med-bay,” Boyd said. He straightened out Thresh’s gown, which had been slipping off her shoulder.

      “We need to find Kitzov,” she said. “I know how. I know where he’ll be.”

      Boyd nodded. He was going to be led right to Kitzov. He was happy now that he hadn’t had to kill Thresh. He looked down at her shoulder as the gown slipped again. Yes, he was happy she was alive.

      “Okay,” Boyd said. “Let’s go and find Kitzov.”

      Boyd led her along the corridor toward her cabin through the dark, cold corridors of the Odium Fist.

      He would have Kitzov in his sights again soon, and next time, he would take no chances. Next time, he would fulfill his mission.
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      The blue giant star appeared as a dim and distant point of light to the Ultimatum as she sat far beyond the boundaries of the Scorpio System. The lone ship, a state-of-the-art Union cruiser, remained locked in position, her power systems running in stealth mode as her surveillance systems ran at extreme range.

      She sat and watched.

      Captain Brendon Sheen slumped in his command chair—one leg slung over the other, hands behind his head, and a white root sticking out of the corner of his mouth. He looked down at the main holo-stage at the front of the command deck. Still no change after days of sitting and waiting.

      Moving his hand from behind his head was the first move Sheen had made in almost an hour. His second-in-command, Commander Jacqueline Briggs, looked up at the sudden movement.

      “Jumpy?” Sheen asked, looking down at Briggs with a grin. He moved the root from one side of his mouth to the other. The end was chewed and soggy, just the way he liked it.

      Briggs rolled her eyes, shook her head, and looked back to the sensor console readout she had been checking, looking over the shoulder of the sensor operator. She moved along the consoles that were arranged in lines between the command chair and the main holo-stage, her eyes scanning all the displays.

      “The Ultimatum is operating at peak efficiency,” Briggs said, walking back along the line of consoles. “She’s in excellent shape following our last service in the orbital base at Terra. The Ultimatum is a match for any cruiser in the fleet. We could run rings around the Goliath or any of the carriers. We’re fully tooled, loaded, and primed.” She walked over to the weapons console. “We are packing a fresh set of mass beam emitters and the redesigned spitz guns fresh from the Reyes Foundation. A loadout of thirteen combat drones.”

      Briggs walked back toward Sheen and the command chair overlooking the entire command deck. She stood in front of him, her hands behind her back. “They even say our captain is one of the best.”

      Sheen looked down with a grin. He moved the root with his tongue over to the favored left side of his mouth.

      “Why do I have the feeling you are about to make a point, Jaks?”

      “What are we doing out here, sir?”

      Sheen leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head. “You know why we’re here, Commander. Or do you have somewhere you’d rather be than sitting here, a billion kilometers out beyond the Sphere, running dark?”

      “I’m just saying, the Skarak have only attacked the system twice, and both times, we sent them running away with their scaly tails between whatever it is they have that passes for legs. There has been no sight or sound from them for months. I think they know that if they ever risk coming back, we will just whip them again. And all the time we’re out here, waiting for an attack that may never come, the Faction are busy trying to cut off the Union from the outer system. We should be lighting up the belt, digging out Faction raiders, tearing their drives out, and leaving the terrorist scum to drift through the asteroids like so many dirty snowballs. But no, we are out here, holding still and waiting for an enemy that will never come.” Briggs took a breath before adding, “Sir.”

      Sheen smiled. “Ever the philosopher, Jaks.” He stood up and stepped down from his command chair. He held an arm out and put it on Commander Briggs’s shoulder, turning her around and walking her toward the main holo-stage.

      “I just think we could be better deployed,” she continued in a more relaxed tone. “We could position a drone out here, not a state-of-the-art cruiser and a first-class crew.”

      Sheen tapped the side of the holo-stage and zoomed out the view to show the entire Scorpio System. The blue giant displayed as a point of light at the center of the huge holoimage. Around the center orbited the planets: Proxima, Terra, Glacies, then the belt, the ring of asteroids wrapped around the system in the plane of the ecliptic. Then the gas giants, Supra and Extremis, currently sitting on either side of the Scorpio star, and finally the outer planet, Lastone, the huge terrestrial planet constantly wracked by volcanic activity.

      Beyond the planets was the Sphere, a densely-packed area of asteroids that marked the edge of the Scorpio System.

      And beyond the Sphere sat the Ultimatum.

      “I have heard some say—” Sheen looked around the command deck. “—but not from anyone here, I hope, that we should just let the Faction take the outer system. Let the Skarak pick away at them until they are gone. But the Union is not just the planets Terra and Glacies. The Union is not just the inner system. The Union is all the people of the Scorpio System. The people don’t want us to abandon them to the Faction, or the Skarak. We are the primary authority out here. We are the power. We are the only chance for rule of law for people from the Black Ice mines of the Sphere to the dawn line settlements of Proxima. The Faction is a sickness, and we are the cure. But we still have a duty to those settlements in the Sphere, from the cloud cities of Supra to the moons of Extremis, to defend them from all threats, and that includes the Skarak.”

      Sheen zoomed out the image further, the planets falling away. The nearby stars of the region appeared.

      “We don’t know where these Skarak come from yet, but they could come from any one of a hundred nearby systems.” Sheen zoomed out further, the holoimage displaying a vast number of stars. “And we’re unlikely to find them if we just go charging off into the void. So, the reason we are here is to spot the Skarak’s approach, next time they come. And I agree with Union tactical intelligence, they will come. It’s just a matter of time. And when they come, I will be happy to be sitting on a full load of combat drones, a fresh set of mass beam emitters, a fully-powered battery of spitz guns, and to have you alongside me, the most pedantic second-in-command in the entire Union fleet.”

      “Yes, sir,” Briggs said. She turned and leaned against the holo-stage. “I guess I just got used to a bit more action on our last deployment.”

      “If you want to put a complaint in writing, I’ll be sure to hand it over to the admiral personally the next time I see him.”

      A single chirp from the sensor console had Sheen and Briggs on full alert before the sound ended. The holo-stage reset, zooming back in on the Ultimatum and displaying a sphere around the cruiser an astro-unit across, the outer edge of the Sphere just grazing the side of the display.

      Captain Sheen looked up at the holo-display on the main stage. He turned and walked over to his command chair and climbed up in a single bound.

      “It is a signal from the forward sensor drone,” the sensor officer reported, throwing the data to the main holo-stage. The data displaying the signal origin appeared as a short line of text.

      Unknown.

      “Send all sensor drones forward and make a broad sweep across the area of that signal,” Sheen said.

      The sensor alert chirped again as another signal was detected at the edge of sensor range. As the drones moved forward, the sensor range of the Ultimatum was extended and more signals were detected.

      “Check that all relays to the weapons and defensive systems are primed,” Briggs said as she walked around the edge of the command deck, checking all operators’ work as she went.

      More signals were detected with every passing second, and the light chirp from the sensor console was now a steady stream.

      “Focus the entire sensor drone field on the next signal. Put everything on that one point and let’s see if we can get a look at what’s causing it.” Sheen needed to be sure, but he knew just as the rest of the command deck crew did that the only thing it could be was a Skarak ship. No Faction ships would have a reason to operate this far from the system.

      The holo-stage lit up with a hazy image from the combined sensor drone data on the edge of its range.

      “It’s a large signal,” Briggs said. “Huge, and it is moving fast. It’s several astro-units away but will be in range of our onboard sensor assembly in a few minutes.” Briggs turned to Sheen. “Should we bring the reactor online, sir?”

      “Negative, Commander,” Sheen replied as he coded a message to Union Fleet Headquarters, tapping away at his command chair armrest. “We need a positive identification before we break cover. If that is the Skarak, they have no idea we are here. I don’t want to tip our hand until I have to. Hold fast, Commander Briggs.”

      Sheen turned his gaze toward the main holo-stage and waited. A few seconds later, an updated image was displayed based on a fresh data sweep by the mass of sensor drones.

      The signal was unmistakable. A huge Skarak warship. Its forward section bristled with hundreds of stiff, thin, rapier-like structures, the large bulbous main body of the ship behind.

      “Shut down the sensor drones. Send them dark. Leave them collecting passive data. We’ll pick them up another time. Bring the Ultimatum about. Thrusters only. Make ready to initiate drive, but we are going to sit tight and stay dark. If they haven’t spotted us, we could get really close and gather vital close-range data scans.”

      The holo-stage showed the Ultimatum turn on the spot as the thrusters nudged the huge cruiser around.

      “At the speeds we detected using the sensor drones, the Skarak ship will be in range of our onboard sensors in a few minutes,” Briggs said. “I recommend loading all drone tubes with combat drones, Captain.” She looked up at Sheen.

      “Agreed, Commander. Activate the drone guidance, but leave the warhead in neutral for now. We’ll select the payload when we have a better idea of what is out there.”

      “It’s clearly a warship, a kravin Skarak warship,” Briggs said.

      “Calm down, Commander.” Captain Sheen leaned forward.

      “Copy that, sir,” Briggs said. “Weapons team loading all tubes now. They are sealing inner doors. All tubes ready. Open outer doors?”

      Sheen looked at the main holo-stage and the hazy image of the Skarak warship. The drone’s sensor range now extended to the far end of the Skarak ship. The Skarak was moving in toward the Scorpio System at pace but was still several astro-units from the edge of the Sphere.

      As the warship moved in, a new pair of signals was detected alongside the first—both in flanking positions and holding a few hundred kilometers back.

      As the three Skarak warships moved in, another new signal came into detection range, moving in formation behind them. It filled the sensor field of the many sensor drones deployed ahead of the Ultimatum. The drones gathered hundreds of petabytes of data a second, but the image was still indistinct. It was clearly a huge structure, the size of a small moon, but its outer hull was impossible to detect with accuracy. The image of the vast ship flickered and shimmered on the holo-stage.

      “Open outer doors,” Sheen said. He grabbed hold of the dry end of white root and twirled it around in his mouth.

      Commander Jacqueline Briggs had been with Captain Sheen long enough to recognize this sign of agitation. It was a minor hint and not obvious from looking at him that he was concerned, but twirling that short stick was a dead giveaway to her.

      “Set payload,” Briggs called to the operator at the weapons console, “maximum yield. Communications, ready a message for Union Fleet Headquarters on Terra. Launch a communication drone and prepare to dispatch.”

      Sheen watched the huge ship. It was unlike anything the fleet had detected in any of their encounters with the Skarak. As far as the drones could detect, the ship was a single dark oval bristling with stiff rapiers projecting in all directions, but the surface of the ship was proving impossible to scan with any precision.

      The fleet needed to know about this. Sheen knew he could not run until he had more information, but running dark and using only passive scans, he could learn little other than the new ship’s physical dimensions.

      But a well-placed combat drone would reveal more data from its detonation than could be picked up on passive scan. The only problem was that the launch would light up the Ultimatum like a small sun. It would be impossible to hide once he’d launched. After that, he could only fight or run.

      “Bring the reactor online. Get us underway, Briggs, but keep that big Skarak ship on the edge of sensor range. We don’t want to outpace them, not just yet.”

      Briggs issued the orders to the various operators around the command deck and then walked over to the holo-stage and stood to one side. She looked over her right shoulder at Sheen up in his command chair.

      “Target the warships in sensor range with a combat drones, but save one for that huge mastership,” Sheen said.

      “Two combat drones per Skarak warship,” Briggs said. She tapped the image of the warships on the holo-stage, marking them for the targeting systems. “And one for the mastership.” She tapped the huge dark image covering one side of the holo-image. “Standing by for combat drone launch. We had better be ready to move once we fire. They will attack us for sure.”

      As Sheen stood up in his command chair, his finger raised, poised to give the fire order, the image vanished.

      “Signal from all sensor drones lost, Captain,” Briggs said.

      Sheen sat down. “They’ve found the sensor drones.”

      “We are blind,” Briggs said. She tapped away at the console at the edge of the holo-stage.

      “Not for long,” Sheen said. “They will be in range of our onboard sensor array any moment, I expect.”

      No sooner had he said it than the holo-stage was filled with hundreds upon hundreds of signals, all moving in on the Ultimatum at high speed. The sensor console chirped with the detection of every new signal, creating a constant stream of noise.

      “Skarak fighters,” Briggs said, moving to the weapons console and standing alongside a nervous-looking weapons operator.

      “All systems, full power.” Sheen pulled the white root from his mouth and dropped it. “Stability field to full. Deflection shields angle to protect the Ultimatum’s drive section. Full power to the drive. Retarget drones, give us a detonation curtain to cover our retreat. All weapons, fire at will, release manual targeting to gun crews.”

      The swarm of Skarak fighters swept in on the Ultimatum as she accelerated up to maximum drive, diving toward the outer edge of the Sphere. The forwardmost of the fighter swarm closed into weapons range just as the wave of combat drones detonated.

      The antimatter eruptions from the drones ballooned across dark space, each creating a small and short-lived star. The spread of drones created a billowing plasma fire that merged into a huge plasma wall between the Ultimatum and the Skarak fighters.

      The few Skarak fighters to make it through raced toward the Union cruiser. They ran into a barrage of spitz gun fire, rapid-fire energy pulses streaming out from the cruiser, strafing the attackers and destroying one fighter after another.

      The remaining fighters closed in and fired their blue crackle beams just as the Ultimatum activated its high-energy laser and mass beam. The energy weapons flickered past each other in the black of space. A laser sliced clean through a Skarak fighter. The beam vanished before reactivating and connecting with a new target. That too was ripped apart. The Ultimatum’s mass beam connected with the closest Skarak fighter, causing it to collapse under its own weight, crushed down to the size of a Skarak soldier’s skull in a second. Blue energy lines burst from the fighter as it collapsed.

      A Skarak crackle beam slammed into the cruiser’s angled deflector shield, the beam twisting and flickering about before the ship emitting it was crushed by fire from the cruiser’s mass beam.

      Sheen stood up and looked at the holo-image of the billowing wall of plasma fire thrown up by the combat drones. It was beginning to fade, but before it cooled and dissipated, it was flung aside as the huge Skarak mastership pushed through, plasma fire flickering off its hundreds of kilometers long rapiers.

      “Get us out of here,” Sheen said.

      The blue beam that burst out from the mastership enveloped the Ultimatum entirely, arcing around the deflection shield angled over the rear section. The blue crackle lines arched back and connected with the cruiser’s nose section. The forward composite exploded and boiled away into the vacuum of space.

      “All drones, target that mastership. Maximum yield. All power to the drive, we have to get this data back to fleet.”

      “We are losing power,” Briggs said as she ran to the engineering section. “Reactor is offline.”

      The holo-stage flickered and the image vanished, making the dark gray holo-stage base look bland and useless. Then the lights went out across the command deck before emergency lighting flickered on.

      A distant, dull thump and clunk from the outer composite hull sounded like something grabbing hold. Sheen looked at his wrist-mounted holo-stage still drawing power from its own independent power cell. He extended the sensor range to max, just about taking it beyond the upper hull only a few dozen meters above his head.

      A large object was over his ship.

      Sheen pulled a fresh stick of white root from his jacket’s breast pocket and a pulse pistol from the small recess in his command chair armrest, then he opened a communication channel.

      “This is the captain. Arm yourselves. Every member of the Ultimatum company and crew will fight,” Sheen said. “Kill every Skarak you can. Don’t let yourself be taken alive. Sheen out.”

      Climbing down from his chair and taking a cover position, weapon aimed at the command deck entrance, Sheen made ready to defend his command.

      A blue flickering light appeared and filled the command deck, spreading down from the ceiling, over the bulkheads and then across the deck. The blue lines began turning white as they crept over every surface in a jerking motion. Sheen heard the brief yells of pain from his command deck crew as the first white line touched his boot. He yelled briefly, and the white root dropped from his drooling mouth.
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      Will Boyd floated a meter above the reactor in the drive room and studied the problem. He had worked on the reactor for two days straight and the shunt was still not delivering power to the many sub-systems of the Faction raider, the Odium Fist. He had tried everything short of a big hammer and some cursing.

      The Fist was adrift in an upper density layer of the gas giant Extremis. The ship’s density was almost perfectly matched to the density of the surrounding gas and she moved like a submarine through the stream that circled the massive gas giant.

      All was quiet, except for Boyd’s regular grunts of exertion and shouts of frustration as he tried to bring the power systems back online.

      The Fist had orbited Extremis three times since first plunging into the atmosphere. Drifting unpowered, the Fist was being tugged and swept along by the winds of the density stream.

      An external sensor, running off an independent power cell, reported that the Fist was about to contact the bottom boundary layer of the stream. She was drifting downward like a feather in a breeze and had connected with the lower boundary layer several times already. Boyd couldn’t be sure the old ship could take many more encounters with that layer. He took hold of the reactor cap below him and pulled himself down. He gripped as tightly as he could and listened to the countdown as the Fist dropped, centimeter by centimeter, to the layer below.

      The impact was violent—not for the speed the Fist carried but due to the much higher speed of the lower density layer. The winds kicked the Fist back up, violently repelling it and sending the raider tumbling up to where it was swept along again.

      Boyd gripped tight, his knuckles white, as the Fist cartwheeled through the gas until friction slowed it and the Fist settled, again drifting like driftwood on an ocean current. The Fist immediately began to fall again. It would be many hours before it drifted down to the boundary layer again. Boyd hoped he could get the ship started before that happened. Sooner or later, the collision with the lower boundary would catch the Fist in a delicate spot and do some critical damage. Tough as the old raider was, she couldn’t take much more of this.

      Boyd relaxed his grip on the reactor cap and let himself drift. With the Fist’s power offline and the ship in virtual freefall, gravity was less than five percent standard, even given that the ship was inside the atmosphere of the gas giant.

      Boyd reconnected the conduit and crossed his fingers. Hopefully this time, it would work. He knew enough about ship systems to be able to perform the basic essential repairs, but this was a core transfer problem and surely needed a week in drydock and team of qualified engineers to fix it. He was a great pilot and a brave warrior, but he was feeling a little out of his comfort zone.

      “Comfort zone,” he said to himself with a dry laugh as he made the final connections. “When has being on an undercover operation in the Faction included any kind of comfort zone?”

      Boyd flipped the cover in place and flipped the switch. He closed his eyes in fear that the reactor would explode. Pointless, he knew. If the reactor exploded, he would have no more than a nanosecond to regret it before the Fist and everything within it, and within a hundred meters of it, was turned into a super-heated ball of plasma.

      Realizing that he was still alive, he opened his eyes. He grinned as the lights across the reactor housing chamber flickered on. He yelled in victory and joy that he had fixed the ship. Then the sound of a distant alarm echoed along the corridors of the Fist.

      A fire alarm.

      Boyd swung down from the reactor cap and floated out of the drive room hatch into the corridors of the Fist. With gravity so low, he was able to fly along the corridor with occasional flicks of his fingertips on the deck, throwing himself up and forward in long arcs.

      The flicker of the fire lighting up the bulkhead of the corridor showed Boyd it was coming from the main supply locker. Boyd bounded forward. All the supplies were in there. He had no intentions of starving to death down here in the clouds of Extremis.

      Spinning around the open hatch into the main store locker, Boyd saw Thresh. She was in her medical gown, a med-pack on her ankle falling away, its black tendrils still attached to her ankle wound. The med-pack on her head wound still in place. She had a fire suppressor unit in her hands and was directing it at the fire. The unit delivered a huge blast of suppressant that sent her flying back in the opposite direction.

      She collided with Boyd, her gown floating about loosely. Her hair drifted up and around, wafting across Boyd’s face. He gripped her around her waist and held her steady. She glanced back over her shoulder at Boyd, her hair moving in floating waves.

      “Brace,” she said as she turned back to the fire and gave another blast with the suppressor.

      Boyd held out his arms and gripped the frame of the hatch, holding Thresh in place with his body. His feet floated just above the deck.

      Thresh pushed herself forward and moved in toward the fire that was eating away at a stack of ration blocks. She moved in and gave another blast, finally beating the flames. Only a drifting black wisp of smoke from the charred mass of ration blocks remained. She delivered a final blast of suppressor before abandoning the extinguisher. It drifted away and dropped slowly to the deck.

      Thresh turned, her gown floating around her as she turned. She moved gracefully, her hair floating around her head, but her face looked like thunder and she turned the storm onto Boyd.

      “What do you think you are doing to my ship?” she said. “I told you to leave the reactor to me.”

      Boyd’s jaw dropped. “I fixed the shunt, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, but you didn’t close off all the distribution nodes. That’s why this one erupted. You’re lucky it wasn’t one in the ordnance magazine. If one of the high-ex hail rounds had gone up, we’d both be choking on Extremis atmosphere about now.”

      “I had to try, Thresh,” Boyd said. He drifted over to her. “You are still not fit for work and we can’t just float here until we run out of air.” He wrapped an arm around her to move her away from the smoldering mess of ration blocks and the burned-out distribution node.

      Thresh slung an arm over his shoulder. “Lucky for you I was up,” she said. “I needed a drink.”

      “I made sure you had a hydration pack before I went to the drive room,” Boyd moved her gently out into the corridor and back toward the small med-bay.

      “I don’t mean hydration. I wanted some flavor too.”

      “Hydration is all you need, and rest. You are nearly recovered. Just give the med-packs a few more hours.”

      Boyd knew Thresh needed more than a few med-packs, but it was all they had. She had taken a beating at the Battle of Kalis LZ, but she was resilient, if a little too headstrong. If Boyd hadn’t sedated her that first day, she would have worked on the Fist’s damaged systems herself.

      The ship had also taken a beating, having narrowly escaped destruction by the Union and the Skarak. The moon of Kalis had turned from a carnival to a bloodbath, and Boyd had been in the middle of it all. He was still a little surprised that he had come through unscathed.

      Boyd laid Thresh down on the med-pod, the cover moved up over her ankles. The med-pack that had been clinging on by a few fine threads was removed by the mechanical tentacles of the med-pod cover and replaced by another. Her ribs and shoulder also received treatment.

      “Just leave the power systems alone,” Thresh said. Her eyelids dropped as Boyd administered a sedative.

      “I’ll wait for you,” he said. “Just another few hours and you’ll be able to swing a wrench again.”

      Her eyes fell shut as the pod cover slid up and over her completely. The milky cover just allowed Boyd to see through to the feisty young woman lying beneath. She was bold and brave, and possibly the best engineer Boyd had ever worked with. And she was beautiful. If the med-pod cover hadn’t been in place, Boyd felt sure he would have leaned over and kissed her full, pale lips.

      But Boyd knew he could never be close to her. Grudging respect was all she could have from him. She was Faction, so she was his enemy. He was a Union Blue Star Marine on an undercover operation to locate the leader of the Faction and assist in his capture.

      Boyd checked Thresh was asleep. He needed her fit if he was going to get the Fist out of the clouds of Extremis. But right now, he needed her out of the way so he could launch a sensor probe up through the clouds and into orbit. Things had been frantic at the Battle of Kalis LZ and he needed to make a report to his boss. With power restored to the Fist, and Thresh sedated, he could.

      Boyd placed his hand on the med-pod cover just above Thresh’s chest.

      “Take it easy, Enke,” he said quietly. His gaze lingered on her for a moment, her chest rising and falling gently as she slept and her eye lashes flickered, dancing in some dream.

      Boyd pushed himself off the pod and out of the med-bay into the corridor. He drifted along toward the flight deck and the sensor console.

      The flight deck was dark, lit only by the emergency lights. It was cold, and a sparkling frost layer covered everything.

      The sensor console was unpowered save for the single green light at the top right corner indicating it was receiving power. Boyd tapped the console and it lit up.

      He needed a small amount of power from the core, more than he could get from an independent power supply, so he opened the probe outer doors and made ready to launch. Considering his options, Boyd activated the main holo-stage and brought up a flickering image of the Odium Fist, showing her orientation to the planet. She was tumbling lazily. He waited until the spin presented the probe launch tube to the upper layers of atmosphere. With the tube pointing straight up, he launched.

      The probe punched its way up through the atmosphere and gained orbit in a few minutes.

      Boyd set the probe on passive scan mode and searched for any Union ships that might be in the area. Finding nothing, he then searched for Faction ships. Then Skarak ships. The area was quiet, like any battlefield once the guns fell silent—quieter than it had ever been before, as if the ghosts of the lost dampened all sounds to total quiet.

      Satisfied that all was clear, Boyd accessed his covert device. He could not send out through the clouds of Extremis directly, but with a signal boost from the probe, he could. He opened a channel to his boss: Major Featherstone of the Blue Stars.

      “Sergeant Boyd.” Featherstone’s image appeared on Boyd’s small device. “You made it out alive. Well done, Sergeant.”

      “Only just,” Boyd said. “I had a few hundred Skarak soldiers after me, not to mention a couple of Union fighters on my tail as I tried to get away.”

      Featherstone nodded. “Well, I’m glad you did. Where are you now?”

      “Adrift in the clouds of Extremis,” Boyd said. “But safe, for now.”

      “You want to come in? I can have a team come and pick you up.”

      “Negative, sir.” Boyd checked over his shoulder that Thresh wasn’t walking the corridors in search of a drink. It was strange talking to the major here on the flight deck. If he had done this a few days ago, with all the Fist’s crew here, he would have been beaten to a pulp, and then they would have gotten really nasty.

      “My cover is still intact,” Boyd said. “I got close to Kitzov. I can get close again.”

      “Alright. Just don’t push it. I’ve not lost a Blue Star on a covert op yet and I’m not going to start with you. Do you copy?”

      “Copy that, sir,” Boyd said.

      “Hang tough, Sergeant. You’re doing a great job. Featherstone out.”

      As the image of Featherstone flickered out, Boyd considered how much of a good job he had really done. Yes, he had gotten close, but Kitzov was still a free man, evading Union justice. Boyd had had chances to execute the criminal leader of the Faction, but his orders were to locate, not kill.

      Boyd would have happily killed the man. Only his respect for his commanding officer, his fellow Marines, and his Blue Star badge had prevented him from putting a pulse round in Kitzov’s head.

      But the time would come when Boyd would see justice done. Not only was Kitzov a destabilizing, dangerous element in the Scorpio System, undermining the rule of Union law, but he was also a murderer. He was responsible for the deaths of hundreds, if not thousands. But it was one man’s death that most motivated Boyd—the death of his brother, a lieutenant in the Fleet Marine regulars. Boyd’s brother had been executed by Kitzov, and for that reason above all others, Boyd hated the Faction, hated Kitzov, and risked his life to see justice, to one day see Kitzov walk up the steps of the timber scaffold outside the capital building on Terra and take a short drop into oblivion.
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      Major Featherstone stared at his desktop holo-stage as the image of Boyd vanished. The image of his sergeant was replaced by lists of text detailing the loading schedules of a dozen heavy freighters that the Resolute was due to escort to the inner system on their way to Terra.

      Featherstone cancelled the text with a frustrated jab of his finger. He didn’t need to know how many tons of black ice were being stored in what compartment of what heavy. He just needed to know when they could leave. He was growing impatient with his current assignment.

      The convoy of heavies was destined for the orbital base around Terra, where the black ice—a necessary element in their ship reactors—was required for maintenance and service. With the fleet dashing back and forth across the system, chasing down rumors of Skarak incursions and Faction raiders, the supplies of black ice were being stretched. And with the Faction destroying any Union heavy it came across, the freighters were now being grouped into mass convoys, each with a single fleet ship for protection.

      Before the recent Skarak incursions, the heavies would rely on a Union cruiser to be nearby, ready to fight off any Faction raider that dared come too close. And even if the cruiser was too far out, the Union crew could simply batten down the hatches and dig in, secure in their command decks while the Faction tried to rob them of their cargo.

      But with the Union cruisers on deployment across the outer edge of the Sphere, all scanning for the next Skarak incursion, the heavies were at the mercy of the Faction lying in wait between the belt and the orbit of Supra, the innermost gas giant.

      Featherstone opened a holo-map of the system. He was currently sitting at the outer edge of the Sphere. The Resolute was holding position near the group of large, dark asteroids all bound together by a composite framework and passageways, creating a vast network of tubes leading from one asteroid to the next in a vast mining city.

      The cargo port lay inside one of the mined-out asteroids at the edge of the complex. The vast rock was hollow with enough docking space for several heavies at a time. Crew and cargo came and went.

      Outside the cargo port was the holding area where the heavies, loaded and ready to go, were still tethered to the port asteroid.

      Running patrols around the perimeter was a squadron of Blades—fast and agile, and heavily armed with spitz guns and a single forward-mounted, high-powered laser. The squadron was enough of a deterrent to hold off any single raider, but should the Faction attempt a mass attack on the mine, the fixed defense platform was more than equal to the task of defending it. A small town in its own right, the platform housed a battery of twenty independent spitz guns and six high-energy laser assemblies, all able to pivot to target any enemy ship, or able to align and lay down a devastating barrage of laser fire that only the Union carriers could rival. This defensive firepower was augmented further with a single mass cannon, itself enough to take down any raider foolish enough to stray into its range.

      Such was the value of the black ice that the Union defended so heavily. The Union had sought it out across the Scorpio System, but it could only be found in useful quantities in the Sphere. Here it was mined and then taken to the orbital facilities around Terra for processing, the facilities too precious to the fleet to be sited too far from Terra.

      The Resolute was docked alongside the defense platform on the upper side of the mining facility. Featherstone zoomed out.

      The outer system was a dangerous place at the best of times. The Faction began here in the outer system and had spread its separatist dogma across hundreds of outer system settlements. Raiders operated and hid out here, moving from one supportive collaborator settlement to another, avoiding the Union and striking at its weak points whenever it could.

      The planet of Lastone appeared on Featherstone’s holo-map as the image zoomed out. The volcanic world was the farthest from the center of the system, making it a perfect hiding place for Faction raiders. It was almost impossible to colonize the planet due to the extremely hostile environment with its thick, noxious atmosphere and highly-volcanic crust. But that same deadly environment made it an excellent hiding place for raiders ready to strike heavies leaving the ice mines, or flee from Union ships on their tails. It was such a perfect hideout that the Union usually kept a cruiser and a pair of frigates around the planet at all times.

      Next to appear on Featherstone’s small holo-stage was the planet Extremis. That was where his undercover sergeant, Will Boyd, was currently hiding in the clouds, waiting to regroup with the Faction and complete his mission of finding their leader.

      It would take the Resolute and its convoy of heavies a day or more to reach Extremis. By then, Boyd would be long gone. The Resolute could make that distance in half the time, but it was under orders to limp along with the convoy and protect it from any attack.

      After Extremis was the centermost planet of the outer system: Supra. Its rings reached out to the first, the largest, of its eight moons, a dwarf planet with a staunchly Unionist local administration. All of Supra’s moons were strongly aligned to the Union. They were brutal hotbeds of Union zealotry, almost as crazy as some Faction settlements. It was possibly the worst place to be discovered if you were Faction, other than the scaffold outside the capitol building on Terra, but many Faction fools had found the short drop on the capital building steps preferable to the days or even weeks of torture that the Unionists of Supra had meted out to captured pirates.

      Supra was a safe place for the Resolute and its convoy. It was likely that the Resolute would be welcomed with a flurry of pageantry when it docked. The Unionists of Supra never missed an opportunity to reaffirm their patriotism.

      Featherstone leaned on his desk and looked at the distance from Supra to the inner system. He knew that after Supra came the hardest, and most dangerous, part of the trip: the belt, the central belt of asteroids that divided the outer system from the inner system. It was the current site of most Faction activity, and although Union Command didn’t make it public, it was having an impact on supplies of ice. Featherstone knew it, or there would be no reason to have him and his Blue Star frigate guard this convoy.

      The image zoomed out still further and the first of the inner planets appeared: Glacies, a frozen planet that was home to a hardy breed of Union settlers who shrugged off the bitter cold as easily as those on Terra shrugged off light rain. Once Featherstone reached that point, he could break off from the convoy and let them make their own way to Terra. Then Featherstone hoped he could return to his infiltration mission. He didn’t like to be caught between two missions. Boyd was his priority, but the fleet had ordered him to focus on another job for now.

      The image of the system pulled out still further and then vanished as a call from mine facility operations came in. The image of a young civilian operator appeared.

      “Resolute, this is mine operations. The convoy is fully loaded and moving to holding coordinates on the star-ward side of the facility. Lead captain of the convoy has alerted us that they will be underway in moments. You are cleared to proceed, Resolute.”

      Featherstone sent an acknowledgment then stood. He straightened his jacket as he walked out of his office and toward the command deck.

      The corridor that led from the center line of the Resolute straight to the rear of the command deck was brightly lit. The sounds of the command deck echoed back toward Featherstone as he walked closer. Every time he entered the deck, he felt the thrill of command. This was his ship. Sure he was under orders of the Union Fleet Command, but as a Blue Star, he had a huge degree of autonomy. The Resolute was a powerful ship with an excellent crew, and Major Charles Featherstone always felt proud to enter its command deck.

      “Bring the drive power systems up, Mr. Hemel,” Featherstone said as he climbed up into his command chair. “Make ready to get underway.” He looked down at the banks of consoles arranged in a semicircle around the main holo-stage, all with their backs to Featherstone. He was able to see over their heads to the displays of every station at a glance.

      Jim Hemel took a candy stick out of his mouth and dropped it into his jacket breast pocket.

      “Resolute drive systems at your command, sir,” Hemel said.

      “Okay, take me around the systems, Sergeant Dorik.” Featherstone threw the image of the Resolute on to the main holo-stage. The map showed all decks and major systems in a green, holographic diagram.

      Sergeant Dorik walked around the consoles. “Drive is go. Navigation, go. Defensive and weapons systems are go.”

      “I’ve had the high-power laser emitter calibrated and realigned, sir,” Doc Cronin said.

      Featherstone nodded. “Good work, Doc. Let’s hope we don’t need it.”

      “We have a message coming in from the convoy lead captain,” Yanic Knole called up from the communications console.

      “Main holo-stage, please, Mr. Knole.” Featherstone stepped down from the command chair and approached the stage. He stood before it, hands behind his back. The image of the convoy lead captain appeared.

      “Major,” the civilian captain said. His face was stern and fierce. “The convoy is about to move off on my command. I just want to extend my gratitude to you and your Blue Stars for escorting us on this run. Faction activity is at its highest in the belt so we should have a clear run until then.”

      “Copy that, Captain,” Featherstone said. “The Resolute will be running dark for the entire run, so if you have any last questions, now is the time.”

      The captain hesitated. “No, thank you, Major. Myself and the other captains have been on this run a number of times. We all know the dangers, but we are all happy to know you will be out there watching over us. Convoy out.”

      The image of the lead captain disappeared.

      “Why are we babysitting these freighters, sir?” Hemel asked. He turned in his pilot’s chair and looked up at Featherstone.

      “Orders, Jim,” Featherstone said. “That should be enough for you.”

      “It is, sir. It’s just… We should be hunting Faction. Not escorting heavies. This is a job for the regular Marines. Come on, sir, we are Blue Stars.”

      “The Faction is running a new strategy,” Featherstone said as he walked back to his command chair, “and it is all about destroying the heavies. They don’t engage cruisers anymore. They don’t steal anymore. They just want to blast heavies out of the void. Look at this convoy. Twelve Union heavies. This is going to attract some attention, don’t you think? We don’t need to hunt Faction, Jim. We can just let them come to us.”

      “These heavy captains are insane,” Knole said. “Who would volunteer to run ice across the outer system? They have minimal armament, basic shielding. You know how many of these heavies are lost on every trip?”

      “As a Steel Claw fan, I bet you know all about losing,” Hemel commented. “What’s it like to support the Curveball team with the lowest win ratio in the league?” He pulled the candy stick out of his pocket and picked off some lint before putting it back in his mouth.

      “We’ve got the Blue Bloods in the River Stadium in the next round. You want to put your credits where your mouth is?”

      Hemel laughed. “We haven’t dropped a point all season. Do you really think the River Stadium holds any fear for us? It’s not the fortress it used to be.”

      “But we still have the best last-quarter defense in the league,” Knole said. “We’ll hold you off our line.”

      “Ready to get underway,” Featherstone said lightly. With the merest sound of his voice, order descended on the command deck.

      “Waiting on your command, sir,” Dorik said, taking his position at the defensive systems console.

      “Let’s get these ships across the outer system and then I’ll tell you all why none of you have anything on the Ravens this season.”

      Dorik laughed. Hemel and Knole replied in unison, “Yes, sir.”

      “Heavy convoy moving off, sir,” Knole called out. He threw the convoy data to the holo-stage and the convoy appeared: twelve ships in tight formation, three heavies side by side in four lines with the lead heavy at the front starboard corner of the formation.

      “Take position one thousand kilometers below the formation, run on the port side. We will run a slow loop around the convoy. One rotation every two hours. Passive scanners to maximum range—I don’t need to see details, I just want to know if we have company moving in. Deploy the sensor boom tail.” Featherstone opened a ship-wide channel. “Attention ship’s company. The Resolute is now running dark. Observe all dark running protocols. Featherstone out.”

      Featherstone called up the range tracker on his armrest holo-stage. Five billion kilometers to the inner system. It was going to be a slow trip.
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      The commander of the mining facility watched the convoy disappear from his sensors as they powered away toward the inner system. It would be another few days before the convoy returned to load up on black ice again. Every time they returned, a new ship was in the convoy to replace a loss. The mine was constantly being probed by small Faction ships, small speedsters dashing into sensor range to take a peek. But the defensive platforms were more than enough to send them flitting away as soon as they appeared. No Faction ships had dared come within weapons range in years. The mine was about the safest place in the Scorpio System. The commander just hoped that when he was rotated out, he could hitch a ride on an escort ship, not a heavy. If and when he made for his home in one of the cloud cities of Supra, he wanted to be sure to make it alive.

      A signal appeared on the holo-stage on the command center just as he was about to turn away to finalize the departure logs for the convoy. A signal was approaching from beyond the Sphere.

      He’d heard rumors of Union cruisers deployed beyond the Sphere, watching the perimeter of the system, but he expected them to be running dark. Maybe this cruiser was due some shore leave and the mine, although utilitarian, had more entertainment to offer than a cruiser’s recreation room. The mining facility had bars and virtual simulation suites offering any and all violent or relaxing activities.

      The commander sent out an ident request. The defensive platform showed it was powered up and targeting the incoming signal.

      “This is the commander of the mining facility. Incoming ship, send ident codes now. You are moving into range of the defensive platform. Present Union ident or the platform will open fire.”

      The signal came closer. It was moving fast. The fighters on patrol swept across the facility and raced out toward the incoming signal. Then the ship came fully into sensor range. The spitz guns opened fire.

      The ship was vast. The ship was Skarak.
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      Billions of kilometers from the belt, in between the orbits of Lastone and Extremis, was the lone Faction raider the Fall. The ship sat and waited for a target.

      Captain Bellini was one of the Faction’s most aggressive captains. He had gained quite a reputation for brutality, built on the fact that he never knowingly left Union crew alive after raiding their ships. He was admired and loathed in equal measure across the Faction. Many pirates thought it was bad business to murder so many innocents if they gave up the plunder, because it just invited Union attention, but Bellini was one of Kitzov’s top earners. His brutal approach meant he took down more Union heavies than the next best pirates combined.

      Faction crews across the fleet would dare not speak his name for fear of being sent to the Fall. Others begged for a chance to join the most notorious and profitable crew in the Faction. Only the toughest, meanest, most aggressive and morally bankrupt needed apply. Many crew and troopers who thought they were built for the Fall soon found that they were not as morally flexible as they had first thought and found themselves sent back home, either in pieces or with a lung full of vacuum after being airlocked.

      Bellini liked the airlock. He rarely let anyone else hit the panel to open the outer doors. He was always present at any airlocking. The price on his head went up dramatically the day he posted a vid to the Union of him airlocking an entire command deck crew of a heavy that had surrendered their vessel immediately, surely in the vain hope that an immediate surrender would give them a chance of some mercy. All it had done was anger the captain. Bellini was usually calm, normal for a psychopath, but he was particularly sadistic when angry.

      It was his aggression that had him deployed out here, deep in the outer system. Alone. Lying in wait for the next Union heavy to blunder into his path.

      Bellini paced up and down the flight deck. The holo-stage was active and showed the Fall’s position in the outer system. A holo-map showed an area from the orbit of Supra to the Sphere. The tiny red point of light signaled the Fall’s position. Around the ship was a sphere showing their current sensor range.

      The Fall was in good condition, one of the latest ships to float out of the Faction’s newest shipyard at a secret location in the Sphere. It was close to a ready supply of black ice and in a remote enough location to be almost impossible for the Union to find. Bellini had not been so close to the top of the list for a new ship, but a number of captains above him on the list had allowed him to cut in line.

      One captain that took a grievance to Kitzov about the fact that Bellini was forcing his way up the list was offered for it to be settled in the ring, an old school, bareknuckle decider of who was in the right. Captains had earned the rights to their ships in this way since way before the formation of the Faction. Kitzov was keen to maintain some traditions as he brought the ragtag group of criminal gangs and pirates under his control. A bareknuckle grievance decider seemed the perfect choice.

      The captain had lost to Bellini. Lost his challenge, his place in the line to a new ship, and shortly afterwards, he had lost his command to a bold young trooper who had taken the ship from its captain in the old way. The captain had taken the only course open to him at that time: an honorable retirement. He activated an electron blade at the side of his head.

      And Bellini made his way to the next in line, and the next raider to be finished was awarded to him.

      Bellini paced around the flight deck, glancing at the holo-stage. He did not like waiting, he was not good at it. It was frustrating and it was possibly why, he reasoned when in a reflective mood, he killed his victims—just out of frustration at having waited. But there was no reason for Bellini’s behavior. He was a psychopath, a coldblooded killer, and he enjoyed it.

      The punching bag that hung to one side of the Fall’s flight deck was wrapped with silver tape that was frayed and worn. Bellini stepped up and delivered a rapid flurry of punches, all short jabs. He held his fist out for his weapons controller to see the blood on his scarred knuckles.

      “The blood keeps them tough,” Bellini said. He kissed his bloody knuckle. “If you can’t win a fight with these—” He stood in front of Ramil, the Fall’s weapons controller. “—you can’t win with any weapon.” He marched up and down the flight deck. “Beat a man to death with these—” He held out his bloody fist for Perov, the pilot, to see. “—and you will know how alive you are. There is nothing like the feel of a skull collapsing beneath your fist. It is life.”

      “When we capture our next heavy,” Ramil said, “we should run a knuckle tournament. Like for like. You take their captain, I’ll take their weapons officer. I reckon even Perov would knuckle up this time.”

      “For krav sake, Ramil,” Perov protested, “I didn’t fight that pilot that time because he was a cripple, and you know it. Only the Union would put a no-legged freak like that in a pilot’s seat. Should have killed the freak and done it a favor.”

      Ramil laughed. “You should have kicked it to death.”

      “And if I had, you’d all be saying I only won because I was fighting a crip.” Perov shook his head. “It would have been better if they had airlocked the freak than let it live on. But I took on that Union Marine, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah. He was a big bastard.” Ramil laughed. “He beat your ass good. You were an ugly bastard before he carved your face up. Maybe get another Marine to beat your face and it might straighten it out.”

      “I gave that Marine everything. Bit his ear right off, didn’t I? I’d like to see you take on someone bigger than you for a change. You just check out the opposition and if it’s some Union farm kid, fresh out of tactical college and manning the weps for the first time, you are all like, ‘hey Captain, let’s challenge them to knucks before we airlock them all.’”

      “Okay, I’ll call it now,” Ramil said. “I’ll take on two of their flight crew. You pick them, I’ll fight them. And you can dodge having to fight again.”

      “I never dodge a fight. If Captain says it’s knucks, I’ll do it. That Marine knocked out a tooth before I went down. Did I complain? No, I went in for more, and I’d keep going in until one of us went down for good.”

      Ramil laughed. “For a little guy, you like to talk big.”

      “Yeah, I’ll talk. I’ve got credits to back it up too if you want to add some flavor.”

      “Sure,” Ramil said. “Pick the two biggest Marines and whoever can stand up to them longest wins the pot.”

      “Sure.” Perov stood up from his seat and went to shake on the deal.

      “There won’t be knucks on this one,” Bellini said. He shoved Perov back into his pilot’s seat. “There won’t be no plunder neither. The next freighter we see is going down in flames. We don’t board her, take captives, no plunder, no knucks, no nothing. Get me?”

      “What a waste, though, Cap,” Ramil said. “Just to destroy the thing. It will probably be loaded with ice, more besides, and Union scum for us to airlock.”

      “Are you kravin thick in the head, Ramil?” Bellini said, striding across the deck toward the weapons console.

      “No, Cap, it just seems wrong to just destroy it.”

      “Kitzov said destroy it, so we destroy it. If I tell you to destroy it, you will. Get me?”

      “Yes, Cap,” Ramil said, his head turned away from Bellini, who was leaning in close.

      “Why do you want to listen to Kitzov anyway, boss?” Perov said. “If you challenged him, you could take him down. You’d be Leader of the Faction.”

      “Who said I want to be? I don’t like being in charge of you two scroats as it is. Imagine if I had another thousand like you to deal with. I’d airlock every last one of you.”

      “You’d make a great leader, boss,” Perov said.

      “You think?” Bellini walked around behind Perov and grabbed his greasy hair. “When I can’t even get a little scroat like you to shut the krav up.” Bellini threw Perov’s head forward.

      “He’s just saying, is all, Cap,” Ramil said. “Just saying you’d be good.”

      “You saying I should challenge Kitzov, genius?” Bellini said, turning on Ramil. “You want me to tell him you said that?” Bellini marched over to the communications console and shoved the operator aside. “I’ll tell him now. One of my flight deck crew, a particularly punchy weapons controller, is telling me I should try and take over leadership of the Faction.”

      “No, Cap, I’m not saying that,” Ramil said. “Just a hypothetical is all.”

      “Hypothetical? That’s a big word for a tiny mind. You eat a book today, you knuckle-dragger?” Bellini said. “Try an adult word on me again, Ramil, and I’ll make you eat a book for sure. But if you are suddenly some sort of intellectual, try and comprehend this: we attack the next Union heavy on sight. We attack with all weapons and make sure the thing is a burning wreck before they have a chance to send a distress call. Get me?”

      “Yes, Cap. I get you,” Ramil said.

      “What about you?” Bellini pointed at Perov. “You got some philosophizing you want to do, you little rat?”

      “No, boss.” Perov looked dead ahead, remaining perfectly still.

      “Good,” Bellini said. He walked over to the heavy bag and delivered a series of punches and followed up with a kick.

      Bellini walked over to the holo-stage and sat against the edge. He studied the knuckles on his right hand. They were badly scarred, and fresh cuts lay over the scar tissue. Lying in wait out here for so long was driving him crazy. If he didn’t get to fight something soon, he’d be setting up a bareknuckle match between his crew. Any pent-up tension and festering grievance could all be let out. He let himself imagine who his opponent would be.

      The biggest man on board was one of the engineers down in the drive room. A big guy, but he knew his way around the drive room and Bellini couldn’t risk killing him. Then there was the rat, Perov. A half-decent pilot, and a clever little thief. He had come up with a plan to raid a Union settlement in the belt right between Union patrols. It had been a good plan and a great score. Bellini didn’t want to kill a natural and cunning thief, plus he was too small, so it was too easy.

      He looked over at Ramil, who was studying his weapons console. Bellini knew he was just avoiding his captain’s stare. He was clever enough to not want to anger the boss twice in one go. But he was big and a great fighter. It would be a good fight and Bellini knew he would have his work cut out for him to take down the weapons operator. The more Bellini stared at Ramil, the more he thought that Ramil had challenged his authority several times—always under the guise of support. Maybe Ramil was that clever, maybe he was as strong as Bellini. Maybe he was the one true threat to Bellini’s command.

      Once this deployment was over, there would be a ship-wide bareknuckle tournament, and Bellini would challenge Ramil. It would be a good fight—one the crew would talk about for years. And at the end of that fight, only one of them would be standing. The other would be airlocked.

      “Ramil,” Bellini said, calmly and quietly. “When all this is over, once we get back to the belt, you want to show these amateurs how Faction men fight? You and me, knucks in the Fall’s cargo deck.”

      Ramil looked up. Calm, quiet, relaxed. “Yes, boss. Six rounds of knucks with you, Cap, a true champion. It would be an honor.”

      Bellini walked over slowly and held out a hand for Ramil to shake. “It’s a deal.” Bellini smiled.

      Ramil took the captain’s hand. “You’ve got it, Captain.” And Ramil knew he had just entered into a contract that would either see him Captain of the Fall in a few weeks’ time or dead.

      Bellini walked over to the holo-stage and leaned against it, looking at the image of the Fall alone in space. Ramil looked down at Perov. Perov stared up at Ramil, knowing that he might be the new captain soon, but more likely he would have his head caved in by the current one.

      The silent contract was signed and agreed. The witnesses across the flight deck all knew. And Ramil was, for now, the safest man on board. Bellini wasn’t going to murder him in his sleep, it just wasn’t his style. No one on the crew would move against him, because it would rob the captain of his fight and his chance to solidify his command. No one would piss off Ramil because he might be the newest captain. In an instant, Ramil was elevated to a new status of challenger. He was the safest man on the ship, safer even than Captain Bellini himself.

      A chirp from the sensors drew Perov’s attention away from Ramil and back to his console. A signal had entered the sensor range.

      “Signal, dead ahead. We’re right in its path. Getting some clarity now. Putting in on the holo-stage.”

      Bellini walked over to his command chair. He climbed up and dropped into the seat. The hazy image of a ship appeared. Its outline became clearer as more sensor data was gathered. The dimensions came through, and it was clearly a Union heavy.

      Bellini opened a ship communication.

      “This is Bellini. Union heavy, dead ahead. All systems power up and get ready for action. We go in quick and hard and take this heavy down. Bellini out.”

      Bellini looked down at Ramil.

      “Ramil, looks like we’ll get our knucks sooner than either of us thought. Make sure you take that heavy down quick and then we can get out of here.”

      Ramil nodded once. He was ready.

      “There are more,” Perov said. He turned and looked up at the captain with a grin. “Lots more. A convoy.”

      The image appeared on the holo-stage: a block of Union heavies flying in tight formation.

      “Oh yes,” Bellini said, rubbing his bloody knuckles. “Target one of the lead ships. All weapons. Let them come into kill range.” Bellini turned to Ramil. “Make sure you have the next target mapped into the system. I want to take as many of these down as quickly as possible. I can’t wait to tell Kitzov the numbers on this one. He might even give me two ships.”

      “Lead ship is in range, Cap,” Ramil said, excitement rising in his voice.

      “Ready to maneuver, all drive power to flight,” Perov said.

      Bellini relaxed back into his command chair and gave the order to open fire.
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      Featherstone leaned forward in his command chair as the Faction raider lit up on the holo-stage. The Resolute was currently in position high above the convoy, slightly to starboard. The raider was in front of the convoy and just below. She had already opened fire with her hail cannon.

      “Attention, Resolute. Faction raider has broken cover and is attacking the convoy. The Resolute will move to intercept. The raider is using outlawed weaponry. Defensive systems, configure to deflect kinetic hail shot. Power to all weapons. Let’s take her down fast.”

      The Resolute powered up the drive field and headed directly for the raider. A heavy at the front of the convoy erupted in a ball of plasma fire. The explosion ripped back along the huge freighter and connected with the cargo of black ice, the resulting explosion engulfing the freighters on either side.

      “The convoy is breaking up,” Knole said. He relayed the convoy data to the holo-stage. The eruption from the black ice threatened to set off a chain reaction through the convoy and all ships were taking their preplanned evasive maneuvers.

      The Resolute dived down, punching through the fire. She burst out the other side, closing in on the raider.

      “Raider is targeting a second heavy,” Knole reported. “Should I send a warning transmission, sir?”

      “She hasn’t seen us,” Featherstone said, stepping down from the command chair. He walked toward main holo-stage. “Let’s keep it that way.”

      The image of the raider was at the far side of the holo-stage. She was turning to chase a heavy that was drifting away to the starboard flank. The Resolute was bearing down on the exposed starboard flank of the ship.

      Featherstone looked at all the data on the raider. She was well armed and moved cleanly on her drive. There was no fluctuation usually associated with a raider, their drives all old and poorly maintained, certainly not up to Union standard.

      Looking at the data from the raider, Featherstone could see this was something new.

      “Entering weapons range. I’ll have her in the spitz guns sights in a moment, sir,” Cronin said.

      Featherstone adjusted his collar. He really wanted a closer look. The raider fired again, a huge gout of kinetic hail blasting from her forward battery into the next heavy. As curious as Featherstone was, he couldn’t let this raider destroy the convoy so he could gather information.

      “Take her down, Doc,” Featherstone said. He turned to Knole. “Gather all the data you can. If you can hack her database, do it. If we can find out where she’s been, we might find the point of origin.”

      “The Faction shipyards?” Sergeant Dorik asked as he stepped up to the holo-stage.

      “Exactly,” Featherstone said. “We’ve heard rumors of new Faction ships. This is the first one any Union craft has encountered as far as I am aware.”

      “Opening fire,” Doc said. “Strafing her with spitz guns now.”

      The raider took the fire from the spitz guns, hull composite erupting away into vapor in seconds. Tiny, super-heated pinpricks all across her starboard side glowed white hot, cooling fast.

      The raider turned and moved away from its target.

      “She’s seen us now, sir,” Knole said. “She’s making a run for it.”

      “She’s not getting away.” Featherstone leaned on the holo-stage. “If she shows you her drive, put a mass beam on it. That should slow her down.”

      “A combat drone should take her out of the fight if we can target her drive,” Dorik said.

      “Agreed, but this ship might be a key to unlocking the Faction fleet’s power. Load a combat drone. If she looks like she is going to get away, you have my permission to obliterate her.”

      “She’s throwing some crazy moves here, sir,” Hemel said from the pilot’s seat. “She is not making it easy for me to keep her in range.”

      “Stay with her, Jim,” Featherstone said. “Doc, how is that mass beam coming along?”

      “Powered up and ready to activate, sir,” Cronin said. “I just need to get a bit closer.”

      “I’m doing my best,” Hemel said, his hands moving across the flight console in front of him as he fought to maintain contact with the raider.

      “Data coming through here, sir,” Knole said. “She is the Faction raider known as the Fall. I’ve got some flight data coming in. She’s been in space for months, attacked a few heavies. Her captain is Bellini. He’s got an active Union warrant on him. Dead or alive.”

      “Log it all, Yan,” Featherstone said. “Something tells me this pirate won’t be taken alive, but if we can knock out their power, we might have a chance to bring him in and watch him swing.”

      “Mass beam firing, sir,” Cronin called out. “We’ve got her. Drive systems are down. Her field is collapsing.”

      The mass beam fired again as the Resolute raced past the Fall, now adrift. External lights flickered along her outer hull.

      “Low-energy strike from the mass beam, sir,” Cronin reported. “We caught her just above her reactor. Looks like we’ve buckled the casing. Her reactor has lost symmetry. She’s dead in the void.”

      “Sergeant Dorik, you will lead the boarding party,” Featherstone said. “Great shooting, Doc,” he added.

      Dorik marched off the command deck. “Doc, you are with me. Grab a med-kit and a rifle. Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The flight deck of the Fall was dark with lights blinking on and off almost hypnotically. One flight deck operator was dead, a conduit at his console having erupted following the hit from the mass beam.

      “Get that reactor back online,” Bellini was shouting. “Get the troopers ready. I am going to board that cruiser and kill the captain.”

      “It’s not a cruiser,” Perov pointed out. “She’s a frigate. It’s the Blue Star Marines.”

      “Blue Stars?” Bellini asked. He stopped dead in his tracks. “What are Blue Stars doing guarding a convoy of heavies, unless…”

      Perov interrupted. “They are after you, boss. We’ve got Union Marines in the void. They are traversing. They will be on our outer hull in moments.”

      Bellini walked across to his command chair and picked up the pulse rifle he kept there. “Everyone, arm yourselves.”

      “Don’t leave, boss,” Ramil said. “If you leave the flight deck, there’ll be no one to activate the self-destruct. They’ll take us alive.”

      Bellini huffed. “They are not getting my ship. And they better not take any of you alive. Get ready to fight them off.”

      “But these are Blue Stars, not just regular Marines,” Perov said. “How can we hope to fight them off?”

      “We’re with you,” Ramil said, grabbing his pulse pistol and joining Bellini. The rest of the flight deck crew lined up behind him.

      “Me too, boss,” Perov said, standing and drawing his pistol.

      “Drive room, this is Bellini. Get my ship up and running.” Bellini took position at the entrance to the flight deck—a long, straight corridor that was easy to defend, and difficult to attack. Bellini took position on one side of the entrance and got ready to fight for his ship.
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        * * *

      

      Dorik and Cronin landed on the hull of the Fall, the other Marines all landing within a few seconds of each other. Dorik activated his electron blade on the end of his pulse pistol and jammed it into the seal around an airlock. The hatch burst open, knocking a Marine off the ship and into space.

      The Marine activated his suit’s onboard thruster pack and slowed himself before powering back to the ship.

      Dorik dropped in through the outer hatch. He looked around and found the internal hatch controls. There were a number of lines painted on the side of the outer hatch.

      “Looks like a score,” Cronin said as he dropped in next to Dorik.

      “It’s a count of how many people he’s airlocked, I bet,” Dorik said. “Pirate scum.”

      Cronin looked again at the painted lines as the last of the Marines entered the airlock, sealing the hatch behind them. The lines did look like a tally. If Sergeant Dorik was right, every line represented a life lost, blown out into the void.

      With the hatch sealed, Dorik thrust his electron blade into the lock for the inner hatch. It popped open.

      The corridor inside was dark except for the flickering internal lights.

      “Power is intermittent. As long as her reactor is off symmetry, she’ll have no lights and no power.” Dorik stepped into the corridor. “We need to take control of the drive room before she can regain power.” Dorik waved a three-man fire team toward the drive section.

      The corridor was suddenly lit up as pulse rounds came pouring in. Two Marines of the first fire team fell. The second team moved up, their pulse rifles laying down a fierce barrage of return fire. They moved forward, low and fast, as a third fire team moved behind, standing tall and firing into the dark where the Faction troopers were hiding.

      The Faction pulse fire subsided and Dorik heard footsteps running away.

      Cronin ran to the fallen Marines. One had taken a pulse round directly to the faceplate. Although the helmet had taken the blow and the onboard stability field had taken most of the force, dissipating it across the suit, the Marine was still out cold.

      Dorik moved to the second. He was already sitting up, clutching his injured shoulder.

      “How are they, Doc?” Dorik asked.

      “Minor injuries.” Doc gave the sitting Marine a hand up and then connected to the med-pack on the unconscious Marine’s suit, initiating a stim shot. The Marine jerked and scurried back along the deck, his rifle in his hand.

      “Hold here,” Dorik said to the two injured soldiers. “First team and fourth team will hold the airlock. Doc, you are with me.”

      Dorik moved along the corridor. The sounds of pulse rifle fire and the flicker of pulse rounds told him that the Blue Stars were meeting sporadic resistance from Faction troopers. Dorik would rather take one fire team of Blue Stars than a whole division of Faction troopers into a fight. The Faction troopers were tough and brave, determined and ruthless, but they were undisciplined, unruly, and their command structure was haphazard at best. The troopers followed the man they liked best rather than the man placed in command based on ability and leadership qualities.

      The troopers would fall back all the way to the drive room, but then they would stand. When their backs were against the wall, the Faction fought to the last man, every time, no exceptions. It was the only thing that Dorik could have any respect for. But on the whole, Dorik knew these to be criminal, terrorist scum, and the Scorpio System would be a better place if they all just died.
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        * * *

      

      The command deck of the Resolute was silent as the crew watched the feeds from the Marine’s helmet scanners projected onto the holo-stage. The data showed the Marines were approaching the drive room. Once the drive room was taken, the Fall would be under Featherstone’s control. He didn’t need the flight deck to take the ship under tow. But if the power came back on, however briefly, Featherstone guessed the Fall’s captain would destroy the ship rather than let it be taken.

      Featherstone watched the assault keenly. It would be a great prize to take this ship, to dig into its database and find out finally where the Faction were constructing their new raiders. There may even be data on the whereabouts of Kitzov. He looked at the life signs of his sergeant, Dorik. They had been together for a long time; he liked and trusted the hard-edged sergeant. Featherstone hated to think he would lose his sergeant, but the chance of taking control of a Faction raider was worth the risk. Any Blue Star leader would send a dozen Marines of the high standard of Sergeant Dorik to their deaths if it meant gaining an advantage over the Faction.

      Leadership was not easy. It was often a hateful task. Featherstone did not bear it lightly, but he bore it well.

      “New signal coming in,” Jim Hemel said from the pilot’s seat. “Moving in fast from the Sphere. It’s coming from the direction of the mining facility.”

      “Contact the facility,” Featherstone said, watching the feeds from the attack on the Fall closely. “Just check that we didn’t leave a heavy behind.”

      “Sending communication now,” Knole said.

      Featherstone looked over at Knole. The communication officer was tapping away furiously at the controls.

      “Is there a problem, Mr. Knole?”

      “Sending comms again.” Knole resent the communication, expecting a connection signal. “There is a problem, sir,” Knole said. “There is no connection.”

      “Why would that be?” Featherstone said. He walked over to his command chair to check the transmission.

      “The communications at the facility are offline, or, they’ve lost power.”

      “There’s no way they could’ve lost power. A facility that size has a hundred independent backups.” Featherstone looked down at Knole’s readout.

      “Scanning the facility’s location directly,” Knole said. “This can’t be right. I don’t have the coordinates wrong. I’m scanning the right area, sir. It looks like…it’s gone.”

      “What do you mean, gone?” Featherstone checked the scans.

      “Sir,” Hemel said. “The incoming signal. It’s no Union heavy. Look.”

      Featherstone looked up at the holo-stage. The ship moving in was vast, a huge dark oval bristling with kilometer-long rapiers that protruded out from the hull in all directions. The monolith was flanked by ships that Featherstone recognized—several Skarak warships dwarfed by a much larger vessel. The warships were familiar, all identical. Long, bulbous body fronted with a cluster of hundred-meter-long rapiers.

      Then the warships’ rapier clusters began to glow blue as they activated their crackle beams. The Skarak were attacking the Union heavies as they attempted to scatter.

      “Sergeant Dorik,” Featherstone said, the channel to the Blue Star sergeant opening instantly. “Withdraw your Marines immediately. Back to the Resolute. The Skarak. They are here.”
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      The Skarak warships moved ahead of the much larger mastership and blocked the fleeing heavies. The lumbering freighters scattering from the initial Faction attack now dodged back from the alien warships, but their maneuvers were futile. The Skarak ships struck out with their crackle beams, blue energy flickering in jagged lines across the black of space and connecting with the Union freighters.

      Featherstone watched the attack with cold detachment. He needed to get his Marines back aboard before he could do anything. He was not going to abandon the cream of the Blue Star Battalion to the void. He watched as a Union heavy lost all power, its external lights blinking off. The attacking Skarak warship moved on to the next target.

      The mastership, a craft bigger than the largest Union carrier, moved with frightening speed for a ship its size, covering the distance to the stricken freighter in moments. A section of the massive ship opened, and the freighter was drawn inside by a wide energy beam.

      “They are snatching the freighters,” Knole said. He looked over to Featherstone, his face pale.

      “Gather all the data you can, Mr. Knole,” Featherstone said. “We wait for Sergeant Dorik and his team before we move.”

      “We have men approaching the Resolute, sir,” Knole said, looking back to his sensor console. “Nearing the airlock.”

      “Dorik and his team?” Featherstone said.

      Knole looked up. “No, sir. Faction troopers. They are going to board us.”

      “Intruder alert,” Featherstone said. He walked to his command chair and took the pulse pistol from the small cabinet in the armrest. “Seal all internal bulkheads. Defend the drive room. Seal off the command deck. Get me Dorik right now.”
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        * * *

      

      Sergeant Dorik was leaping out of the Fall’s airlock and into the void. The blue crackle beams from the Skarak warships slammed into the freighters far to his left. The blue beams were fierce and near blinding even from this great distance. They lit up the huge, dark shape of the Skarak mastership that was looming over everything like a small moon.

      “This is Dorik,” he responded to Featherstone. “I can see the Faction troopers. They are at the airlock. Hold them off for as long as you can. I’ll deal with them myself when I get to the Resolute. ETA, three minutes.”

      Dorik pushed his suit’s thrusters to max and closed in on the Resolute. He brought up his pulse pistol and steadied his aim using both hands on the weapon. A trooper at the airlock was lit up by the hatch’s lights. Dorik fired. A pulse round appeared to creep across space until it slammed into the trooper. The trooper’s arms spread out with the impact, his weapon lost, tumbling out of his hand and drifting away.

      The rest of Dorik’s team opened fire. The troopers at the airlock turned and fired, but it was useless. They were hopelessly out-skilled. Dorik and the Blue Stars were trained for zero-gravity engagements and were deadly in the environment. The troopers were little more than violent thugs.

      The troopers, knowing the fight was lost, began to scatter, rushing to get out of the way of the Marines bearing down on them.

      “They will try and get back to their ship,” Dorik said. He blinked as a pulse round fizzed past him. “I’ll give a bottle of Amber to the Blue Star Marine that clocks up the most kills.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bellini looked over Perov’s shoulder as he tried again to hack the Resolute’s data systems.

      “I just can’t get in,” Perov said.

      “Why do I keep you on board?” Bellini snarled.

      Then Perov saw a minor chink in the Union ship’s data system armor: access to the ship’s manifest. It was not the defensive systems access that Bellini had asked for, but it was something. It might either send the captain into a rage or it might make him think he’d won a victory. Perov glanced at the status of the Fall’s drive. The engineering team was close to getting a workaround and the drive would surely be available soon.

      “What’s that?” Bellini said.

      “We have access to their crew manifest. Downloading all now. They don’t have a captain, their commanding officer is a Blue Star major. Major Charles Featherstone.”

      Bellini scoffed. “Sounds like a typical Union scroat.”

      Perov let the images of the Resolute’s crew flicker across the holo-display. Bellini was staring intently. Then one image flashed by and a spark of recognition struck Perov. He stopped the image.

      “Why’d you stop on him?” Bellini said. “Found a Union friend? Someone to keep you warm? I always had my doubts about you, Perov.”

      “I’ve seen him somewhere before,” Perov said.

      Bellini grabbed Perov by the back of the neck and shoved his head forward roughly. “How do you know a Union Blue Star? Have you been talking to the Union?”

      “No, boss,” Perov said. “Course not. I’m Faction all day long, boss. But I’ve seen this scroat before.”

      Bellini looked at the image.

      “Sergeant Will Boyd? Never heard of him.”

      The ship’s main power came back online, and lights flickered on across the flight deck. The main holo-stage lit up and showed the Skarak attacks—all focused on the freighters and the Resolute only a few hundred meters away.

      “Get us out of here,” Bellini said. “Move, while the Union ship is distracted. We can let the Skarak finish off the convoy. Successful job, I’d say.”

      “We’ve got troopers making their way back to the ship,” Ramil said.

      “I said move it,” Bellini said, pushing himself off the back of Perov’s chair. He walked over to the command chair. “Get us out of here. Now.”
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        * * *

      

      The Blue Stars closed in on the Resolute, the Faction troopers giving them a wide berth. Pulse rounds flickered between the groups. Dorik hit another trooper and then landed on the hull of the Resolute. He waved his Marines in. The troopers had turned tail and were heading back to their ship.

      Dorik sent them on their way with a barrage of pulse rounds. The troopers were out of range and the pulse rounds fizzled out of energy before reaching them.

      The drive field of the Fall burst back into life and the Faction ship leapt away, leaving a tumbling group of troopers in her wake.
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        * * *

      

      “All Blues Star Marines are safely back aboard, sir,” Knole said. “The Faction raider has left. We are detecting men in the void.”

      Featherstone looked at the holo-image. The few tiny points of light representing the abandoned Faction troopers were only a few hundred meters away. A few kilometers away, the Skarak warships were attacking another freighter. Featherstone knew his duty was to the Union freighters first.

      “Combat drones,” the major said, “full load. Put one in the lead warship and try to distract it from that freighter. Send the rest into that mastership. Message all other freighters. Reform convoy and head with all speed to Supra. The planetary defenses will give us cover, if we can get there in time.”

      “Message away,” Knole said.”

      “The Skarak are ignoring us, sir,” Hemel said. “Should we move to attack?”

      Featherstone looked at the Skarak. The mastership was moving in and gathering up another freighter, drawing the massive heavy into the vast opening in its hull.

      The combat drones slammed into the first Skarak warship. The blast sent a shimmer of energy along its hull, the material appearing to ripple from the force. White waves of energy soaked into the hull. The rest of the salvo slammed into the mastership.

      “The outer hull of that Skarak mastership,” Knole said, his hands moving over the surveillance console, “I can’t get a fix on it. The blast from the combat drone, I have a visual confirmation but no energy data. It’s like the hull isn’t there, just the explosion.”

      The lead warship turned away from the freighter target as another combat drone slammed into it.

      “It’s turning away,” Hemel said. “She’s running. Pursuit course, sir?”

      “No,” Featherstone said. “They are ignoring us completely.” He watched as a second warship moved up and attacked the freighter with the blue crackle beam.

      Dorik entered the command deck followed by Doc Cronin.

      “Permission to take my station, sir,” Dorik said. He still had his suit on, his helmet under his arm.

      Featherstone looked at Dorik, who appeared no worse for his exertion. “Take your station, Sergeant. You okay, Doc?” he said to Cronin.

      Cronin nodded and took his position at the weapons console.

      Featherstone nodded his approval and looked back to the attack on the convoy.

      The remaining ships of the convoy were moving off. The warships moved in on the trailing freighter—the blue beam lancing forward, disabling all power across the ship.

      Featherstone held his ground. The remaining seven ships of the convoy were heading away, the Resolute between them and the Skarak. The Resolute lashed out with high-energy lasers and mass beam, her spitz guns pouring thousands of pulses into the Skarak hull.

      “We’ve lost our deflection shielding, sir,” Knole reported. “Stability shielding fluctuating. We’re losing it. We’ll be defenseless.”

      A Skarak warship broke away from the mastership and moved in on the Resolute.

      “Sergeant Dorik.” Featherstone looked over to the sergeant at the defensive systems. “What’s happened to my defense?”

      Dorik looked up at Featherstone, a vacant look in his eye.

      The Skarak warship was only seconds from crackle beam range.

      “Spitz guns firing,” Cronin said. “High-energy laser firing. Mass beam powering up.”

      Then the blue crackle beam hit.

      The lights flickered around the command deck. A console blew out on one side, showering sparks that lit up the deck momentarily. Emergency lighting kicked in and washed the deck with a red glow.

      Featherstone climbed up into his command chair.

      “Sensors, surveillance,” Featherstone said. “Come on, Knole, let me see what’s going on out there.”

      Yanic Knole was a genius with the sensor array, but with main power fluctuating so wildly after the Skarak crackle beam, it was difficult. He transferred power from the mass beam and laser assembly to the sensors, bouncing the signal off a retreating freighter and snatching a glimpse of the battle outside.

      Featherstone saw the stuttering holo-image on his command chair armrest. The Resolute was dead in the void and being drawn into the belly of the Skarak mastership. The image was grainy and incomplete, with only a snatched moment of data here and there to build a scruffy image, but Featherstone could see one of the freighters already deep inside the belly of the mastership.

      “Doc, can you give me a combat drone?”

      “Just the one. Tubes are all loaded but only one set of tube doors are open. It’s set on maximum yield. It’s the only one, but its ready and at your command, sir.”

      Featherstone tugged his collar. “Target the Union freighter inside the mastership. Target her main reactor and fire.”

      Doc looked at Featherstone. “Sir?” he said, his voice quivering with concern. “She’s got a crew of twenty civilians, sir.”

      “And a cargo hold full of black ice. Fire. Now.”

      Doc Cronin launched the combat drone then dropped his head, his chin on his chest and a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.

      “Drone away,” Knole said. “Contact.”

      The rumble that began to shake the ship grew more violent by the second. Conduits ruptured.

      “Main drive is online,” Hemel said. “Getting us out of here.”

      “Go,” Featherstone said. The main holo-stage flickered back to life. The scene showed a huge plasma explosion in the belly of the mastership. The force of the blast had thrown the Resolute clear of the mastership’s clutches, but a Skarak warship was already on her tail.

      Featherstone walked over to the defense console. Dorik was staring at it. The deflection shield and stability field were available, but offline.

      “Activate defensive systems, Sergeant,” Featherstone said. He waited, but Dorik made no move to do so. Finally, he pushed the sergeant aside and activated them himself.

      “Skarak warships falling behind,” Hemel said. “Do you want to give me a heading, sir?”

      Featherstone stared at Dorik. The big sergeant turned and looked at his commanding officer.

      “Umm, sir,” Dorik said, as if waking from sleep, “the defensive systems went offline.”

      Featherstone held Dorik with his stare. “Doc, take the sergeant to your med-bay and check him over. You hear me, Dorik? Go with Doc.”

      “I feel fine,” he said, shaking his head and staring around the command deck.

      Featherstone looked his sergeant up and down. One of the best sergeants he’d ever worked with. A great combat leader and a safe pair of hands at the defensive console. But not this time.

      “Let Doc check you over.” Featherstone could not shake the uncomfortable feeling that Dorik had badly slipped up.

      “The Skarak have taken four freighters, sir,” Knole said. “And the Faction raider killed two. Compiling all data. I have attempted to send an update to command, but communications are down.”

      Featherstone watched as Cronin led Dorik away.

      “We need to warn command that the Skarak are back. Set course for Supra.”

      The Resolute charged ahead, its drive throwing it across space, catching up to the convoy only to race past and leave it behind, making for the planet Supra with all speed.

      Featherstone looked at the defensive systems console. He ran back through the log. He could not believe what he saw. Sergeant Dorik had deactivated the defenses moments before the Skarak attacked. He trusted the sergeant, and no man aboard had shown more dedication to his uniform than Dorik.

      The systems would be checked at Supra. Firstly, Featherstone needed to inform fleet command.

      The Skarak were back.
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      Boyd wrapped his jacket around his shoulders more tightly. The flight deck of the Odium Fist was cold. The frost from his breath covered the consoles across the flight deck. The Fist had been on minimal power for days and was only just warming up now that power was back online.

      The glow from the consoles only served to make the flight deck appear even colder than it was. The blue flickering light from a dozen consoles chilled Boyd.

      He moved to the communications and surveillance console. The Fist was still adrift in the gas giant’s clouds, being tugged around the huge planet by thousand kilometer-per-hour winds. It was tumbling but with the gravity field operating again, Boyd felt as if the Fist was drifting on a gentle stream. Occasionally, when the grav field fluctuated, he felt a wave of nausea as the true movement of the ship in the gas clouds became apparent.

      Moving to the defensive system console, Boyd felt a sudden fluctuation. The grav field failed momentarily and his feet drifted off the deck only for him to be pulled back down suddenly. He reached out to the console to steady himself as he dropped.

      The defensive systems were all operating. The deflection shielding was standing by. The hull stability field was at maximum, holding the Fist together as she spun wildly in the gas giant’s extreme winds.

      The weapons systems were standing by. The hail cannons were all online, but the Fist had expended most of its ordnance. Only the spitz guns remained as the Fist’s primary weapon.

      Boyd moved to the center of the flight deck. The pilot’s chair that he was so familiar with looked strange to him now. He had been running the entire ship for days. With his only shipmate, Thresh, still recovering from her injuries, he had been in command of the ship. His only objective was to get the Fist back into space and to continue his covert operation—to find Kitzov and have him brought to justice.

      Dropping into the pilot’s chair, Boyd checked the drive systems and navigation. Everything was ready to go.

      Boyd stepped back from the pilot’s chair. If he was going to run this ship singlehandedly, he would need to run it from the command chair. The chair overlooked the entire flight deck and he could access all systems from the holo-display on the armrests.

      Boyd looked up at the command chair.

      “Don’t be hesitant.”

      Boyd looked to the sound of the voice. Thresh was leaning in the entrance. She was wearing a fresh Faction trooper uniform. It was slightly too big for her.

      “You are up and about then, are you?” Boyd said, stating the obvious. “You sure you are fit enough?”

      Thresh pushed herself off the bulkhead and walked slowly across the flight deck to the engineering station.

      “I’ll survive. Not sure if the ship will, if I let you run her by yourself.”

      The Odium Fist was designed to be crewed by a small flight crew of half a dozen. It was possible to run it with fewer, but it was never intended to be operated by a single person, no matter how skilled.

      “I’ll take over at engineering and make sure the reactor behaves itself.”

      Boyd looked up at the command chair. “Like it ever does that. It’s about time it was swapped out for a new one.”

      “Might as well scrap the entire craft,” Thresh said. “The core is the ship.”

      “Spoken like a true engineer,” Boyd said.

      “I’m ready when you are,” Thresh said, taking her position at the engineering console.

      “I’m ready,” Boyd said. He stepped up onto the plinth that the command chair sat on and took a deep breath.

      Sitting down, Boyd instantly felt at ease. The chair gave him a commanding view of the flight deck. Everything seemed within reach. He activated the holo-displays on both armrests. A holographic flight console slid across in front of him. He tapped it experimentally.

      As he hit the holo-display, he saw the corresponding panel light up on the actual flight console down on the deck—his usual position on the ship.

      “Reactor symmetry is optimal. Drive field ready. She’s all yours, Boyd.” Thresh looked up.

      Boyd accessed the thruster controls. “I’m going to stabilize the ship, and then make the maneuver to orbit.”

      He tapped at the holo-controls, satisfied that every move made the ship respond as if he was in the pilot’s seat. It was possible to take control of the entire ship from here, but he could only do one thing at a time. Shrunk away to the side of the holographic console was the weapons console, then the defensive systems, then communications. The display could be swapped for another system with a swipe of the hand. Boyd could swap from flight to weapons in a moment. He focused on steadying the Fist.

      With a few blasts of the thrusters, the Fist stopped tumbling. She was oriented with the wind direction, her nose pointing upward slightly.

      “Preparing for maneuver to orbit,” Boyd said.

      “Ready when you are,” Thresh said.

      Boyd looked down at Thresh in her oversized trooper’s uniform. She was becoming someone special to him. It was not just her ability, he found her dark eyes and her light, short hair irresistible. She was fun, exciting, creative, and mischievous. He almost forgot she was the enemy.

      Since Boyd had entered the Faction as an undercover operative, he had met many surprising people. Most in the Faction were just ordinary people, born in a settlement so far from the seat of Union power that they naturally fell under the Faction’s control. They were average Joes, no different to the miners, farmers, or engineers of Terra or Supra.

      The Faction raider crews were a different breed. They were all pirates and criminals, brought into the Faction under the influence of Kitzov. No different to the criminals that operated in the Union, but in the Faction, they were given legal standing—to raid Union ships, to bring in plunder, to destabilize the Union. They were hard-edged pirates and killers, and instruments of a developing Faction state.

      As a Blue Star Marine, Boyd had more in common with the pirates than the civilians. He found them amusing at times. They knew how to party, and Boyd had found ways to enjoy himself in their company, even though he always knew he was there to end their way of life.

      But Thresh… Enke Thresh. She was like no one else he had ever met. She was, he struggled to admit to himself, wonderful. If he could destroy the Faction, he would…but if he could save one small part of it, he would save her.

      “Ready when you are, Boyd,” she said again, as firmly as she could.

      Boyd hit the drive and the Fist moved upward through the clouds of Extremis. The display above the main holo-stage showed the Fist’s ascent. She burst out of the top cloud layer and fell into a high orbit.

      An alarm sounded somewhere deep in the ship. Boyd checked his systems, flicking through all the holo-consoles in front of him.

      “I’ve got it,” Thresh said, “It’s a secondary conduit in the main trooper locker. Shutting it down now.”

      “This ship is falling apart,” Boyd said as he accessed the navigation controls. “I’m setting a course for the belt. Hopefully, we can pick up some traffic and get this ship towed to a Faction port.”

      “Yes, a Faction port,” Thresh said. She looked up at him. “You wouldn’t prefer a Union port, would you?”

      Boyd ignored her, but he saw out of the corner of his eye that she was looking right at him.

      “No.” He smiled. And he meant it. If the Fist was picked up by a Union ship, he would be okay. He could reveal his true identity in moments and would be among friends, but Thresh was Faction, and currently wearing a trooper’s uniform. She would either be shot on sight or more likely captured, interrogated, and then hanged.

      Boyd recalled moments when Thresh had made comments to him about the Union. She had almost discovered him in communication with Major Featherstone a couple of times, but he was sure it had only been close. If she had discovered him, he had no doubt she would have turned him over to the Faction. She was dangerous. Maybe that was why he liked her so much.

      An undercover operative was a job for someone who had a tolerance for danger. Maybe an attraction to it. His brother had never been a Blue Star. He had been a regular Marine—a straight-laced, stand up, Marine lieutenant. He had been a straight-A student, a debate club leader, wilderness expert. He’d even taught kids Curveball in the summer. He had been a servant of the Union, a true patriot doing his duty.

      When he had been killed, Boyd had felt the need for revenge. He had no time for kiddy sports or hiking trips, he wanted to get down and dirty, infiltrate and kill. He became accustomed to the danger. Maybe, he was afraid, he liked it.

      But Thresh. She made things complicated. She was too close to the leader of the Faction. The leader had known her since she was a child. She was too pretty to be Faction. Too clever to be a pirate. Too much of a friend to be a danger to him. But she was the greatest danger.

      “Setting course for the belt.” Boyd laid in the most direct route. A day’s run, in a fast ship. He didn’t know how long the Fist would be able to run before a system gave out. Maybe the reactor would blow before they even left the Extremis gravity well.

      “If we do run into the Union, we’ll never fight them off just the two of us,” Thresh said. “I can set the reactor to blow.”

      “What about the self-destruct?” Boyd asked. He looked at the small panel in the side of the armrest where all raiders had the self-destruct control.

      “It is still bio-locked to Poledri. You need to be captain to have control of that,” Thresh said.

      Boyd looked across the flight deck. “I am captain,” he said.

      “You think you are my captain?” Thresh said with a cheeky look. “You are only up there because I’m better at this station than you, and like I said, the core is the ship. If anything, Will, I am the captain of you.”

      He looked down at her. She was smiling, her dark eyes sparkling with a mischievous wit.

      “I guess so,” Boyd said.

      After a moment, she leaned heavily on the console. He saw her head drop and her legs quiver. He jumped down from the command chair and dashed over to her, catching her before she fell.

      “Gravity fluctuation?” Boyd asked.

      “Maybe,” Thresh said. “Feeling dizzy. I took more of a beating on Kalis than I thought.” She slipped down to the deck and sat against the console.

      Boyd sat next to her. “You okay?”

      “I’ll be okay in a moment. Get back to work. I’m fine here. Just let me rest for a moment.”

      Boyd brushed the hair from her face. She seemed pale, but looked up and smiled at him.

      “Don’t let the Union take me,” she said, looking up into his eyes.

      Boyd shook his head. “You’ll be alright,” he said. He stood up and stepped away, back toward the command chair.

      She looked up briefly and waved him away.

      “Go. Work. I’m fine.”

      Boyd climbed back up into the command chair. The Fist was hurtling across space at terrific speed. He checked the communication channels for any transmissions in the region. Someone to reach out to, or someone to avoid. But there was nothing, not even a relay drone transmitting a regular guidance ping.

      “It’s very quiet out here.” He looked down at Thresh. She nodded weakly.

      “Good,” she said.

      The Fist’s heading held true, the drive field holding strong and steady. The holo-stage showed the distance to the belt. Far away to the starboard side, many astro-units away, was the gas giant Supra. It was far enough away that the Fist could slip by. The last place a Faction raider wanted to be was anywhere near Supra. Faction ships would often rise a billion kilometers above the ecliptic to avoid passing that Union stronghold.

      A ship appeared on the display, so Boyd zoomed in. A Faction ship was closing in. Boyd prepared a standard Faction greeting, but the signal failed to transmit.

      As the ship got closer, he could see the Faction vessel was one he recognized, the only one of its kind.

      It was the Silence.

      “Hey, Thresh. Good news,” Boyd said. “It’s your old friend, Kitzov.

      Thresh climbed up to her feet, looking a little stronger after her short rest.

      “Really. The Silence?”

      “Yes. No communication. We can’t send or receive, but they’ve seen us and are making straight for us. I’m adjusting our heading to rendezvous with them.”

      Boyd watched as the Silence closed in. The last time he had seen the ship was at the Battle of Kalis LZ when it had blasted off in the middle of a fight with a Union attack group. Boyd had called the Union to Kalis to arrest Kitzov, but the appearance of the Skarak had turned the moon into a chaotic scramble between Faction, Union, and Skarak forces. It was a surprise to Boyd that any ships had escaped.

      The Silence slowed and came alongside the Fist. A soft dock corridor extended out and connected with the Fist’s main airlock.

      Boyd powered down. A request from the Silence flight deck came the moment soft dock was achieved. All flight controls were transferred instantly to the Silence.

      “Is that normal procedure?” Boyd said.

      Thresh had slipped back to the deck and was drifting in and out of consciousness.

      Boyd heard the footsteps on the corridors of the Fist. He counted a dozen or more. He climbed down from the command chair and turned to greet the approaching group.

      Captain Poledri turned the end of the corridor first and came into the long corridor to the flight deck. He wore a dark expression that crumpled the scar over his eye. Behind him came Jemmy Noland and then behind them a group of six Faction troopers, all armed with pulse rifles. From their uniforms, Boyd could tell they were from Kitzov’s own company.

      “Captain,” Boyd said brightly as Poledri marched up to him. “She’s all yours.”

      Boyd saw the swift movement and knew danger. Poledri pulled something out of his jacket and began to raise it.

      Boyd instinctively backed off, looking for cover from the weapon, but Poledri had moved in and moved fast.

      The pulse from the pistol slammed into Boyd’s chest and sent him sprawling. The pulse rippled over his body, making his muscles quiver. His legs collapsed under him and he hit the deck hard.

      His muscles wracked with pain, Boyd attempted to regain his feet. But his muscles would not respond. At least he knew he was alive. He saw a shape move toward him. His vision was blurred, and he couldn’t make out who it was until the smell hit him. It was unmistakably Noland.

      He felt himself pulled up by the front of his jacket. He could just make out the contorted features of the quite ugly Noland. He was snarling in Boyd’s face, his teeth gripped in a snarl, practically frothing at the mouth.

      “Kravin scroat,” Noland said.

      Boyd felt the punch land on the side of his face, sending him sprawling back to the deck.

      As he lay crumpled on the deck, he felt the blow to his abdomen. He realized it was from a boot, delivered hard, probably from Noland.

      Blows rained in from all sides. Over the grunting and snarling of the troopers laying into him, he heard Thresh’s weak voice.

      “What are you doing? He saved the ship. He saved me. Leave him or I’ll speak to Kitzov and give him all your names.”

      “We are here under orders from Kitzov.”

      Boyd heard Poledri’s voice.

      “Kitzov sent us,” Poledri said. “Do you know who this is?”

      “Will Boyd,” Thresh said. “It’s Boyd.”

      “Sergeant Will Boyd,” Poledri corrected her. “Sergeant Will Boyd of the Blue Star Marines.” Poledri punctuated each word with a heavy kick to Boyd’s abdomen.

      Boyd squirmed under the fierce blows, certain the beating would not end until he was dead.

      “You know who the Blue Star Marines are, don’t you?” Poledri asked Thresh. “They are the Union’s Marine special operations battalion. He’s a kravin spy bastard, and he’s been here with us for months.”

      “No,” Thresh said. Boyd could hear her voice breaking with emotion.

      “Yes, a spy. And I’ve just spent the last few hours convincing Kitzov I’m not working with him.”

      Boyd felt another blow, a punch to his head, and then Poledri come close, snarling in his ear.

      “If it was up to me, I’d kill you, nice and slow, take you apart piece by little piece, painfully, keeping you alive for as long as possible, making sure you are conscious when I airlock your kravin spy ass. But Kitzov has another plan for you. Get him on his feet.”

      Boyd felt himself lifted. The low-yield pulse round was wearing off and now he could feel the site of every punch and kick the troopers had landed on him.

      Then he felt a pulse round strike him in the back and his blurred vision drifted to black.
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      “Don’t deny it,” Kitzov said. “Just answer my questions and I’ll promise you it’ll be quick in the end. What was your mission?”

      “I’m no spy,” Boyd said.

      Boyd sat chained to a metal desk that was bolted to the deck. His chair, a low shelf, also bolted down. His hands were bound behind his back, his feet bound together.

      Kitzov paced the small room.

      Kitzov drew a small holo-generator from his pocket. He pointed it at the table and displayed a holo-file.

      Although his vision was still blurry, Boyd could see it was his crew report from the Resolute. In his Blue Star uniform with short hair, a clean shave, and a serious expression, he looked just like his brother.

      “So what? That was ages ago. I left the Union after I killed my instructor. It was the Faction or the noose for me.”

      “I thought you were the son of an ice farmer, out in the Sphere. Father killed by the Union. You really need to keep your story straight.”

      “I cooked up that cover. I tell you, I killed my instructor, Lieutenant Crippin. I was at the Marine training camp on Terra and got in a fight. I stabbed him through the chest. I ran. Stole a mini transit unit and headed for the belt. I knew I could hide out in the Faction. And I knew that if I told anyone I’d come from Terra, I’d be ripped apart.”

      Kitzov sat in the chair opposite Boyd.

      “You went through Marine training? You were at Forge Farm?”

      Boyd dropped his head. “Yes, I was going to be a special operations Marine.” He looked up. “But I got out. I had to. If you kill me now, it’ll be no different than if I’d stayed in the Union. All I wanted was to be free.”

      “I want to believe you, Boyd, but you are lying. I thought I was getting to like you, but I hate a liar. I was suspicious when you gained access to the Union facility on Kalis. No one else knew about that place. How come you did?”

      “I got lucky.”

      “No, Boyd, you were unlucky. No one in the Faction knew about that facility and we’ve been landing on Kalis for years. Your first visit and you find one of the best-hidden Union facilities in the outer system.”

      “All I was doing was my best to save us from the Skarak attack. We would have all been killed or captured. You saw what the Skarak do to those they capture. For me, that’s worse than death. I was just trying to save us all from that horror.”

      Kitzov rubbed his chin, his thick stubble scraping under his fingers. He looked Boyd up and down, apparently trying to decide if he believed his story or not.

      “I have got Enke Thresh out there insisting you couldn’t be Union. She’s begging me to let you go. I have known Enke since she was a kid. I know she’s Faction through and through, and I know she is no fool. If she says you are good, then I want to believe her. I think she likes you, to be honest. She is still pretty beat up from the Battle at Kalis LZ, but all she can talk about is you.”

      “I like her too,” Boyd said. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.”

      “I hope not. But if it turns out you are Union, some might say you had help. Some might say little Enke is complicit. I might have to shoot her in the head too.”

      “No,” Boyd said.

      “You do care for her,” Kitzov said with a smile. He stood up. “It’s a pity you are a spy. I’d have liked her to find someone who made her happy.”

      “I helped take down that Union cruiser, the Truth. I’ve been a loyal member of Poledri’s crew for months.”

      “Yes, Poledri is tearing his ship apart right now, looking for any evidence you are a spy. If I thought he was complicit in your actions, even in the slightest, he knows he’d be dead too. I trust Poledri. I trust Enke. I don’t trust you. I like you—you have courage, you are good in a fight, you are a clever guy, you would have made a great Faction captain—but you are a Union spy and I’m going to have to kill you.”

      Just then, the door to the small room slid open and in walked Poledri. As the door slid shut, Boyd saw Jemmy Noland standing outside, prevented from entering by the troopers guarding the door. Noland was grinning at Boyd through his nasty little teeth. He drew his finger across his throat and stared at Boyd. The door slid shut with a thud.

      “What?” Kitzov said looking at Poledri.

      Poledri nodded, then turned to scowl at Boyd. He pulled a small device from his pocket and dropped it on the table in front of Boyd.

      “Union covert device,” Poledri said, snarling at Boyd. “It was well hidden—” He turned to Kitzov. “—but I found it. I’ve run a few tests on it. It’s a quantum twinned device, only able to send and receive to one other device. Its twinned nature means it’s impossible to intercept or otherwise detect communications. I can’t open the channel. I suspect Boyd can, though.”

      Kitzov looked at Boyd. “This doesn’t look good for you.”

      “I don’t know what that is,” Boyd said. “I’ve never seen it before.”

      Poledri walked around the desk and grabbed Boyd by the hair. “On my ship. You spy on me on my own kravin ship!” He slammed Boyd hard into the table. Fury boiled over and he punched Boyd in the kidneys.

      Boyd tried his best to ignore and endure the pain. It was impossible. Crying out caused his heart to sink. He hated thinking that anyone would have the pleasure of hearing him in pain almost more than he hated the pain itself.

      “It’s not mine,” Boyd said as the punches rained in.

      “It has got your DNA all over it,” Poledri said, stepping back, panting from the exertion.

      “I’ve been alone on that ship for over a week, repairing it, making sure I could return to the Faction, return it to you. My DNA is going to be all over that ship.”

      “He’s got you there,” Kitzov said. His voice light and with a hint of amusement.

      Poledri was not amused. He stormed in and attacked Boyd again, grunting with every punch, punctuating the attack with shouted condemnation.

      “You. Lying. Union. Spy. Scum. Bastard.”

      Boyd collapsed forward onto the desk, blood and sweat pooling on the surface in front of his eyes. The door slid open again. Boyd heard Kitzov.

      “Last chance, Boyd,” Kitzov said lightly.

      Boyd tried to sit up, but the bruises hurt. He was sure he had a broken rib.

      “I’m Faction. I’m no spy.”

      Boyd was jerked up off the small stool. He was dragged around the desk and to the door. He could tell from the grunting that Jemmy Noland was forcing him along. His hands pulled up behind him, still bound. He barely kept his footing as he was forced along the corridor. The bindings at his feet made it impossible for him to take anything other than tiny steps.

      His feet failed to keep up as Noland gave him a heavy shove. He saw the boots of a half-dozen people in the corridor of the Silence. Kitzov, Poledri, Noland and three Faction troopers. He was hauled back to his feet and thrown along the corridor, where he crashed to the deck once again.

      Clambering up onto his knees, Boyd saw he was at a junction. A short corridor led off the main corridor to the small portside airlock. The inner hatch was already open, a red light flashing inside. The small porthole on the outer hatch showed black void beyond.

      “Get up, Union,” Noland said as he kicked Boyd back to the deck.

      A pair of troopers dragged Boyd to his feet. They dragged him the few meters to the airlock and threw him inside.

      Boyd landed heavily on the cold airlock deck. He was hauled up and set on his knees, his back to the outer hatch. He looked up at Kitzov, Poledri and Noland on either side.

      “Any last words?” Poledri said.

      “I’m no spy.”

      Noland stepped forward and drew his pulse pistol from his waistband. He primed the weapon.

      “I really want to shoot you,” Noland said. “But a pulse round to the head would be a mercy. I am happy that we will let you choke on a lung full of vacuum. But I would enjoy pulling the trigger on your Union scum head.”

      “I’m telling you, I’m no spy. I’m Faction.” He looked up at Poledri. “We’ve fought together. We’ve taken down Union ships together. How could I do that if I was Union?”

      “We all do terrible things to advance our causes, Boyd,” Kitzov said. “But what was it you were doing amongst us? You had your chances to kill me, so I don’t think you are an assassin. Tell me, and I’ll make it a pulse round instead of airlocking you. They say the airlock is a nasty way to go. Your skin freezes while your blood boils in the low pressure of the vacuum. And it takes a long time. A long time to think about how much easier a pulse round to the head might have been.”

      “I’m no spy,” Boyd repeated. There was no way he was going to betray the Union by admitting the truth.

      Movement at the end of the corridor caught his eye. He looked up and saw Thresh being led to the airlock by a pair of troopers. She had been crying, her face and eyes were red, but she had a stern expression. She stared at Boyd. As she came closer, she shook her head.

      “They tell me you are a spy,” she said.

      “I’m no spy, Enke,” Boyd said. He breathed out heavily. “It’s not true. I am Faction.”

      “You see, I told you. Kitzov, please,” she said. She grabbed Kitzov by the arm. A Faction trooper pulled her off.

      Kitzov reached out and placed a hand gently on the back of her head. “He’s a spy. He must have had help.” He pulled her to him. “Tell me, Enke. You’ve been with him, alone, for a long time. Has he done anything to make you suspect him, anything at all?”

      She looked down at Boyd just as he looked at her. She had walked in on him when he had been in contact with Featherstone. She had made comments, innocent enough but with a hint that she suspected he was not all he said he was. Boyd knew Enke was true Faction.

      She turned to Kitzov. “No. Nothing. He can’t be Union.”

      “I’ve seen the way you look at him, Enke,” Kitzov said. “I hate to take something away from you that makes you happy. You are like a daughter to me…” He turned on Boyd. “But he is a spy.”

      Kitzov reached out and tapped the control panel. The inner hatch sealed shut.

      Enke cried out, her voice cut off as the airlock sealed. Boyd was now trapped and alone in the small airlock with the red flashing light flickering around the small space, throwing his shadow across the inner hatch. Through the inner porthole, he saw Enke being held back from the door. He saw Poledri, his face stern, eyes fixed on Boyd. Noland was grinning, looking at Boyd and miming that it was about to get very cold.

      Then Kitzov stepped up to the airlock.

      Boyd closed his eyes. He had not taken this job thinking it would be easy, and he always knew it could kill him. He didn’t mind so much losing and dying, but he did feel remorse that he had not finished the job, and that he had failed to get revenge for his brother’s death. He wished he had taken the shot and killed Kitzov—disobeying his orders and forgetting his oath to the Blue Star Marines. He could have killed Kitzov, had his revenge, and he’d have been no worse off than he was now.

      Kitzov’s hand reached forward toward the inner control panel. Boyd closed his eyes and prepared to die.

      The sound of the hatch opening and the slight rush of air sent his pulse rate soaring. He felt his heart skip a beat and his body tense up.

      Then he heard his executioners. Noland laughing. The troopers walking forward. Boyd relaxed, collapsing. He heard Thresh shouting angrily. He looked up to see her lashing out at Kitzov, a trooper holding her back.

      “You bastard,” she said. “Don’t do that to me again.”

      Kitzov shrugged her off and leaned down to Boyd. “No, an execution out here would be too hidden. Better to let everyone see. The Faction needs to know what we are up against. The Union will try to tear us apart. But if we are united and stay true to the Faction, we will not be beaten. There will be a trial. Law will prevail, Faction law. You will face the evidence, and then face judgment, and if found guilty, you will die, Boyd. Justice will be the same for you as it is for Faction prisoners at the hands of the Union. You will swing. Take him.”

      As Boyd was dragged along the corridor away from the airlock, he heard Noland and Poledri argue with Kitzov.

      “He is guilty. Kill him now. That is Faction justice. Make a holo-recording and send it to all Faction captains. They can spread it across the Faction settlements throughout the system.”

      “No,” Kitzov said. “We are not pirates and terrorists like they say we are. We are Faction, a legitimate power in this system. We will do things properly and have a proper trial, then all people of the Faction will know what we stand for. And the Union will know we are a proper authority and they will have to deal with us as such, not as a scattered band of criminals. I will make the Faction a legitimate power. That is my one aim for our group.”

      Their argument faded as he was taken to a med-bay. The Silence med-bay was identical to the one on his own ship, the Resolute. The Silence was a stolen Union frigate, and Boyd was familiar with the layout.

      A medic and a drone were waiting at an open med-pod. Now Boyd knew what his fate had been all along. The execution had only ever been an attempt to break him. A medically-induced coma and transport to some Faction settlement for trial had been Kitzov’s plan all along.

      The trooper picked Boyd up and laid him in the pod. His hands and feet were still bound, and he could only offer a token struggle. The strapping in the med-pod was applied and it held him down, straps first across his chest and legs held him, then across his forehead completed the immobilization.

      The drone closed the pod and the medic tapped away at the interface. Boyd wondered briefly what would await him when he awoke—a braying Faction mob, a mockery of a courtroom with a complicit Faction judge ready to hand down a conviction and sentence of death by hanging.

      The thoughts drifted away like a ship lost in the void as Boyd slipped from consciousness.
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      Kitzov watched the pod containing the sleeping spy from outside the med-bay. The pristine chamber was high-end medical tech, the best the Faction could provide, augmented with stolen Union tech. Poledri stood alongside him, the old pirate seething.

      “I don’t know why we don’t just kill the scroat,” Poledri said with venom edging every word. “We can make it a long, painful death. Sometimes airlocking is too good for them.”

      “I am not killing him,” Kitzov said firmly, his eyes fixed on the unconscious Boyd. “Not yet, anyway. He’s worth more to us as a Union undercover agent in a big showy trial. We’ll cast it across the Faction. Everyone will see we have legitimate legal authority. No more will those subjugated and oppressed by the Union be seen as or feel like second-class people. We are Faction. We are free, and we will defend our state from the totalitarian Union.”

      “Well, I would kill him,” Poledri snorted in fury.

      “If you like…” Kitzov turned to Poledri. “I’ll appoint you executioner. We will hang him after the guilty verdict is passed down by our judges.”

      Poledri looked at Kitzov and gave a short nod of acceptance.

      “Be my honor and my pleasure, sir.”

      Both turned as they saw Thresh come along the corridor escorted by a med-drone. Poledri stepped over to her.

      “You are looking great, Thresh. Ready to get back on the Fist?”

      “She’s not going anywhere,” Kitzov said. He wrapped an arm around Thresh as she was escorted into the med-bay. “She still has injuries from the Battle at Kalis LZ.”

      “We’ll take good care of her,” Poledri said.

      “I’m sure you would, but a few hours in a high-end med-pod here on the Silence and she’ll be fighting fit again.”

      Thresh walked slowly. She looked at Boyd.

      “I can’t believe he is a spy,” she said. “He deceived us all.”

      Kitzov helped Thresh up into the pod. As she lay back, she again looked at Boyd in the pod next to hers.

      “Don’t worry about him,” Kitzov said. “He’s out cold until we wake him. He won’t deceive anyone else ever again.”

      The drone activated the pod, and the cover slid over Thresh and sealed shut.

      “Do you think she’s—” Poledri asked.

      “No.” Kitzov turned on Poledri, fury in his eyes. “She is Faction, more than anyone here. She wouldn’t betray me. I know her better than any of you.” He turned back to Thresh and laid a hand over the top of the pod. “She will be out for an hour, two at most. You don’t have facilities like this on the Fist. Speaking of which…” He turned and faced Poledri.

      Poledri nodded, straightening up. “Yes, sir. I’ll get back aboard the Fist right now. Just let me know when I can have my engineer back.”

      Kitzov looked down at Thresh. She was motionless now that the induced coma had taken hold. She looked relaxed, calm. He remembered back to the first time he had met her. She had been nervous, a lost child amongst pirates. He had seen a hint of her talent in the way she fixed an aging pulse pistol. She had looked relaxed when absorbed in the work and then fearful when she handed it over to her pirate captor. Kitzov knew he had to take her for his own. A lost child, safe with him.

      He had tutored her, allowed her to develop her natural gift with machines, showing her spacecraft power systems, weapon systems. She had absorbed it all. Then he had brought her into the Faction, put a gun in her hand and picked out a target—a Union scumbag that would have killed them all.

      He remembered how nervous she had been and how upset she had been afterwards. He promised her it would only take a few more kills for her to get used to it, but her pitiful, sorrowful face had touched him, and he never sent her to kill again.

      Now she looked at ease.

      Whoever her parents had been, they could not have treated her any better than Kitzov had. He was pretty sure they had abandoned her or sold her. He had kept her safe and made her one of the best engineers in the Faction.

      A message appeared on his wrist-mounted holo-stage from the Silence’s flight deck. His flight deck crew reported that the ship was ready to get underway.

      “Okay,” Kitzov said, looking down at Thresh again. “Detach soft docking tunnel from the Odium Fist. I’ll take the command chair. Hold until I get there.”

      Kitzov turned away from the sleeping young woman and stepped out of the brightly lit med-bay into the corridors of the Silence. He walked slowly toward the flight deck. He needed to choose a heading, a location for the trial of the Union spy. It needed to be somewhere hidden enough that the Union could not intervene. It needed to be open enough that the Faction could see everything. With a few corridors to go before he reached the flight deck, a ship-wide alert pulled him from his thoughts. Red lights flashed along the corridor.

      “What is it?” he spoke into his holo-stage as he broke into a run.

      “Incoming signal. A single ship. Approaching at speed.”

      Kitzov ran into the flight deck and saw the image of the incoming ship on the main holo-stage.

      “Skarak,” he said.

      He climbed up into his command chair and opened a channel to the Fist. “Poledri, we’ve got company.”

      “I see it. A Skarak warship. I thought we’d seen the last of them when the Union kicked their scaly hides off of Kalis. I think with our two ships, we can take it down.”

      “One thing at a time, Poledri.” Kitzov accessed the navigational systems and looked for a friendly Faction settlement with a sturdy orbital defense.

      “Asteroid settlement, Gemini, in the belt,” Kitzov said. “Make that your heading. Send a message to Faction defense at Gemini that we will be approaching at speed.”

      Kitzov sent the coordinates to the pilot. This was like the old days, Kitzov managing his flight deck, but this time, he was running from an alien invader and not a Union cruiser or some private hunter. The drive on the Silence activated with only the slightest of background hums. In the old days, on his old ship—a stolen Union corvette he had named the Renegade—the noise of the drive powering up had been dreadful, and the vibration of the deck plates before the hull stability field kicked in had been terrifying and mesmerizing. He remembered the way the deck flexed and heaved only to snap back to perfectly rigid in a second. It had been amazing every time, and he knew that any time the Renegade powered up, it could pull itself apart. What a ship.

      The holo-stage showed the Silence move away from the Fist, leaving the battered old raider behind.

      “Problems, Poledri?” Kitzov said, watching the Skarak ship close in on the Fist.

      Poledri appeared on the Silence holo-stage. The lighting on the Fist’s flight deck was dimming and brightening rapidly.

      “No, sir,” Poledri said as he was buffeted about in his command chair. “The Fist is a bit cold. The reactor is a little out of symmetry, but the engineer said it’ll come good any moment.”

      And at that moment, the lights on the Fist’s flight deck stabilized. The image of the Fist on the holo-stage showed it accelerate and catch up to the Silence.

      The Skarak ship was closing in fast. Kitzov watched the range counter fall rapidly, and he realized he could not escape without a fight.

      “Poledri, you got weapons over there?”

      “Yes, sir. Hail cannon are active, but not much ammo. Spitz guns charged and standing by.”

      Kitzov tapped away at his armrest control, sending fire orders to his gun crews and weapons operator on the flight deck. “Poledri, load maximum density kinetic hail to the cannons. We’ll throw a hail curtain up in that Skarak’s face. Fire on my command.”

      Kitzov watched as the Skarak closed in. He had seen the warships in action. He knew their primary weapon was housed in the rapier cluster at the front of the ship. He calculated that the ship would not charge through the hail curtain and risk its primary weapon.

      “Ready to fire, sir,” Poledri said.

      Kitzov watched the range to the Skarak ship. It needed to be close enough to make it slow down to avoid the hail curtain, giving them crucial time to get to the safety of the Gemini defense platform.

      Watching the Skarak, Kitzov tried to understand what they were doing here in the Scorpio System. He understood the Union—they were descendants of the first fleet to arrive here in the system and they wanted total dominance. He understood the Faction—scattered at first, avoiding scrutiny by the authorities, longing to live free. But the Skarak, what was their game? They had been hiding here in the system for who knew how long and only attacked when discovered. Then they came en masse and attacked the Kalis landing zone, a Faction meeting. Their firepower had been enough that they could have obliterated the surface and every Faction ship there in seconds. But they chose to land ground troops, snatch up living humans, carry them off to their ship, and then return them as walking corpses.

      Kitzov flattered himself that he understood the motivations of his allies and his enemies. He understood the Faction, he understood the Union, and he even understood the spy he had on ice in the med-bay, but he did not understand the Skarak. Who were they? Where had they come from? What did they want?

      “Fire,” Kitzov said, clenching his fist so tightly that his knuckles went white.

      The image on the holo-stage showed the kinetic hail blast from the Fist and the Silence. The fragments were tightly packed at first and then spread out to create a curtain of kinetic hail fragments, their positions displayed as a cloud of red haze.

      The Skarak warship charged on undeterred. Kitzov leaned forward in his chair.

      “They are not slowing,” Poledri said.

      Kitzov could hear Poledri’s anger. The captain had always been explosive and ill-tempered. It was what Kitzov liked about him. It made him a fierce fighter.

      “Load high-ex,” Kitzov said. “Stand by all spitz guns. Target the center of the rapier cluster at the leading edge of the Skarak warship.”

      The Skarak ship on the holo-stage lit up as the blue crackle beam lanced out from the front. The beam flickered across the curtain of kinetic hail, lighting up on one minute fragment after another. The hail shimmered as the crackle beam spread over it like lightning through a snowstorm.

      As the flickering blue beam fizzled out, the Skarak ship plowed into the curtain. The hail fell aside as the ship burst through, tiny lights flashing over the long, straight rapier structures.

      “Kinetic hail curtain has failed,” Kitzov said to Poledri as he sent his orders for the second salvo. “The hail should have shredded their forward section.”

      “That crackle fire just turned the hail fragments to dust. I knew we should have fired high-ex.” Poledri was pacing the flight deck of the Odium Fist, moving in and out of the field of view on the Silence’s main holo-stage.

      “Calm down, Poledri,” Kitzov said. “We had a free shot. It might have slowed them down. But now we hit them hard. Fire high-ex rounds on my command.”

      The Skarak ship closed in, the maximum range of the crackle beam shown as a red cone on the holo-image. The Silence and the Fist would have another free shot before they had to tangle at close range—the crackle beam from the Skarak warship against the agile Faction ships and their rapid-fire spitz guns.

      “Fire,” Kitzov said and brought his fist down on the armrest of his command chair.

      The salvo of high-ex rounds closed in on the Skarak ship. The crackle beam fired again and slammed into a round. It detonated and set off a chain reaction that spread out from the first high-ex round to those around it, balls of white plasma burning at a trillion degrees for a fraction of a second.

      The hail rounds that made it through the cascade of detonations slammed into the forward section of the Skarak vessel, the white-hot explosions lighting up the rapier cluster from within. They looked fragile as the detonation flashed. Several rapiers broke away, tumbling aside as the Skarak ship charged on.

      “Spitz guns, fire.” Kitzov saw the Skarak ship close into crackle beam range, its rapiers lighting up, not with the detonation of high-ex this time but with the building blue crackle beam.

      “Break, break,” Kitzov said. “Scatter and attack opposite flanks.”

      The Silence peeled off to the port side, the Fist turning to starboard. The Fist’s turn was not as sharp as the Silence’s. It opened with its spitz guns, white plasma rounds leaping away from its starboard guns as the top-mounted guns swiveled to add their fire to the attack.

      Kitzov watched, leaning forward, tension growing, as his spitz guns poured fire into the Skarak ship. The points of impact glowed white hot. The spitz rounds appeared to sink slowly into the Skarak hull, as if its surface was made of a thick, viscous material. The heat and impact from the blasts dissipated across its dark hull.

      Then the crackle beam blasted out, slamming into the Odium Fist, catching her amidships. The scene on the Fist’s flight deck relayed briefly to the holo-stage on the Silence. The blue beam flickered over every surface of the flight deck and crept up over Poledri as he paced the deck. The image froze as contact was lost with the Fist, the crew on the flight deck trapped in a painful moment as blue and white lines of energy flickered over them.

      Kitzov pushed the Silence to speed, trying to move out of range of the Skarak warship as she slowly turned her rapier structures toward his ship. The blue crackle beam grew in the rapier shadows and then burst out, slamming into the Silence.

      Kitzov gripped his armrests. The holo-stage cut out. The flight deck lights went dark, and then the deck was lit up by the blue crackle beam that crept over the deck and bulkheads. They flicked about like hundreds of angry snakes on a hot surface. The first blue line touched the foot of the crewman at the weapons console. It climbed up over his body, turning white as it did so. The man shuddered, his yell of pain cut short as he fell. One by one, the flight deck crew fell like dominoes. The blue flickering lines crept toward the command chair, up the plinth at the footrest, and then onto Kitzov.

      The blue light’s first touch was agony and as the line crept over his body, the pain grew until he felt himself slump in the chair and slip into a dark, painful dream.
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      Boyd woke to darkness. The last thing he remembered was being dragged to the med-bay and sealed away in a pod for transport to some nasty little Faction world where he would be tried, sentenced, and executed—all to be broadcast across the Scorpio System.

      He was awake, expecting at any moment to be dragged out to howls from a braying mob, but nothing was happening. He found he could move his arms and legs a little, but the restraints still held him in place. He wriggled and felt them slacken. He tried to sit up, straining against the straps across his chest. They moved a fraction and his head hit the cover of the med-pod.

      Boyd could see almost nothing. He could just about see a faint light blinking outside—a small green light—and he realized that the pod’s cover was clear, so it was the ship that was dark.

      He struggled against his straps and finally pulled free. He pressed his hands to the cover and tried to open it. Freedom. The Faction always went on about it, and now he would have it for himself.

      But the cover would not move more than a fraction.

      Then he heard a noise, nearby, just to his right. He heard Thresh. She was panicking, mumbling, grunts and yelps of frustration and fear. Then she spoke.

      “Boyd.”

      Boyd turned and looked across. The distant flashing shone over the cover of her pod. He could just make out her body inside—not strapped down but still trapped by the cover.

      “Kitzov,” she mumbled. She was grunting now, desperate. Struggling.

      “Thresh,” Boyd said in a harsh whisper. “It’s me. Are we still on the Silence?”

      “I don’t know. What’s happening? I can’t see.”

      “Power is down. I’m trapped. How about you?”

      He could hear her struggling and then, to his surprise, he heard the cover of Thresh’s pod slide back.

      “I’m free.”

      “Good. Help me out of here.” Boyd pushed against the pod cover. He saw Thresh moving, a shadow in the dark, lit only by the distant single flashing light.

      “I don’t know,” Thresh said. “Kitzov put you in there. I don’t think I should let you out.”

      “Come on, Thresh. There’s something wrong here. Let me out and we can work out what’s gone wrong.”

      With his eyes growing accustomed to the low light, he saw the dark shape of Thresh move across the med-bay to one of the consoles. The small flashing light was on that console—a tiny red point in the dark.

      Thresh hit the panel.

      “The power is down. This medical console has its own supply, for emergencies. I’ll get it powered up.”

      Boyd was finally able to get his fingers through the small gap that had opened between the cover and its edge, and he pulled the cover down to his waist.

      The med-bay lit up with a low green glow.

      “I’ve got it. The consoles here are live. Power’s on,” Thresh said.

      Boyd wriggled free of the pod and glanced over at Thresh at the medical console. She was tapping into ship systems for a status report. Boyd went to a cabinet and opened it. He fumbled around inside and found an electron scalpel. He activated it and a centimeter-long blue blade appeared. With a small adjustment, he extended the electron blade to a full five centimeters. It was not much but it was a weapon. If he was going to stand a chance at getting out of here, he would need to be armed. The sooner he upgraded to a pulse pistol the better, but for now, the scalpel would have to do.

      “Power is down across the ship,” Thresh said. “I am detecting life signs across the ship but no movement.”

      Boyd joined Thresh at the console. “Can you access the internal surveillance net?”

      “I’m trying.” Thresh looked over her shoulder at him. “You are a spy, aren’t you? Why don’t you try?”

      Boyd looked at the scalpel in his hand. If he deactivated it, he would be unarmed, and he knew from personal experience that Thresh was very competent at hand-to-hand combat. Did he really want to be unarmed next to a dangerous Faction fighter? But then he saw something in Thresh’s eye, something deep. He knew he didn’t need to fear her. She looked at him with a mixture of distrust and respect. He could tell she would not hurt him, at least not right now. Somehow, he knew he could trust her.

      “Okay, let me try,” Boyd said.

      “Not a chance, Union spy,” Thresh said with a half-smile as she opened the sensor net. She moved closer to Boyd, pressing her back close to Boyd’s chest.

      Boyd saw the holo-image of the flight deck. It was dark, all consoles were unpowered, and the only light came from the small red flashing light on each console. They flickered across the flight deck, showing that the crew were either lying on the ground or slumped against their workstations.

      Boyd pointed at one body on the deck. His arm reached over Thresh’s shoulder, his bicep brushing her cheek.

      “Kitzov,” Boyd said, pointing at the body on the flight deck. “Is he dead?”

      Thresh shook her head and then tipped it to nestle in the crook of Boyd’s arm. “No, all ship’s company are accounted for. We have their life signs here.” She pointed at the medical display.

      Boyd tapped the controls and selected another sensor node. He saw the main central corridor running the length of the Silence. Bodies lay scattered along it. Another node in the drive room showed the same scene—small flashing lights at unpowered consoles in standby mode and bodies on the deck.

      “What about the Fist?” Boyd said. “They were docked with the Silence before they put me to sleep.”

      “I might be able to access an external sensor, but with the power down, I’m not sure how much range I’ll have.”

      Thresh tapped the controls and an external holo-image appeared. The Fist was alongside the Silence, but both ships were unpowered and tumbling lazily next to each other. And then Boyd and Thresh saw the large, dark shape looming over both ships.

      “Can we get a better look at that?” Boyd asked, but he already knew what it was. The merest glimpse of the long rapiers told him everything he needed to know.

      “I think so.” Thresh zoomed out the image. It lost a lot of clarity and color, but they both knew what they were looking at.

      “We need to get out of here,” Boyd said.

      “I’ll go to the drive room and try to get the power on. You go to the flight deck. Can you manage it alone?”

      “Hey, I know this configuration. I can fly her with one hand behind my back.”

      “I didn’t expect anything less of a Union pilot.”

      Boyd laughed. “Hey, just because I can fly, it doesn’t mean…”

      “Stow it, flyboy. Save it for your courtroom defense.”

      Boyd handed the scalpel to Thresh. “You might need it. It will at least light the way for you.”

      “What about you?” Thresh said.

      “I could find my way to the flight deck blindfolded. Just try and get some power up, unless you want us both to get out and push.”

      Boyd stepped out into the corridor and checked for any sounds before finally patting Thresh on the shoulder.

      “Okay?”

      Thresh nodded, the scalpel held up in front of her face.

      Boyd ran along the corridor. The faintest lights on bulkhead consoles and internal door control panels lit his way. He tripped over a body in the corridor and heard something clatter across the deck as he stumbled. Feeling across the dark floor for what had made the noise, his fingers touched a pulse rifle. He grabbed it and immediately fired up the electron bayonet. The meter-long blade erupted from the muzzle and lit up the corridor with an eerie glow. The body at his feet was a trooper. Boyd frisked him and found the concealed pistol. Boyd tucked the pistol in his waistband and moved off toward the flight deck.

      The flight deck was dark but for the crazy flashing of the console standby lights. Boyd climbed up into the command chair, propping up the rifle so the glowing electron bayonet could give him some light to see by.

      Tapping away at the armrest controls, Boyd discovered the command chair systems were down. He pulled a panel and accessed the circuitry. He attempted to repower the command chair systems from its back up source.

      “Boyd,” Thresh’s voice came crackling over the flight deck communicator. “I’ve run some power to the communication systems. The core still has power, it was just disrupted. It’s like when the Skarak attacked us on Kalis. I’m sure I can get us underway in a few seconds, but as soon as I power up the drive, the Skarak will hit us again.”

      Boyd burned his fingers as the command chair circuits flashed. Power came on over the chair, armrest holo-controls blinking into life.

      “What about thrusters? Just nudge ourselves away a bit and then hit up the drive.” He opened the armrest holo-stage and looked at the scene outside the ship.

      The Skarak warship was hanging in space over the two Faction ships. And then he saw the dark specks moving away from the warship toward the Fist and the Silence.

      “We don’t have time,” Boyd said. “The Skarak are coming here.”

      “Why don’t they just kill us?” Thresh said, anger and fear in her voice.

      “It’s not their plan,” Boyd said. “They want to take control of us. I don’t want to become one of those walking corpses. We have to get out of here now.”

      “I’ll give you power,” Thresh said. “Get ready to move.”

      “No,” Boyd said suddenly, a plan formulating in his mind. “Can you bring the Fist’s core back online?”

      Thresh was quiet.

      “Thresh. Can you do it remotely?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice quiet and filled with dread.

      “Can you remove the governor fields on the core interface nodes?”

      “No,” Thresh said in a panic, and Boyd understood from her tone that she had fully understood his plan without him having to spell it out.

      “Can you?” he asked more firmly.

      “I won’t,” she said.

      “Then we all die, or worse.”

      “I can do it,” Thresh said finally, darkly. “But I’ll do it for Kitzov, not you, Will.”

      “Do it. Then power up the Silence. I’ll be ready.”

      Boyd stepped down from the command chair and to the pilot’s seat. He pulled the unconscious pilot from the chair and dropped him on the deck. Boyd pulled the maintenance panel from the flight console and powered it up, a spark burning his fingers again. He let out a curse at the sudden flash of pain, flexed his fingers, and prepared himself to act.

      The flight console holo-stage lit up, a small image showing the scene outside. Thresh’s voice came over the flight deck from her position in the drive room.

      “Three, two, one.”

      Boyd watched as the Fist lit up, external lights coming on and showing the name: Odium Fist. It had been Boyd’s ship for months. He had infiltrated Poledri’s crew and had lived among them. He prepared to say good-bye forever.

      The lights across the exterior of the Fist grew brighter. The drive assembly flared, a blue-green bubble growing and engulfing the entire ship.

      Then the lights on the flight deck of the Silence burst to full intensity.

      Boyd heard Thresh shouting, but he was already acting. His hands danced across the flight controls and he punched the Silence up to speed.

      Then the Fist erupted in a huge plasma ball that engulfed the entire ship in super-hot energy. The fireball punched out and slammed into the rapier cluster at the front of the Skarak ship.

      The Silence leapt away, Boyd using the heading it happened to be on—a heading that took it down from the plane of the ecliptic at an angle of close to ninety degrees. At this rate, he would be at the southern face of the Sphere and out into the interstellar void. It didn’t matter, because now he had to escape the billowing explosion on the Odium Fist. Boyd could correct and put the Silence on a safer heading once they were clear of the explosion and the Skarak.

      The holoimage to the rear of the Silence dimmed as the ship raced out of range, but the last image that Boyd saw clearly was the Skarak ship turning, its rapier cluster broken and rapiers falling away. The forward hull was shimmering and appeared to be flaking away into space.

      “Thresh, we did it. It looks like we got away.” Boyd punched the flight console in victory. Then he saw a body at his feet move, ever-so-slightly, a mere shudder at first and then a slow, painful quiver.

      All around the flight deck, the bodies were starting to move, coming back to life. Boyd jumped up from the flight console and ran, leaving the waking crew behind him.

      The corridors were littered with bodies all waking from their Skarak-induced sleep. Boyd wondered if it was time or distance that weakened the Skarak’s hold on them. He wasn’t going to stop to ask. He pulled the pistol from his waistband and kept on running for the shuttle bay.

      Every Union Frigate had a shuttle. Boyd hoped that Kitzov had kept the shuttle on this ship that he had stolen from the Union. If there was no shuttle, Boyd would have to fight the entire ship’s company, arrest them all, and take the entire ship into the custody of the Blue Star Marines. He knew he would not back down, but even Boyd had to admit that a single Marine might struggle a little against the entire ship’s company.

      Turning into the shuttle bay corridor, Boyd came face to face with Thresh. She was standing at the entrance to the hangar, a pulse pistol in her hand, pointing it at Boyd. Behind her in the hangar, Boyd could see the shuttle boarding ramp was down. Ready.

      “The shuttle is ready to go,” she said.

      “Thanks,” Boyd said, taking a step forward.

      Thresh raised the pistol and pointed it at Boyd’s head.

      “I can’t let you go,” she said, a quiver in her voice and her eyes red and misty.

      “Come with me,” Boyd said.

      Thresh took a step forward, aiming, her finger on the trigger. “I’ve deactivated the audio nodes in the corridor here. I’ve left on all the imaging nodes. Kitzov will see that I tried to stop you.” She took another step forward. “If you want to get out of here, you are going to have to fight your way out.”

      “I can’t,” Boyd said.

      “Then we’ll both die as spies. You think Kitzov is going to be happy that I let you escape? For krav sake, Boyd. Don’t think, just shoot.”

      An alarm sounded somewhere in the ship. It echoed along the corridors and into the shuttle bay.

      Thresh smiled. “It’s okay. You don’t have to kill me, like the Union freighter crew you were supposed to execute. I knew you didn’t kill them. I knew all along you were not truly Faction.”

      “How did you know?” The pistol shifted in Boyd’s grip. “And even if you did know, then why didn’t you turn me in right away?”

      The sounds of movement form along the corridor caught his ear. Shouts of Faction troopers.

      Boyd brought up his pulse pistol and fired. The pulse round slammed into Thresh’s chest, just to the right. Hopefully far enough away from her heart that she might survive, close enough so it looked like he had tried to kill her.

      With footsteps running toward the hangar, Boyd stepped over Thresh, her chest heaving erratically. He wanted to fall to his knees next to her, to breathe life into her lungs, to hold her hand and promise her she would be fine.

      But the footsteps in the corridor grew louder. He heard Kitzov’s voice, groggy but fierce.

      “Boyd, I’m going to kill you with my own hands, you Union spy bastard. Boyd!”

      But his shouts were cut off as Boyd stepped over Thresh and into the hangar where he sealed the inner doors. He ran to the shuttle and up the boarding ramp.

      Acting without thought, Boyd fired up the shuttle and was through the outer hangar doors. All he could think about was Thresh, lying wounded, dying in the Silence. He consoled himself that she would get the best medical treatment the Faction could provide, but it was little comfort. He had shot her, and he hated himself for it.
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      “Out of my way.” Kitzov strode along the hangar deck corridor, shoving troopers aside. A medic was kneeling next to Thresh, applying a med-pack to her chest. Kitzov kneeled next to Thresh.

      “She’ll be okay, boss,” the medic said. “She was lucky. The pulse missed her heart by a fraction.”

      Kitzov studied the medic and then looked back at Thresh. He placed a hand on her forehead. “Little Enke,” he said. “I’ll give you his head on a spike. Get her to the med-bay. Now. If she dies, I’ll tear you apart.” He glared at the medic and then stood.

      The corridors of the Silence were scattered with recovering crew. A trooper here, leaning against a bulkhead. A gunner there, rubbing his head to clear it of the pain.

      Kitzov shouted as he ran. “To your posts. Get ahold of yourselves and get this ship under control.”

      The flight deck was in chaos. Consoles powering up, flight deck crew dashing around. A light in the bulkhead was flashing on and off, its power supply fluctuating massively. Kitzov wondered how badly the ship had been affected by the Skarak attack. He could still taste the hideous blue crackle beam on his tongue, it felt as if it was still flickering around inside his bones.

      The image on the holo-stage was out of focus, a sensor operator and a maintenance drone correcting the levels. The image steadied and showed the Silence heading down from the ecliptic plane to the southern edge of the Sphere. A small signal was racing up and away from the Silence, following the line of the ecliptic and heading toward the inner system.

      Kitzov climbed up into his command chair and called up the data on the fleeing vessel. It was the Silence’s shuttle. He knew Boyd was aboard.

      “Get this ship under control. Set an intercept course for that shuttle. Bring it into range of my spitz guns. I want manual control of all weapons at my command chair. Get me on the tail of that shuttle—now.”
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        * * *

      

      Boyd tapped into the drive systems as the shuttle raced along at full tilt. The single core reactor was at near-perfect symmetry and delivering all power to the drive. The gravity field was reduced to zero, flight deck lighting powered by emergency backups. Weapons, the small spitz gun upper turret, was offline. Only the hull stability field was in operation to prevent the small craft from tearing itself apart under the massive forces of acceleration.

      Boyd managed to fine tune the reactor delivery shunt to throw an extra gigawatt into the drive field, giving a minor boost to the shuttle’s top speed.

      The flight deck holo-stage showed the Silence heading down from the ecliptic plane under full power. It drifted from sensor range. Boyd felt a minor thrill of victory having escaped the ship, but as he saw the image blink away, he also felt a pang of remorse. The last contact he would possibly ever have with Thresh had been his shooting her.

      He thought of her, where he had left her, lying injured and possibly close to death on the deck of the Silence.

      “Sorry, Thresh,” he said, running his fingers through the holo-image of the fading Faction ship.

      The shuttle powered on toward the inner system. The nearest friendly port was anywhere around Supra. Each of her moons had orbital space ports and ground landing pads. He would use his Blue Star codes and put the shuttle down and present himself to the local commander. He might have a short wait, but he would be back aboard a Union ship in no time and then back with his own battalion. Boyd couldn’t deny he was excited to be returning after a long undercover operation, but he was also disappointed to be returning emptyhanded. He had left to find and assist in the capture of Faction Leader Kitzov. All he had done was get close, get uncovered, and get taken into custody. Escape had been nothing short of a miracle, with a lot of thanks to Thresh.

      The holo-stage image showed him Supra, still a billion kilometers away. Even at top speed, the shuttle would take hours to get there. This was no Union frigate that could cross the entire Scorpio System, from Lastone to Proxima, in less than a day.

      Then the image showed a new signal: a ship moving up from below the ecliptic, heading in at speed on an intercept course with the shuttle. Boyd didn’t need to see the ident codes to know what the ship was. It was the Silence. Kitzov was coming for him.

      “Okay, Will,” Boyd said. “Let’s keep them off us for as long as possible. He will never follow you into the range of the orbital defenses of Supra.” Boyd checked the time and distance to the gas giant and its Union facilities. He didn’t need to do the math to be sure, he could tell with a rough estimate.

      He wasn’t going to make it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “He’s never going to make it,” Kitzov said, snarling with joy. “He’s heading to Supra, hoping I’ll be scared off by a few Union guns.” Kitzov leaned forward, glowering at the image of his shuttle racing away. “I will fly through a thousand Union ships to be sure you are blasted out of the void. You better run, Boyd, but it’s no use. You are a dead man. It is just a matter of time.”

      The Silence closed in, reducing the distance to its target by kilometers a second. It would be many long, agonizing minutes before the shuttle was in range. Kitzov was already adjusting the guns through his command chair interface, the holographic gauntlet around his hand responding to his movements.

      Kitzov felt his body quiver with anticipation and with frustration as the Silence’s range to target on the holo-stage showed his time intercept had just increased slightly.

      “He’s getting away,” Kitzov shouted down from his command chair. The young pilot at the flight console turned and looked up to Kitzov.

      “He’s trying to evade us.”

      “Of course he’s trying to evade us!” Kitzov shouted, leaping to his feet.

      The young pilot nodded and stared up at Kitzov, frozen.

      “Don’t look at me!” Kitzov shouted. He jabbed his arm forward, index finger quivering and pointing at the holo-image of the shuttle. “Look at your controls, and get me in range of that shuttle!”

      The pilot returned his attention to his console. All across the flight deck, a well-trained crew managed their systems. This was the best crew in the Faction—selected to be the best of the best, for service aboard the Faction flagship, a symbol of all the Faction was and all it hoped to be. Service to Kitzov was an honor for this crew, and they took pride in their work. Kitzov knew they could be better, but they were more than a match for a single Marine on a stolen shuttle now creeping back into range.
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        * * *

      

      “Krav it,” Boyd said in frustration as he saw the Silence match his maneuver. He had thrown them off by a few kilometers and bought himself maybe an extra second. He needed to perform a similar maneuver every few seconds for the next eight hours to have a chance of making it to Supra alive.

      He threw another maneuver, pushing the shuttle to starboard. He knew the Silence would match him quickly—just enough time for him to glance around. He saw the emergency environmental suit in the locker at the rear of the shuttle. He knew he would need that suit. If Kitzov landed a salvo of spitz gun rounds on the hull, he would surely have a breach. He didn’t have the power, or enough hands, to manage a breach and take evasive maneuvers at the same time. He would have to get into that suit, and quick.

      Looking back to the console, Boyd saw that the Silence had matched his last maneuver, but the pilot had overshot slightly and given Boyd an unexpected extra kilometer. Nothing in terms of minutes to intercept, but a crucial few seconds more where anything could happen. Boyd threw a follow-up maneuver that pressed his gain, winning a few seconds more, then unclipped his seat belt and pressed himself back away from the flight console.

      With the gravity system disabled, Boyd flew back to the rear bulkhead separating the flight capsule from the drive room. The locker with the environmental suit was locked. Boyd steadied himself, pulled his pulse pistol, and fired at the locking mechanism. It was still set to low yield, but it was enough to pop the latch. Boyd grabbed the suit and helmet with one hand, tucked the pulse pistol in his waistband with the other, and pushed off the rear bulkhead with his feet, throwing himself back toward the flight console.

      Clattering into the pilot’s chair with the suit and helmet flapping around, Boyd saw that the Silence was again on an optimal intercept course. Climbing into the chair and strapping himself in, the suit and helmet floating within reach, Boyd loaded a surveillance drone into the launch tube. He threw a wild maneuver, sending the shuttle upward from the ecliptic plane.

      With the drone interface open, Boyd transferred the drive field data to the drone. He launched the drone emitting the data behind the shuttle, and then he cut all power, dropping the core from full output to cold in a nanosecond. Then a burst on the thruster sent the shuttle drifting to port and twenty degrees down back to the ecliptic.

      The drone continued, giving a false reading for the Silence to follow. If the sensor controller on the flight deck was as low level as the pilot, it could buy Boyd up to another forty minutes. The gravity well and orbital defense of Supra looked agonizingly close now, despite being hours out.

      Boyd nudged the shuttle on a little more, seeing the track of the Silence still following his old course as it followed the false reading. He grabbed the helmet that was turning and tumbling about an arm’s length away, placing it on the flight console and grabbing the suit. He wriggled into the suit, the arms floating around in zero gravity until he rammed is arms in. He pulled the helmet on, and the suit’s seals and power systems activated.

      Turning back to the small flight deck holo-stage, he saw the Silence still moving in to intercept the signal they thought to be the shuttle. He allowed himself a moment of delight and a wry smile. He had tricked Kitzov. Every second of deceit counted as extra life for himself.

      Pushing the shuttle further from the course of the drone, Boyd calculated the best time to fire up the drive. The instant he did so, the Silence would be aware of two signals in the region. The jig would be up and the diversion discovered, but there would be a few critical seconds more before the true signal and the dummy could be determined. Boyd’s hand hovered over the flight controls.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are we suddenly gaining?” Kitzov stepped down from the command chair. “We’ve taken a hundred kilometers off him on the last few seconds.” He walked over to the holo-stage. “Check the drive field intensity on that signal. Check the space-time fluctuation around it.” His voice grew angrier and more impatient as he realized the truth.

      He had been deceived by Boyd again.

      “It’s a kraving dummy signal, isn’t it?” Kitzov stood in front of the holo-stage, taking short furious steps back and forth.

      “Yes, sir. Reading available now.” The sensor operator threw the reading to the main holo-stage.

      Kitzov saw quickly that the fluctuation was a fraction of what it would be if he was chasing a shuttle under full power.

      “Scan for space-time fluctuation. He’s gone dark. He’s hiding. And drop all speed now.” Kitzov strode back to the pilot. “Drop the drive. We’re chasing a decoy, you scroat. Stop the damn ship.”

      “Drive systems down,” the pilot said.

      “We’re still moving,” Kitzov exploded. “Basic kravin physics. Where did you learn to pilot a ship?”

      “At the Faction shipyard—”

      The pilot was cut short as Kitzov lashed out with a wild backhand across the young pilot’s face.

      He turned to the sensor operator. “Find that shuttle,” he said, pulling the pistol from his hip.

      “Yes, sir. Space-time fluctuations at several points. I’ve traced the decoy path and found a flux node at this point.”

      The holo-stage showed the line of the decoy’s flight and the node where the space-time flux was most pronounced.

      “That’s it. Get us to that point. He won’t have diverted much from the decoy’s path, he probably just nudged the shuttle off the heading by a few degrees with the thrusters.”

      “I’ve detected a thruster vapor jet at that location,” the pilot said. He looked up at Kitzov, a large bruise swelling on his right eye.

      “Good,” Kitzov said. “Now try and find another and extrapolate the shuttle’s heading.”

      “Got it,” the sensor operator said. “Projecting course to the holo-stage now.”

      Kitzov turned and saw the projection as a dotted green line that spread out into a cone showing the possible range for the shuttle. Boyd hadn’t gotten too far away. He had delayed his death by a few minutes at best.

      “Good,” Kitzov said. “Pilot, put us in the middle of that cone.” Kitzov looked up at the holo-stage. Somewhere in that shaded cone was Boyd, and Kitzov was going to find him and kill him.

      “Heading laid in. Full drive engaged.”

      Kitzov turned to the pilot and aimed his pistol at the young man’s head. “Don’t let me down again.”
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        * * *

      

      Boyd saw the Silence change course and knew instantly that Kitzov had discovered the decoy. He punched up the drive, the core spinning up in a fraction of a second, and the drive field threw the shuttle forward.

      The heading of the Silence changed again after a few seconds and was once again on an intercept course. Boyd checked his stock of sensor drones and loaded another. He might not get away with a dark running decoy, but a two-drive signal might give him a few more seconds. Every second was a chance to escape. Boyd knew he needed every chance. Every opportunity. He would not give up, no matter how slim the chance was.

      He threw the shuttle this way and that, holding the Silence off by moments, but the Faction ship was closing in. Another few minutes and the spitz guns would light up and pour their fire into the shuttle.

      Boyd sent the next drone, creating a branching path that could only create confusion for a few seconds, but it didn’t work. The Silence had not been fooled this time and stayed on the true target.

      As the Silence moved into weapons range, Boyd sent a destruct signal to the drone. It detonated off the Silence’s starboard side, but it was only powerful enough to distort sensor signals for a moment. Boyd pushed the shuttle a few degrees to port and kept the shuttle out of range of the spitz guns for another second.

      And then the fire came.
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        * * *

      

      Kitzov shouted as he fired the spitz guns. He sat in his command chair, his hands in the holographic gantlets, targeting and firing at the shuttle. The streams of pulse rounds flashed away into the void. The shuttle, twisting and turning, narrowly kept the streams of spitz gun pulses off her hull.

      Kitzov growled quietly. He focused on bringing down the shuttle. Inside, he was cursing at Boyd while also admiring the piloting skill. He was relishing the challenge of taking on a worthy opponent.

      The Faction’s leader was not as great a warrior as many under his leadership, but Boyd was no match for the Silence. The shuttle could dodge and weave, but the Silence had the firepower to win. The Silence closed in, bringing the shuttle into the area where Kitzov simply could not miss. It was only a matter of time, but he fought the controls, hoping to land a killing blow before it became a case of shooting fish in a very small barrel with a very large gun.

      “New signal, dead ahead,” the sensor operator said.

      Kitzov ignored the report and concentrated on delivering another burst that he was sure would smash the shuttle’s lower hull as it turned. He was sure it was just another diversionary tactic.

      “It’s Union. It’s a Union frigate,” the operator called out.

      Kitzov looked up from his command chair holo-image to the main holo-stage. A Union frigate had moved into the edge of sensor range and was on a direct heading for the Silence.

      “They are closing fast. They will be on us in seconds.”

      Kitzov detected the rising panic in his sensor operator’s voice and made a mental note to have him disciplined for cowardice after he killed Boyd. And there was still time for Kitzov to kill Boyd. He grinned and fired again.
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        * * *

      

      Boyd looked at the incoming signal, but the sensors on the shuttle were too weak to identify it yet. The momentary distraction was fatal. A salvo of spitz rounds raked across the rear port quarter of the shuttle. The drive field lost symmetry and sent the shuttle spinning offline. Boyd felt himself thrown hard to the side of the pilot’s chair. He struggled to regain control. Any second now, he would be a sitting target. It was a race against time to abandon the shuttle and take his chances in the void with only an environmental suit and its onboard power supply to get him to safety—the smallest life raft in the largest ocean.

      Boyd moved to unclip his seat belt. It would not release. He was losing grip of the buckle as the spinning shuttle pushed him hard into the pilot’s chair. As his vision started to blur, he saw the Silence move in closer. Moving in for the kill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Featherstone stepped down from his command chair and walked up to the main holo-stage. The Faction ship must surely have seen him by now, but it was keeping the same heading.

      “It’s not a raider, sir,” Knole said. “It is Faction, but it looks like it has a Union configuration. It’s a frigate, sir.”

      “Is it the same frigate that escaped the Battle of Kalis?” Featherstone looked at the image of the ship and the range finder counting down.

      “It looks like, sir. The drive field pattern is not identical, but it might have been worked on since we saw it last.”

      “Well, it is unlucky for them, whoever it is. Send out standard Union handshake transmission and if she doesn’t respond, we will attack. Power up all weapons systems.”

      Doc Cronin called out in the affirmative and prepared the Resolute’s weapons. The spitz guns were already charged, the laser and mass beam assemblies coming online. By the time they were in range, they would be fully charged and ready to give fire.

      Featherstone’s mission brief was to maintain his patrol of the region beyond Supra on the lookout for any more Skarak ships. Reports from across the system were of a massive Skarak force moving into the system. The mine colony in the Sphere had been confirmed destroyed by a squadron of Blades. They had swept out to the location and confirmed that nothing but debris remained of the facility.

      The Skarak attack armada was built around a single massive ship, the Skarak mastership, and was supported by a number of warships. The power of this armada was huge, and the Union fleet could not take it on without concentrating its power against it. Featherstone’s Resolute and other smaller fleet craft were searching for the armada. Once found, the fleet—led by the carrier, Titan—would move to attack.

      But a Faction ship was not to be ignored. Featherstone would not pass up the opportunity to kill or capture a Faction ship. And this one was clearly a stolen Union ship. It was not just his professionalism that made him act, it was pride. No Faction captain would be allowed to steal a Union ship, not if Major Featherstone had anything to do with it.

      “The Faction ship is firing. She’s letting loose with all her spitz guns,” Sergeant Dorik called out. “I don’t know why. We are much too far out of her range.”

      “Maybe she just wants to give us a warning, scare us off,” Hemel said from the pilot’s seat.

      “Are you scared?” Knole said.

      “Not of this Faction ship. The sergeant, on the other hand? Maybe.”

      “You are right to be scared,” Dorik said. “I always knew you were the smart one here, Jim.”

      Jim Hemel laughed. He pulled a stick of candy from his jacket pocket and offered it to Dorik, who wrinkled his nose and shook his head. Hemel grinned and stuck the candy stick into the corner of his mouth.

      “Time to weapons range?” Featherstone said.

      “Three minutes,” Knole said, throwing the new readings to the main holo-stage.

      “Standby. Dorik, have the assault team ready to board the Faction ship.”

      “Issuing muster commands now, sir,” Dorik said. “Assault teams reporting ready for action, sir.”

      “Sir,” Knole shouted, “new signal. It’s small, so small it only just came on our sensor net. It’s between us and the Faction ship. Running close target scans now.”

      Featherstone watched the holo-stage. He was ready for anything.

      “It is Faction, a small ship. It’s right between us and the Faction ship. Might be a trap, a space mine. We’ll be on top of it in thirty seconds.”

      Featherstone had known the Faction to pull every dirty trick in the book. Running a small ship in its bow wave as an advanced weapon was a new tactic and could have seriously damaged the Resolute if it had run headlong into a core collapse. Fortunately, he had a great team on the command deck of the Resolute and they had spotted it.

      “Good work, Yan,” Featherstone said. “Target the smaller ship, Doc, and fire when ready.”

      “Coming into range of our spitz guns now,” Doc Cronin said. “Opening fire in five—”

      “Hold! Hold fire!” Yanic Knole shouted. “I’m detecting a transmission. It’s a Blue Star ident. There is someone in that ship.”

      Featherstone zoomed the image in on the small shuttle. It was tumbling out of control.

      “The Faction ship is firing at the smaller ship again,” Knole reported.

      “Combat drone now. Give me one, full yield. Target the larger Faction ship and fire.”

      Doc Cronin worked fast. A combat drone was always on standby and it was loaded into its tube in seconds. The launch codes were sent the second the outer launch doors were open. Doc sent the drone on its way. He set the yield as the drone was in flight.

      “Drone away. One minute to target.”
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        * * *

      

      Kitzov brought both fists down on to the edge of the holo-stage. He saw the combat drone leap away from the incoming Union ship. He knew that if the Union ship was prepared to use combat drones then they were not looking to capture his ship, they were clearly intent on destroying the Silence. He looked back at his crew. They were eager and capable, but they were no match for a well-drilled Union crew.

      “Abandon the attack,” Kitzov said. “Set our heading upward from the ecliptic, put us in the northern arc of the Sphere.”

      “I’ll have the shuttle in range in a second,” the weapons operator said.

      Kitzov shook his head. He was pragmatic and knew when to retreat. “We lost this round. We will be back to fight another day.”

      Turning away from the holo-stage, he walked toward his command chair. The operators across the deck called out their new readings. The Silence was in full retreat. The combat drone was on its tail, but Kitzov had ordered retreat early enough that the drone would not trouble them and could be destroyed at leisure.

      A shadow appeared in the entrance to the flight deck. Kitzov recognized her immediately. He walked over to her, hands held out.

      “Little Enke, what are you doing up? You should be in the med-bay.”

      Thresh looked at the holo-stage. “I’m fine. Just a little groggy. Did you get Boyd?”

      Kitzov pursed his lips and shook his head. He put a gentle hand on Thresh’s arm. “Sorry, little one, he got away. I had to let him escape, but I’ll send my best hunters after him. We’ll get him. No one shoots my Enke and gets away with it.”

      Thresh touched Kitzov gently with her palm on his cheek. “You were always so good to me. As long as you are safe and able to lead the Faction, we will be strong. Forget about Boyd. Be alert to other assassins. The Union will send more. They want you dead more than anything.”

      Kitzov turned Thresh and led her off the flight deck. “You rest. I’ll need you soon enough.”

      Thresh nodded. She looked over her shoulder at the holo-stage. The signal was fading as the Silence powered away to the upper edge of the Sphere. She looked at the small signal of the shuttle and the larger Union ship closing in. She hoped Boyd was safe. She wondered if she would ever see him again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “The shuttle is spinning out of control, sir,” Knole said.

      “Preparing a grapple beam,” Dorik said.

      “Matching the shuttle’s spin, pitch, and yaw,” Hemel said. “We’re alongside her now.”

      “Bring the shuttle into our main hangar. Have the assault team standing by.”

      Dorik sent the instructions to the assault team to move to the hangar.

      “Sir, I’ll go to the hangar,” Dorik said.

      “Yes, Sergeant. Go.” Featherstone watched as the Faction ship disappeared from the sensor range, running and hiding like a true Faction coward. He turned his back on the holo-stage and walked over to his command chair. Stepping up and sitting down, he returned to his duties of scanning the region for Skarak.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dorik entered the hangar as the shuttle was drawn in by the grapple beam. The Blue Star Marine assault team were fully kitted out in their combat gear, environmental suits, and pulse rifles. They stood in two ranks, rifles aimed at the shuttle.

      The shuttle was positioned on the deck. Dorik sent a pair of Marines forward. They moved to the boarding ramp access panel and tapped it. The boarding ramp slid out and the hatch opened, revealing the interior of the shuttle. Inside, a single person in an environmental suit staggered.

      “Stand to,” Dorik said to the figure. “Surrender. Drop all weapons.”

      Boyd looked out at the Blue Star hangar, the assault teams, and the sergeant. He grinned broadly and pulled off his helmet. He dropped it to the deck.

      “Drop my weapons?” he said. “I don’t need a pulse rifle to take you down, Rik.”

      “Well, shoot me out of an airlock, if it isn’t Sergeant Will Boyd. What are you doing here alive, you old scroat?”

      Boyd walked over to Dorik, hand out, a broad smile across his face. “You’re the old one, Rik.”

      “Yeah.” Dorik clamped hold of Boyd’s hand. “Older, wiser, more handsome.”

      “Yeah, humble too,” Boyd returned.

      Dorik wrapped an arm over Boyd’s shoulders and dismissed the assault teams with a wave of his other hand. “You okay? You fit enough to come up to the command deck? I know a few Blue Stars who’ll be happy to see you alive, and a few others who will have lost their bets.”

      “The Faction ship,” Boyd said as he walked along with Dorik. “It’s the Silence. What happened to it?”

      “Got away,” Dorik said. “The major though it was better to save your kravin ass and let that one go.”

      Boyd felt a huge wave of relief at the thought that Thresh was still alive, but there was still a hit to his professional pride that the job he’d set out to do had not been done.

      “Kitzov is on that ship. It’s the Silence, the Faction flagship. We should pursue.”

      Dorik became serious. “Copy that, Sergeant.” Dorik tapped his wrist-mounted holo-stage and opened a channel to Featherstone, even though the command deck was only a few meters away.

      “Major. The ship escaping is the Silence, Kitzov’s own shi—”

      Boyd and Dorik walked onto the command deck before Featherstone could reply. On the main holo-stage was the image of Colonel Lawrence, Commanding Officer of the Blue Star Battalion.

      “Fall back to Supra and form up a on the lower flank of the Fleet,” the colonel was saying. All eyes were on his image.

      “Immediately,” Featherstone said. He pointed at Hemel in the pilot seat to get the Resolute underway on its new heading.

      “We have found the Skarak armada,” the colonel continued. “It is moving toward Supra. The Skarak mastership and twenty warships. The fleet is deploying the Titan and a dozen cruisers to that location, all available frigates and gunships to form up. You will be one of four Blue Star frigates in the attack group. You may be called upon for a special mission. Will you be ready to lead your company, Major?”

      “Yes, sir. You know I never wanted a desk. Front line is the bottom line, sir.”

      “I’ll drag you off the deck of that ship one day, Charles,” the colonel said, “but I know you’ll do a great job, whatever you are called on to do.”

      “Copy that, sir.” Featherstone saw the Resolute’s new heading on the holo-stage as the map was displayed next to the image of the colonel. “And we will be in formation in less than forty minutes, sir.”

      “Good work, Charles. Lawrence out.”

      Colonel Lawrence blinked out and the map of the region and the Resolute’s heading grew to fill the image.

      Featherstone turned around and looked down at Boyd.

      “Sergeant Boyd. Welcome back.”

      “Maybe you won’t be so keen to welcome me when I deliver my report, sir,” Boyd stepped forward a pace. “I let Kitzov get away…again. He was on that ship, the Silence.”

      “He’s got more lives than a Terra dune cat, that one, but even a dune cat runs out of lives eventually.”

      “And what’s more, I’ve blown my cover. They found me out. I was running for my life.”

      “And you got away. A Blue Star is not expected to throw their lives away if the mission does not go to plan. No mission goes to plan, Sergeant. You got close, you had a shot, you followed your orders and you survived. Any mission you walk away from had some degree of success. I’m not going to ask you to fall on your sword over this, Sergeant Boyd. But we are heading into some heat with the Skarak, and I’ll need all hands on deck. You feel ready to suit up in some proper Blue Star kit?”

      Boyd nodded. “Yes, sir.

      “I think you should stop by the med-bay first, though.” Featherstone looked at the various bruises on Boyd’s face.

      “I’m just fine, sir.”

      “That wasn’t a suggestion, Sergeant. That was an order. Get checked out, then suit up and fall in. Copy?”

      “Yes, sir,” Boyd said with a smile, then he saluted the major.

      Featherstone nodded. “Doc, take the sergeant down to the med-bay and get him patched up. Be quick about it. The Blue Star Marines are going into battle.”
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      Boyd stood in the hangar with the assault team. Despite the soreness of some of his bruises, he felt good. It was good to be back. His Blue Star suit fit him perfectly. Every system on the suit was operating at peak efficiency, his faceplate was perfectly clear, and the holo-image displayed on his enhanced data view was crisp and updated by the second. It was a major upgrade from the Faction kit he had been forced to work with on the Odium Fist.

      The Odium Fist—it had become his home. He had infiltrated so deeply, so completely, that sometimes he allowed himself to forget he was a spy, an infiltrator. It made the deception easier to carry and more convincing. Having seen the old raider tumble away and explode in the face of the Skarak warship had been easy at first, but now it came back with hints of remorse. He wouldn’t miss Poledri or Noland or any of the other flight deck crew. They were all Faction pirates, criminals, and terrorists, and he was sworn to end them by any means necessary.

      But now the Faction was a sideshow compared to the Skarak invasion.

      In his time with the Faction, the Skarak had been largely ignored. Only now, back among his Blue Stars, did he realize the extent of the Skarak threat. Skarak ships had been probing the system for months, but the Faction group he’d been with had only been vaguely aware of them. Kitzov’s orders had first been to hide away and let the Union take the brunt of the Skarak attacks. Then, with the threat growing, Kitzov had seen an opportunity to strengthen his position. By destroying Union freighters, he weakened the Union and made them more vulnerable to the Skarak threat.

      Now Boyd realized the importance of those freighter convoys: to move as much black ice to the inner system as possible, to be prepared for the main Skarak attack, which now appeared to have come.

      Tactical intelligence on Terra had calculated the Skarak threat to the Scorpio System. The alien invaders were there to strip resources to power their own civilization, wherever it may lie, somewhere out beyond the Sphere in another star system. Surveillance drones had been sent to scour nearby star systems, but the Skarak had not yet been found.

      So the fleet stayed in its home system, ready to repel the Skarak every time they attacked.

      But Boyd knew something of the Skarak that tactical intelligence seemed not to know. The Skarak were not only interested in energy or mineral resources, they seemed attracted to human resources as well. Every time Boyd had encountered them, they had scooped up as many living bodies as possible and turned them into lifeless, dead-eyed Skarak soldiers. There was something more to the Skarak threat than an aggressive war for material.

      Boyd looked at the small holo-stage on the hangar deck. The Resolute was falling into formation with a large attack group centered around the Titan, a massive carrier. A dozen cruisers surrounded it, while the Resolute drifted into formation at the lower flank alongside a small group of Blue Star frigates.

      The frigates were standard Union frigates that had been customized for Blue Star operations. They were lightly armed with only one mass beam emitter and one high-energy laser. They had a full complement of spitz guns, but the main weapon of the Blue Star ships were the Blue Stars themselves. Highly-trained, highly-skilled special operations Marines. Their equipment was equal to what the regular Marines used, but their skill levels set them apart. They were ready to be tasked with infiltration missions, going behind enemy lines, small scale surgical strike missions, capture, assassination, any mission that a battalion of regulars could not handle. A Blue Star company was the dagger when a planet buster combat drone would not do.

      The Blue Star frigates’ idents appeared on the holo-stage as the Resolute slipped into formation.

      Boyd had been out of the battalion on his infiltration mission for so long that he did not recognize one of the frigates. The Forthright was a new ship.

      “She’s a beaut,” Dorik said as he walked into the hangar. “But she’s nothing on the Resolute. They are fresh off the farm. This is their first mission.”

      The farm was the name given to Forge Farm, the Blue Star training and administration headquarters on Terra. Built on the site of the first Marine training center on Terra, it was talked about with admiration by the regulars, many of whom longed for a posting to the Blue Stars.

      Boyd recognized the other two frigates. The Bold and the Insistence were tried and tested Blue Star companies. The Bold had been partnered with the Resolute on more than one mission, and Boyd had friends amongst the Bold company.

      “I haven’t seen four Blue Stars on one mission before,” Boyd said. “This must be serious.”

      “You bet,” Dorik said. “Listen up. We’ve got a transport coming in now from the Reyes Foundation. We need to jettison this shuttle to make room.”

      As Dorik organized the hangar, arranging the Marines and preparing them to shove the shuttle that Boyd had used to escape the Faction out through the hangar door, Boyd looked at the holo-stage and spotted the incoming signal—a small delivery transport heading to the Resolute.

      “The Reyes Foundation?” Boyd said, looking at the incoming signal. “That’s weapons design. Are we going to test a new weapon?”

      “Looks that way. This must be the special mission the colonel talked about.” Dorik said, looking back at Boyd. “You want to help here?” He nodded toward the shuttle.

      Boyd walked over and helped shove the shuttle across the hangar. The gravity plates reset to zero under it and allowed the shuttle to slide effortlessly across the deck, the Marines merely steering it toward the open doors. The shuttle drifted out beyond the deflection shield that held the atmosphere inside the hangar, then tumbled away before receiving a nudge from a grapple beam that sent it falling away at speed. As it went, Boyd felt his time with the Faction tumble away with it, leaving only the memory of one. Thresh.

      With the shuttle a distant speck, the foundation’s transport maneuvered alongside the Resolute’s hangar and moved a large, black, dome-shaped structure with a square base inside. The instant the dome was delivered, the transport peeled away and was gone, lost amongst the gunships and fighters that hung in formation around the massive Titan.

      “What is it?” Boyd said, walking round the black dome. It was as big as a ground speeder but solid with no seams and no obvious entrance.

      “That is need-to-know, Boyd,” Dorik said.

      “Do I need to know?” Boyd asked. He touched the side of the device.

      “Yes, you all need to know,” Major Featherstone said as he marched onto the hangar deck.

      Boyd and Dorik came to attention along with every other Blue Star Marine. With a wave of his hand, Featherstone instructed them to stand at ease.

      “This is a new fleet weapon from the Reyes Foundation. It’s called a Demon Detonator. It’s a mass field generator designed to collapse space and matter in a three-hundred-meter radius. It’s like a mass beam but much more powerful. It can’t be directed as a beam, and it currently can’t work with a combat drone delivery system. The drive fields and mass field don’t get along, and by that, I mean they explode. Due to its limitations in this regard, the Demon needs to be delivered manually and placed at the site of detonation. Sounds like a job for the Blue Stars to me.”

      The hangar erupted with a loud shout of agreement from the Marines as they called out their battle-cry, their rallying call of ‘Blue Stars.’ The shout sent a shiver of excitement down Boyd’s spine. It was good to be back.

      “The Blue Star frigates in the attack group are each being given a Demon Detonator. Our orders are to stand by. The carrier group will meet the Skarak head on and then kick their scaly hides. Once the attack group has engaged, the Blue Stars will attempt to deliver the Demons to the hull of the Skarak mastership. Tactical intelligence believes that with the mastership out of action, the warships will disengage.”

      “Sir?” Boyd raised his hand. “A mastership?”

      “We’ve all encountered the warships. A mastership is much larger. We have little to no understanding of its capabilities, but it is believed by tactical intelligence to be much more powerful than a dozen warships. The fleet has not engaged one yet, but there is one heading directly toward Supra as we speak. The carrier attack group and the Blue Stars will take on this alien giant, and we will take it down.”

      A siren sounded across the hangar deck. It rang out across the ship and across every ship of the attack group. The noise of excited and nervous chatter built until Major Featherstone held up his hand for quiet.

      Then a message came over the Resolute’s ship-wide communication systems, directly from the Titan and to all ships.

      “Attention all hands. This is Admiral Garon of the Titan. Skarak armada now confirmed to be on final approach to Supra Eight. Stand by for attack orders.”

      The message ended. The Blue Stars all stirred but remained silent and calm.

      “Be ready, Blue Stars,” Featherstone said. “The attack group will engage, and we will move to deploy the Demon once we have a line of attack on the mastership. The Resolute will move us into position and the assault Marines will carry the demon, traversing space to the mastership. Stand by, Blue Stars.”

      Featherstone left the hangar deck. Boyd looked at the Demon before moving to the small holo-stage at the side of the hangar. The Marines were all looking, watching the attack group move to intercept the Skarak armada.

      Boyd tapped the holo-stage and enlarged it for all to see.

      The Titan was moving off, away from Supra toward the outermost moon, Supra Eight.

      “There are half a million people on Eight,” Dorik said.

      “My brother’s on Eight,” a Marine said from the back. “He’s local militia.”

      The cruisers moved ahead of the Titan. They fired a salvo of combat drones, every tube delivering a drone to the attack that raced away toward the Skarak. As they closed in, the warships opened fire with their primary weapon. The blue crackle beams erupted and struck forward to connect with the salvo.

      The drones detonated as the blue beams struck, disintegrating the outer shells until the cores collapsed. A wall of plasma fire blinded the sensors to the Skarak fleet until they burst through, throwing cooling clouds of plasma aside in huge, billowing waves.

      The combined attack group fired with their spitz guns. The long-range pulse weapons filled space with a billion flickering pulse rounds that closed in on the lead Skarak ship. The Titan fired its spitz cannons—the bundled spitz guns with twenty pulse emitters apiece.

      Fire rippled over the leading ship, its forward rapier cluster collapsing under the barrage.

      Then the fleet launched a second combat drone salvo before the Skarak moved into range of the energy weapons.

      Across the group, mass beams and high-energy lasers flickered on, slamming into the closest of the Skarak. A second warship took a devastating volley and its forward hull collapsed under the weight of a dozen mass beams.

      Then the Skarak opened fire.

      Blue crackle beams burst from the rapier clusters at the front of the warships. When the mastership fired, it sent huge billowing beams of blue crackle energy toward the cruisers that dwarfed the entire warship attack.

      The cruisers broke formation and scattered as the crackle beams struck. The blue lighting from several crackle beams rippled over one cruiser’s hull and then all power was lost.

      The huge blue beam from the mastership slammed into the stricken cruiser, breaking it in two in a second. The broken cruiser’s core erupted, engulfing the broken ship in white plasma fire.

      The mastership moved on and into position over Supra Eight. Her lower hull opened, appearing to melt away, and thousands upon thousands of small craft dropped through the opening, all heading to the moon’s surface.

      “They are going for the people on Supra Eight,” Boyd said. “That mastership is just coming to collect them all.” Boyd looked at Dorik. His old friend appeared to be a million kilometers away, his eyes fixed on the holo-image yet strangely vacant. Boyd nudged him. “Say, Rik, the Skarak, they just want the people, right?”

      Boyd looked at Dorik as he turned and looked vaguely at Boyd. He nodded and then looked back at the image of the small ships dropping away from the mastership.

      The Titan moved between the scattered cruisers and fired its array of weapons. The carrier’s fighter wing sped forward and engaged the smaller craft in ship-to-ship combat across the surface of Supra Eight.

      The Titan fired on one Skarak warship and destroyed its forward rapier cluster, and then a second fell quickly before the Titan itself took fire from the mastership. The Titan fell dark as the blue crackle beam flickered over its surface.

      The holo-stage showed the Resolute and other Blue Star frigates advancing toward the mastership.

      “Okay, Blue Stars,” Boyd said. “This is it. We’re going in. Check your suits. Check your weapons. Then stand by to move this Demon Detonator.”

      Major Featherstone walked back onto the hangar deck. He tapped his wrist-mounted holo-stage and displayed an image of the mastership.

      “Listen up. This is our target—a section of the hull of the mastership.” Featherstone pointed at the image.

      Boyd noticed Dorik still looking at the feed from the main attack on the Skarak armada. He nudged him hard and drew his attention to the major.

      “I will get you as close as possible, then you traverse the rest of the way. Suit thrusters only. Tactical intelligence thinks the Skarak will not be able to target anything as small as a Demon or an individual Marine, at least not with their main weapons. Watch out for Skarak soldiers that may be deployed against you. Speed is the key. Deliver the Demon and then get out of there. Yes?”

      The Blue Stars answered with their battle-cry. “Blue Stars!”

      Boyd noticed Dorik had not called out with the others. He gave him another heavy nudge.

      Featherstone looked to Boyd.

      “You ready to do some front-line work again, Sergeant?”

      Boyd nodded. “Just what I’ve been waiting for, sir.”

      Featherstone nodded then turned on his heel and left.

      Boyd clapped his hands and called out to the Marines. The sight of the mastership was growing larger in the view from the open hangar door.

      “Okay, grab a hold of this bomb. Let’s be the first to get our package delivered.”

      The Marines arranged themselves around the Demon Detonator. Boyd looked at the holo-stage, which showed the four Blue Star frigates moving in toward different parts of the mastership that was almost as big as Supra Eight itself.

      A beam lanced out from the mastership and engulfed the Forthright. She glowed blue for a second and then was gone, the blue crackle beam spiraling around in space and shrinking down into a dense point where the Forthright had once been.

      Boyd looked up at the device next to him. The Forthright had been swallowed up by its Demon. The device next to Boyd was capable of generating a mass field powerful enough to swallow an entire frigate and crush it out of existence.

      A siren sounded across the hangar deck and then came Featherstone’s command.

      “Deploy the Demon Detonator. Go, Blue Stars. Go.”

      Boyd gripped the weapon and moved it across the hangar to the open outer door. At the last minute, the deflection field dropped and the Blue Stars were out into space, delivering the Demon to the Skarak mastership.
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      The massive, dark oval mastership, bristling with stiff kilometer-long rapiers projecting out in all directions from its slick hull, blasted out another flickering blue crackle beam that slammed into the upper hull of a cruiser. The Union ship, maneuvering away from the beam, was too slow and was struck near its drive assembly. The ship instantly broke in two, spilling fluid and bodies into space. As the plasma fires of the smashed cruiser cooled, the small Skarak fighters swept in to snatch the floating crew.

      Boyd focused on the mastership. He saw a group of Skarak fighters deploy from a warship and make directly for a group of Blue Stars from the Bold and their Demon Detonator. The Marines fired with their pulse rifles, tiny points of light flickering over space. The rifles did little to deter the incoming fighters. Bolts of shimmering blue blasted away from the fighters and killed the Blue Stars, leaving the demon drifting alone toward the mastership.

      Boyd’s holo-stage alerted him to a group of fighters moving in on his position.

      “Blue Stars. Loose formation. All rifles to concentrate fire on a single target. Follow my fire.”

      Boyd raised his pulse rifle and picked a fighter sweeping in at speed. He fired a single well-aimed pulse at the target. Immediately, the Blue Stars around him followed his fire and a dozen pulse rifles poured heavy fire onto the incoming Skarak.

      The blue glow at the front of the fighter told Boyd that the Skarak ship was about to fire, but then it was overwhelmed by the pulse rifles of the Resolute’s Marines. The fighter bucked under the punishment, and the blue fire erupted haphazardly and flowed back over the fighter before it finally exploded in a brilliant flash.

      Punching through the blue flash left by the destroyed fighter came the rest of the Skarak group. Boyd took aim again. Just as he fired his targeting pulse, a squadron of Blades from the Titan’s fighter wing swept in to give Boyd and his team fire support. Holding station over a kilometer away, the Blades’ high-powered lasers sliced across space in front of Boyd and the demon, destroying the Skarak fighters that dared to move in too close.

      The mastership’s crackle beam was powering up, blue lightning flickering at the bases of its thousands of rapiers. The blue lights shimmered over the hull and Boyd thought it looked slick, like a swamp, or a thick layer of slime. It did not have a hard edge like any Union or Faction ship he had seen.

      A cruiser swept in and fired all weapons into the mastership, the blasts of laser and spitz fire sinking into the mastership’s shimmering outer hull. The hull appeared to boil away in places, but it quickly flowed back over the damaged regions.

      A Skarak warship pivoted and directed its primary weapon at the cruiser attempting to sweep away, having completed its attack run on the moon-sized enemy vessel. The rapier cluster at the front of the Skarak ship blasted out a blue crackle beam that slammed into the cruiser’s upper hull. Lights flickered and blinked out as the ship went dark. Immediately, a swarm of Skarak fighters leapt away from the mastership and descended on the cruiser.

      Boyd looked away, unable to help those in the cruiser, then out of the corner of his eye, he saw the flash of the cruiser exploding. His faceplate darkened to save his vision from the sudden brilliant white eruption only a few kilometers away.

      The range finder on his personal holo-stage showed he was only a few hundred meters from the hull of the mastership, but the reading was changing all the time. It was impossible to get an accurate fix on the surface. Boyd tried to judge the distance visually, but the surface was impossible to pinpoint that way as well. It appeared close and then suddenly far away, the flickering lights of battle sinking into its depths.

      The Titan’s lights came back as it recovered from the mastership’s attack. The massive Union carrier immediately blasted the mastership with all its forward weapons. The entire front circle of the ship lit up with spitz guns, mass beams, and high-energy lasers. They slammed into the mastership, punching deep holes in its thick, viscous hull.

      A group of three Skarak warships broke away and powered toward the Titan, their rapier clusters glowing in readiness to strike. A pair of cruisers and a group of supporting gunships swept across the advancing warship’s flank, pouring fire into one warship and then the next.

      The Skarak delivered their crackle beams and lights across half the Titan blinked on and off, the carrier’s power systems interrupted, but the Titan’s spitz guns continued to fire.

      With only a few meters to go, as far as Boyd could make out, he felt sure he could make out his reflection on the hull of the massive Skarak mastership. Its surface rippled like black tar. Boyd had touched the surface of a crashed Skarak warship, not the surface of a live mastership, but the look was the same—a deep shimmering darkness.

      “Steady, Blue Stars,” Boyd called out. “We are nearly there.”

      Boyd looked at the point where he was going to land in a few short seconds when he heard a Marine over his helmet communications device.

      “Skarak ships. Dozens of them,” the Marine shouted in anger, frustration, and fear.

      Boyd knew there had to be thousands of Skarak fighters inside the mastership, so what was another dozen or two? Then he saw the flashes of Skarak crackle beams overhead. He looked up and saw a new group of over twenty Skarak warships firing on the Titan.

      “I saw them appear, as if out of nowhere,” the panicked Marine shouted out.

      “Steady, Blue Stars,” Boyd said firmly, restoring some calm to the Marines under his command.

      The blue beams rocked the outer hull of the Titan. She fell dark a moment before her hull cracked, dust and shimmering fragments blasting out into space.
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      The Silence raced up from the ecliptic plane, the upper face of the Sphere still over a million kilometers away.

      “Another kravin Skarak warship,” Kitzov said in disbelief and brought both fists down hard on the edge of the main holo-stage. “How many of the bastards can there be?”

      He had been evading one on his tail for the best part of fifteen minutes and now another had appeared and was closing in on his starboard side.

      Thresh staggered onto the flight deck.

      “I thought I already saw you off the flight deck,” Kitzov said, glancing over his shoulder.

      Thresh moved awkwardly toward the engineering console.

      “What is a little pulse pistol blast to a Faction girl, eh?” She shoved the operator at the console aside and got to work. “You are wasting power all over the ship, Kitzov.”

      “Do what you can.” Kitzov looked up at the image of the two Skarak ships closing in.

      “I’m taking weapons offline,” she said. She pointed at the operator at the weapons console. “Power down the laser and I’ll take the spitz guns offline.”

      The operator looked at Kitzov. “Sir?” the operator asked uncertainly.

      “Do as she says,” Kitziv shouted. “And don’t waste time.”

      “That’s good,” Thresh said. “Five minutes to the Sphere. We’ll lose them in there amongst the asteroids. The Silence can maneuver through those asteroids better than any Skarak warship. I’m going to take power from internal systems, routing everything to the engineering console here.”

      “Life support?” Kitzov said. “You will leave me some air to breathe, right?”

      “If I can,” Thresh said. She pointed at the communications operator. “Tell everyone to the rear of the third bulkhead that it is going to get dark, they will lose gravity, and it’ll get cold too. But they should have enough residual oxygen to keep them going for a while. Tell them to relax and save their breath.”

      Thresh cut power to the rear sections. All crew quarters and corridors were plunged into total darkness. She routed the extra power to the drive and kicked the Silence forward, pushing the ship closer to the safety of the asteroid and further from the pursuing Skarak.

      Thresh looked up to the holo-stage and checked on the range to the asteroids of the Sphere, and the Skarak behind. She had held them off and calculated she had done just enough to get them to the cover of the Sphere.

      Then directly ahead of the Silence, a blue glow grew between two asteroids. A blue glow that built to a crackling ball of energy. A Skarak warship lay directly in their path and was about to give fire.

      Thresh reacted. She dropped the base core in the reactor and spun the ship to starboard before kicking up the core to full again, sending the Silence on a sudden turn. The hull of the Silence creaked, and she felt the variations in the stability field as the ship was pushed to the verge of tearing itself apart. Gripping onto the console to steady herself, she looked over to the holo-stage.

      The Skarak warship in the Sphere blasted out with its crackle beam. The image showed it slam into the Silence’s port side.

      A moment later, Thresh saw the first flicker of blue across the flight deck. A single tiny thread of blue. It crawled across the deck like a sidewinder snake before fading to white and disappearing. Then she saw another, longer than the first, and it flickered for longer before it finally blinked out. Then another, and another. Within seconds, the deck was covered with the fine blue lines. They arced up off the deck, climbed up the bulkheads, and flickered over the ceiling plates.

      Then the first touched her.

      She felt a shudder. The fine energy line wrapped around her leg, and in an instant, she was covered. She began to convulse; she heard her voice quivering and moan. The flight deck was awash with fine blue and white lines of energy. Thresh collapsed to the deck and then, with cries of pain from the Silence flight deck crew in her ears, all faded to black.
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      “Keep her steady,” Boyd called out. The Blue Stars were distracted by the punishment being poured down on the Titan, and the Demon Detonator was tilting so a corner of the base looked set to touch down first. Boyd wanted to achieve a clean placement. He didn’t want to set this thing off accidentally, so slamming a corner of it into a Skarak hull didn’t seem like the smartest move. The Blue Star Marines were supposed to be the smartest in the entire service.

      One Marine had drifted ahead of the rest and was going to be the first to touch down. He reached up and steadied the Demon. Boyd twisted it and made it level. The light of weapons fire from the Union and Skarak ships flickered over the dark hull beneath him.

      The first Marine touched down and brought the Demon down carefully. Boyd watched and thought he saw the Marine’s boots sink into the surface of the mastership.

      Then another touched down, then another, all bringing the device down carefully. Finally, the bomb itself touched the surface.

      “I’m stuck.”

      Boyd heard the Marine’s word, spoken calmly at first and then again in panic. Soon he was repeating it over and over. Boyd looked over and saw the Marine attempting to pull his foot out of the surface of the ship where it appeared to have sunk up to his ankle.

      Then the others on the surface reported the same.

      “Use your thrusters,” Boyd said.

      He looked over at Dorik and saw he was floating just above the surface of the mastership’s hull.

      Boyd moved to the activation panel on the top of the dome. He floated above the device and checked that the activation circuit switch was clear. After a moment, he realized the device too was sinking into the surface of the Skarak mastership.

      “Thrusters are not helping,” a Blue Star said.

      Boyd looked and saw the stuck Marines getting help from their brothers. One Blue Star grabbed the ankle of his stuck comrade and pulled. Boyd saw the dark, slick surface move up and take hold of the man’s hands.

      “Hey, it’s got me.”

      Boyd heard the panic as the Marines began to fight to get free. He looked back to the activation circuit. The Demon was in place and ready to arm.

      “This is Boyd of the Resolute Blue Stars. Device deployed. Ready to activate.”

      He looked down at the struggling Blue Stars. No others went to help, certain they would become stuck too. The only Marine who did not appear in distress was Dorik, who was still floating face-first over the surface of the ship and staring into its depths.

      A message came in from the Resolute.

      “This is Featherstone. Activate the device, Boyd. That is an order. Do it.”
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      Boyd had not been away from the Blue Stars for so long that he did not know to respond immediately to the word of command. The Titan was floundering, a huge crack running from the edge of the central drive generator to the outer ring of a spitz cannon. The ship was venting atmosphere, lights flickering inside the dark ship as power conduits ruptured.

      Boyd activated the device. The countdown began. Only a minute until the Demon Detonator did its deadly work. Boyd had seen what one of the Demons had done to a Blue Star frigate and knew he didn’t want to be anywhere near this one when it detonated.

      The Marines on the surface of the mastership were sinking even deeper into the hull. One had been swallowed up to the waist. Boyd could see his legs deep within the surface, stretched away in great ripples like waves. The Marine’s head lolled sideways, and his suit’s bio readout told Boyd the man was dead. A casualty of the Skarak war.

      Activating his electron bayonet, Boyd dropped down to hover just above the surface of the Skarak hull, the meter-long blade lighting up on the end of his rifle. He plunged the blade into the hull next to a Marine’s leg. The blade cut into the hull with ease, making a deep, wide scar in the material.

      The Marine tugged desperately, but then the hull closed up, flowing slowly back into place. The Marine let out an agonized yell and then fell silent before he was drawn deeper into the hull before being totally consumed by it, lost in the deep dark of the Skarak hull.

      The countdown on Boyd’s holo-stage let out a warning signal, telling him he had only seconds to leave if he was going to make it to safe distance. He hated himself, but he had to give the order.

      “Blue Stars back to the Resolute.”

      One Marine was firing his pulse rifle down into the hull near his legs where he was trapped. The rounds slammed into the surface and then appeared to slide inside, defusing and spreading out.

      The Blue Star Marines could not leave their trapped comrades behind, but Boyd knew it was hopeless. He grabbed a Marine and spun him around.

      “Go! That is an order,” Boyd shouted. He flung the Marine away from the hull and out into space in the general direction of the Union ships that were still exchanging fire with the Skarak armada.

      Sergeant Dorik was floating a meter above the hull, face down, arms outstretched, looking into the surface. Boyd could see the sergeant’s reflection in the hull. Dorik appeared mesmerized by it.

      “Rik. Let’s go.” Boyd grabbed Dorik by the arm.

      Dorik shrugged him off and let out a quiet grunt.

      “Sergeant Dorik. Move.” Boyd pulled him hard.

      Dorik pushed Boyd away and continued to stare down into the strange hull.

      Boyd drew a short tether from his suit’s belt and hooked it onto Dorik, then he fired his suit’s thrusters and powered away. As Boyd moved off, Dorik in tow, he saw Sergeant Dorik reach out to the hull, trying to grab hold as he was drawn away.

      The countdown on Boyd’s wrist-mounted holo-stage showed that he had only a few seconds before the Demon detonated. Boyd pushed his suit’s thrusters harder and gathered in the tether as he went, drawing Dorik to him. With a final heave, Boyd drew Dorik into his arms. Boyd manually activated Dorik’s thrusters and accelerated away.

      Looking back to the mastership, Boyd could see that the Demon Detonator had sunk almost completely into the hull. Only the top of the dome was still free of the strange, viscous surface. All the Marines that had been trapped had sunk in fully and Boyd could see them, frozen or floating in the dark material.

      Boyd saw the device slip under the surface…

      …then it detonated.

      As it imploded, it shrank down to a tiny point in a fraction of a second, leaving a flash of light as the speed of collapse exceeded the speed of light.

      The Skarak hull around the device shimmered and rippled with flashes of blue crackle energy until the power of the Demon overwhelmed it and it too began to collapse. The dark hull followed the implosion, slowly at first and then rapidly. The shimmering surface material was torn and shredded as it fell inward, stretched and pulled into a single point where the device had been.

      Boyd saw another flash far away over the hull of the massive mastership as another of the Demon devices detonated. The mastership began to shake, the rapiers nearby quivering. Waves of blue crackle energy flickered off the ends of the rapiers and gathered around the base structures. The ship was pulled in two directions toward the detonation points of the two Demons.

      Then Boyd felt the tug of the bomb too. He felt it on his feet as space-time was stretched and fell in on the detonation point. It felt like a great crushing weight pulling on his lower half.

      Suddenly, he was free again and racing away from the mastership that was rapidly collapsing around two points. Finally, the ship was torn apart, blue crackle energy bursting out of fissures torn in the dark ship’s body.

      As the moon-sized mastership collapsed under its own weight, the warships broke formation and moved away. One warship maneuvering too close to the mastership was drawn in by the collapse, its drive section erupting in a huge explosion that silhouetted the collapsing mastership.

      A group of warships swept down under the collapsing mastership and scooped up hundreds of returning fighters. Boyd feared for the people of Supra Eight. How many of them had been scooped up by the Skarak? How many were now being turned into the lifeless soldier-slaves?

      As the Skarak formation broke up, the Union pressed in hard. Cruisers moved in on the exposed flanks of the warships and hammered them with mass beams, which created localized area of collapse along their hulls. The lasers punched through the warships, slicing clean through and bursting out the other side. Spitz gun fire flickered across space in all direction, targeting the fleeing enemy.

      Then the Titan, broken and battered, flickered back to life. She opened fire with every available gun. Like an old prize fighter, the Titan was still up for the fight and lashed out at the enemy. The carrier had suffered heavy damage in the battle, but she had not lost the will to fight.

      As Boyd moved in on the Resolute, its hangar door opened and invited him in with bright light just as more Union ships arrived.

      The carrier Goliath decelerated and came alongside the broken Titan. Both fired into the scattering Skarak ships.

      As the cruisers cut into the Skarak formation, the remaining warships turned and fled. They moved in strange jerking motion, moving in small flickering jumps until within a few seconds, all warships had powered away, scattering in all directions, leaving the remains of the mastership burning and covered in liquid blue fire, still crushing down into the two centers of collapse created by the Demon Detonators.

      The Demons had done their job. The mastership was broken. The Blue Star Marines had completed their duty and delivered the devices.

      Boyd turned to the bright welcome of the Resolute’s hangar deck. He drifted in and touched down. Sergeant Dorik landed next to him. He pulled at the tether holding him to Boyd.

      “What’s this?” He held up the tether and showed it to Boyd.

      “You’re welcome,” Boyd said. He unclipped the tether. “I only saved your life.”

      Dorik turned his back on Boyd and walked away without even a glance out of the open hangar to the Skarak mastership burning in the void.

      “Don’t mention it,” Boyd called after him. He remembered Dorik had been a grumpy old sergeant from time to time, and Boyd didn’t need thanks for saving a fellow Marine. He shrugged it off; it had been a dangerous mission and close thing. With a final look out of the hangar deck at the Union attack group, he relaxed. He looked around the hangar at the familiar sights of the old Union ship.

      He was back.
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      Boyd sat on the edge of the examination table in the Resolute’s med-bay. Doc Cronin was working alongside a pair of doctors from the Goliath and a small team of medical drones. One doctor was studying Boyd with a scanner.

      “I’m fine, Doc,” Boyd said. “What about Rik?” He pointed at Sergeant Dorik.

      The sergeant was lying on a table with a pair of drones hovering over him. The doctor looked over and then back to Boyd.

      “He’s a bit quiet, is all. Combat can do that sometimes.”

      “But Dorik has been solid for as long as I’ve known him.” Boyd looked around the doctor blocking his view of Dorik.

      The doctor shrugged and moved into Boyd’s view again. “You are fit to return to duty, Sergeant.”

      Boyd nodded, thanked the doctor, and slipped off the examination table. He glanced over at Dorik, who was staring up with a blank expression. Boyd knew he was getting the best treatment available. He wanted to go over, ask Dorik what he had been staring at in that Skarak hull, but he thought better of it. He could ask another time. Better to leave Dorik in the hands of the experts.

      Boyd walked out of the brightly-lit med-bay and into the corridor. The sounds of post-battle celebrations were heard throughout the ship. Boyd saw a friendly face walking toward him.

      “Sergeant Will Boyd.” Yanic Knole clapped a hand on Boyd’s shoulder. “Didn’t know if you were ever coming back. Those Faction girls can be a bit wild, eh?”

      Boyd smiled. “Sure, maybe I’ll hook you up, if you can tear yourself away from Curveball for a second.”

      “Hey, I can multitask. You are a Ravens fan, right? Just like the major. There’s a match coming up soon. I’ll be happy to watch with you.”

      “Sure,” Boyd said. He shook Knole by the hand. “Good to see you.”

      Knole called after Boyd, “You too. Welcome home.”

      Boyd dropped by the command deck. He stepped in. It was quiet. Second watch was on duty, but the major was sitting in his command chair studying after-action reports on his armrest holo-display.

      “Major,” Boyd said. “I’m not disturbing you, am I, sir?”

      Featherstone stopped what he was doing, looked down, and instantly a huge grin spread across his face.

      “Sergeant Will Boyd, back from the brink twice in one day. I declare, they haven’t built a bad guy yet who could put you in the ground.”

      “I hope not,” Boyd said with a smile.

      “Good work out there today,” Featherstone said.

      “I’m not so sure about that, sir,” Boyd replied. “The ship I escaped from—the Silence. Any plans to get after it?”

      “Crumbs, Boyd. You’ve just had a heck of a fight. Don’t you want to at least take the evening off? I hear they have some brews in the mess hall. Take it easy, you deserve it.”

      “Yes, sir, but…” he trailed off.

      “I know,” Featherstone said. “Kitzov, that slippery pirate. Well, it looks like the Skarak may have done our work for us. We traced his ship as best we could, but the signal suggests he ran into a couple of Skarak warships north of the ecliptic, just by the edge of the Sphere. It wasn’t just the mastership attack on Supra, Sergeant. There was a massive Skarak incursion all across the system. They were attacking any ship or settlement from Supra to the Sphere. But if Kitzov survived, and that old pirate could well have done it, we’ll have to let him go for now. The fleet is making the Skarak our priority. The entire fleet is pulling back to the belt and we are defending the inner system from there. The Faction will have their wish at last, they are finally on their own. They want the outer system, and it looks like the politicians are prepared to let them have it, at least until we can get a grip on this Skarak situation.”

      “What about…” Boyd hesitated. He wanted to ask about the crew of the Silence, and one person in particular, but he bit his tongue.

      Featherstone looked down at him.

      “What about Supra? If the fleet pulls back to the belt, won’t Supra be vulnerable?”

      “Supra’s orbital defense is getting an upgrade. A company of Blue Star Marines will be stationed there with a Demon Detonator just in case a Skarak mastership arrives, but something tells me we have seen the last of the Skarak. Every time they show up, we have handed them a devastating defeat. If they had any sense, they would stay away.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Boyd said.

      “No? Why not?”

      “They have been watching us for longer than we know. We don’t know them half as well as they know us. We don’t know how they think, we don’t understand their tech, and we don’t know what they even want.”

      Featherstone nodded. “You might be right, but tactical intelligence thinks we can hold them off. Now, get out of here, Sergeant. You did well today. Go take a break.”

      Boyd looked over at the pilot chair, lingering a while.

      “Miss the old chair, do you?” Featherstone said.

      “A little, I guess,” Boyd admitted before saluting the major.

      Featherstone returned the salute and then returned to work.

      Boyd stepped off the command deck and out into the familiar corridors, but they felt strange to him now. He slipped into the sensor main core and looked at the data the Resolute had gathered on the Silence as she fled, leaving him behind. He scanned the path she had taken, hoping to find any evidence of her current location. He searched through all available Union sensor data.

      Somewhere out there was Thresh. He would do whatever he could to find her and make sure she was alive. And somewhere out there was Kitzov. Boyd might be back amongst the Blue Stars, but his mission to capture Kitzov was not over, and it would never be over, not until one of them was dead.
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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, Glacies, 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, knowing 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 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 opponent. His electron blade aimed forward, he drove the white energy blade clean through the alien’s armor. 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 hull stopped Boyd, so 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 an enemy 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 flickered 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.
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      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 boulder was dark, and flickering white energy discharges arced away into space and then were gone. The boulder 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 conduits—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 cables 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 ship 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 Yanic 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 enemy. 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 entrance 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 teeth, 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 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 slaves.

      Boyd began to understand the 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. The man 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. The captain 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 his challenger’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 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 him staggering backward. 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, knocking him straight to the ground 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 backward, 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.
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      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: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  







            Rogue

          

          



      

    

    






Blue Star Marine, Book 5

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Will Boyd sat in a small alcove outside a café in the asteroid’s central chamber and looked up to the rock ceiling high above him. A haze blurred the view, but Boyd could still see street transports dashing along and people walking around overhead. It was disorienting at first, but he had been here for a few weeks and was starting to get used to it.

      The Faction mining asteroid was much like any other of its age and size. The asteroid had been hollowed out to create a central chamber almost a kilometer across. The inside edge of the asteroid was lined with grav plates, creating a near spherical hollow, and it was protected from the void of space by a rock wall almost three hundred meters thick. Streets and buildings lay wrapped around the inner chamber. The tallest towers reached toward the central point of the chamber where ‘up’ meant toward the center.

      “This must be why Faction people are so crazy,” Boyd said, looking across the small table to Thresh sitting opposite him. She was wearing a simple dress, her hair tied up with a strip of dull material. She was dressed in the colors worn by so many of the off-duty miners eating at the street-side café.

      “Crazy? Why do you say that?” She smiled at him and reached out to take his hand in hers.

      “This.” Boyd waved around him, showing the people walking upside-down overhead and the people walking up the sides of the hollow chamber. “Having people walking overhead like this. Upside-down buildings. It’s what drives all you Faction types crazy.”

      “You are upside-down to them,” Thresh said. She picked up Boyd’s hand and kissed it. “You Union types are the strange ones. You can’t just let people live their own way. You need to see things only from your point of view. Everything needs to be under your control.”

      Thresh’s hands were soft, not calloused like the miners of the settlement. Only a few clerical staff and some storekeepers had soft hands here. Most were rough hands, formed in the dark, hot mines that were still being worked at this facility.

      Beyond a certain size, settlements could no longer avoid the attention of the Union and were brought under the Union’s control. Taxed and policed by the Union, regular visits from Union cruisers helped maintain their authority, helped ward off pirates, helped keep the black ice or other mineral wealth flowing to the Union capital on Terra.

      Boyd stood up out of his chair a little to lean across the table. He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and gently pulled her to him. They kissed deeply and passionately, drawing glances from the breakfast crowd outside the café.

      Boyd sat back down, smiling at her.

      “I don’t think I am Union anymore.” He picked up his cup and took a sip of the strange root brew all the Faction people seemed to enjoy. Even though they poured sugar into the dark brew, it still tasted bitter, but it gave a kick like a stim shot. Boyd put the cup down with a shake of his head. What he wouldn’t give for a boiling hot cup of leaf tea from Terra right now.

      Thresh watched Boyd struggle with his drink and smiled. “You can take the boy out of the Union, but you can’t take the Union out of the boy.” She sat back in her chair, holding her hands behind her head and stretching. She looked up at the people overhead, tiny dots moving a kilometer away on streets between composite residential towers, stores, and bars. Every facility necessary for life was here, deep in the Scorpio System’s asteroid belt, far away from planetary civilization.

      Boyd had totally fallen for Thresh. She had captivated him from the first moment he had seen her. He had been undercover in the Faction aboard the ship of a notorious pirate and she had joined the crew as a replacement engineer. They had been destined to meet, but it had been impossible for them to be together. She was a Faction member, and he was a Union Blue Star Marine—an elite soldier trained to hunt and kill Faction pirates. They were enemies. But somehow, now they were lovers.

      A distant horn sounded, echoing around the massive hollow asteroid. There was movement from all around as miners began their shift. The chamber was busy as people streamed out of residences and shops to the mine entrance tunnels cut all around the edge of the central chamber. Even though the chamber had been mined out to create the town, the asteroid still had many years’ worth of mineral resources ripe for extraction and several mine tunnels led away from the central chamber to the series of connected working mine faces.

      Soon the streets were quiet, with only a few Faction kids running truant from classes. Off-duty miners moved about in a determined but relaxed manner. The waitress from the street-side café came and cleared tables left cluttered with half-finished mugs of brew. She gratefully scooped up the tips left under mugs on the messy tables.

      “Can I get you folks anything more?” she asked as she came to Boyd and Thresh.

      Boyd held up his mug. “Do you have tea?”

      Thresh snatched the mug from his hand and placed it heavily on the table. She laughed and looked up at the waitress. “Tea? He’s such a joker.” She turned to him with a fierce expression. “You are such a joker, Will. I swear I could cut your kravin head off sometimes.” She laughed again.

      The waitress walked off and cleared another table.

      “Tea?” Thresh said in a harsh whisper and rolled her eyes. “Try not to look like a Union gent all the time. You were a spy once, so you know how to act like you’re really Faction. Just try and fit in like you did before.”

      “Union? Faction? What’s the difference? These are just people, living out here in the belt. They don’t care who is taxing them, Union or Faction. They just want to stack up some credits and get out of this stinking hole of a mine.”

      “Faction doesn’t tax,” Thresh said. She picked up her mug and drained the tepid bitter brew.

      “The Faction doesn’t call it tax,” Boyd said. “But if a Faction raider came by, they would soon find out this settlement wasn’t under Union control and would offer their own protection. Whatever way you cut it, the miners end up handing over part of their credits to someone.”

      Thresh slammed her mug down. “Can’t you just stay off politics for one day?”

      “Politics affects everything, every day.”

      “What about the Skarak? They don’t seem interested in our politics.”

      Boyd looked into his mug. The liquid looked thick and cold. “We don’t know what they want, but I bet they have some form of politics. A bee’s hive doesn’t look very political, but there is some point where the queen is suddenly not the queen anymore and a new one is accepted. It doesn’t look like politics to us, but maybe that’s how the Skarak operate.”

      “So you think the Skarak just want to invade the system so they can make more honey? Do you need some Skarak honey to sweeten your root brew?”

      Boyd looked up at Thresh. She was mocking him with her cheeky smile. Her eyes sparkled and her lips glistened with the sheen of bitter drink. Boyd kissed her then pulled away.

      “Yuck,” he said, wiping his mouth. “You taste of that root crap.”

      Boyd felt his chair lurch suddenly, and he sensed the presence of three large men crowding him.

      “Breakfast is over,” one of the men said. “So you can get up and get the krav out of here if it’s such a stinking hole of a mine.”

      Boyd didn’t turn around, but he was able to fix the positions of all three. He judged their size, and all were bigger than him. He had lost a little weight in the last couple of weeks and knew he was a little light of his fighting weight that he liked to keep at about eighty kilos.

      Boyd picked up his mug and sipped the bitter brew.

      “I’m just getting started,” Boyd said.

      “Come on, Will,” Thresh said. She took his hand. “We can’t sit here all morning.”

      “Yes, Will,” one of the men said. “Listen to your little lady and get gone.”

      Thresh stood up. “Little lady?” she said, sharp and cold.

      Boyd smiled. He knew that tone. Thresh wasn’t going to take any insolence from some thug.

      Boyd felt a hand on his shoulder, fingers gripping the cloth of his shirt. He was pulled up and out of his chair, the table tumbling as he was pulled backward.

      As Boyd was released, he turned to face the three men. One had a full dark beard, while the second had no hair at all, his skin charred and scarred as if from some mining accident. The third was smaller, covered in a million freckles, but he looked the meanest of the three by far. By the way he stood, Boyd knew instantly he was the trained fighter of the three.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Boyd said.

      “Shouldn’t have pulled you out of your seat?” one man said, grinning.

      “No,” Boyd said to the man. “You shouldn’t have let go.”

      “Will, no. Don’t,” Thresh pleaded. “Let’s just walk away.”

      The three men laughed. The bearded man stepped in close and jabbed a pair of fingers into Boyd’s chest. “Yes,” the bearded man said. “Just walk away.”

      Boyd grabbed the man’s fingers and dislocated them with a sudden move. The big man lost his balance and yelled in pain. Boyd pushed and sent the big man falling back, clutching his fingers.

      Boyd waited for the next move. It came fast. A huge heavy fist flying in from the bald, scarred man. It was a big, hefty punch and carried enough force to knock Boyd off his feet, but it was too slow and wild.

      Boyd moved just out of the arc of the swinging fist and let it waft by a centimeter from his face. He then laid his hand on the fist as it went by and added a bit of force of his own to the wild swing. The big bald man was thrown off balance and with a final extra shove, Boyd sent him sprawling into a table not yet cleared of mugs and plates.

      The last of the three stepped up, glowering at Boyd. He was the smallest of the three, but he was still a few centimeters taller than Boyd. A trained fighter, possibly a Faction trooper.

      “You are going to be sorry,” the freckled man said and stepped forward. He raised his fists in a manner that told Boyd he knew exactly how to handle himself. He wasn’t going to throw any wild punches. The look in his dangerous eye told Boyd this man would pick his moves carefully, and he would make every one count.

      “Just back off,” Boyd said, “or I’ll sit you down in that chair. All right, freckles?”

      The small man couldn’t help himself and bristled at the jibe—a man who’d been teased for his freckles before, but not for a long time because few would now dare.

      Boyd made the first move and delivered a few testing jabs. The freckled man held his stance well, his fists ready, but Boyd saw the slight imbalance as he glanced to the chair Boyd pointed at.

      A swift jab into the man’s side increased the imbalance. But the man wasn’t down yet. He stepped in and swung forward with a heavy fist. Boyd stepped back and then took a step forward, getting inside the arc of the swing, where he delivered a sharp jab under the swinging arm. The sudden wave of nausea washed over the man’s freckled face. But he came back at Boyd, swinging his arm to loosen the pain from Boyd’s punch. He came, snarling, even more determined to cause damage to Boyd. His swing was a little wilder this time, driven by hatred and fury.

      Now Boyd knew he had him. Boyd jabbed the big man in the throat. The man’s shoulders slumped; his fists fell from prime fighting position. It exposed his face entirely. Boyd struck up into the man’s chin, and the blow sent the man staggering back. Boyd grabbed him by his shirt and twisted him a little this way and a little that and the man went back on his heels. Boyd let go and let him drop into the chair.

      “Will, I think it’s time we left,” Thresh said.

      Boyd patted the freckled man on the shoulder as the man clutched his throat and gasped for air.

      “Just breathe,” Boyd said. “You’re not really choking, it just feels like it.” He grabbed a mug of cold root brew and placed it to the man’s mouth. “Here, sip this crap and you’ll feel better.”

      The freckled man took the mug in both hands and drank.

      The two men on the floor were standing up. One still clutched his dislocated fingers.

      “Boyd,” Thresh said anxiously.

      Boyd looked around and saw more people drifting over, drawn to the commotion. He stepped over to the two men getting up off the floor.

      “Easy, big fella,” Boyd said to the bald man. He pointed past him to the man with the bristling beard who was still clutching his fingers in pain. “Let me,” Boyd said. He held out a hand.

      The bald man was suspicious but let Boyd past.

      Boyd eased forward, like he was approaching a wild animal trapped in a snare. He took the bearded man’s wrist and held his other hand around the dislocated fingers.

      “It’ll just sting for a moment,” Boyd said. The bearded man looked him in the eyes, child-like, trusting but also accusing.

      Boyd gripped the fingers and snapped them back into place. The bearded took the pain with the merest wrinkle of his nose. He remained sitting amongst the broken mugs and plates, clutching his hand. His bald friend helped him to his feet.

      “You are not Faction,” the freckled fighter said to Boyd as he got up out of the seat. “You don’t belong here. You better get off this settlement right away.”

      Boyd nodded. He stepped over to Thresh and held out his hand to take hers. She refused his hand and nodded toward the people moving in. Far away, slightly up the curve of the inner asteroid, there were two black-suited Faction troopers wandering toward the disturbance.

      Boyd and Thresh drifted away, heading back to the accommodation blocks and the small apartment Thresh had been able to rent on the strength of her knowing Kitzov, the Faction leader.

      “Interesting breakfast,” Boyd said. “Are all mining settlements this lively?”

      “Only the independent ones. The Faction mines are much livelier. You might even meet your match there one day.”

      “You are more than a match for me,” Boyd said.

      “You are a smart-ass Union bastard,” Thresh said. She smiled. “I’m glad you didn’t kill them.”

      “I am a merciful guy. Besides, they were just off-duty roughnecks looking to dominate their patch. I didn’t mean for them to hear me call their settlement a stinking hole of a mine. But they think it’s a stinking hole too, they just didn’t like an outsider saying it.”

      Then a sound echoed around the chamber. A loud alarm. People started moving away from the café. The two-man trooper team turned and ran off. A voice burst out from the speakers along the control tower—the tallest building in the central chamber.

      “Alarm. Incoming ships. Union cruiser with fighter escort. All Faction personnel to stay out of sight. Hide all Faction materials. Give the Union any and all assistance. Let’s get them out of here as soon as possible.”
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      Kitzov sat alone in the observation deck, a transparent sphere at the base of the shipyard’s central column. Kitzov had built this shipyard. It had begun as a stolen Union corvette grounded on an asteroid. He had joined a second ship to that first, an old transport freighter. He had created a pirate base that had grown into a settlement and then a production facility.

      The shipyard was well hidden in the Sphere, the region of densely-packed asteroids that surrounded the Scorpio System. The shipyard had produced the latest in raiders and weaponry. It was a research center, a production facility, a seat of Faction bureaucracy, and now it was the location for the knucks—a fistfight to the death and the first leadership challenge since Kitzov brought the Faction together.

      Captain Bellini thought he should be the leader, and Kitzov disagreed. Under the old system, that dispute was to be settled with a bare-knuckled fight to the death.

      At the base of the central column was the observation deck—a large transparent sphere giving three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the shipyard. Kitzov looked out at the several drydocks that were each in the process of constructing new raiders. Every docking station was filled. All around the observation deck, loosely attached to the shipyard or hanging in space, were dozens more ships. They had all come to see the fight for leadership between Kitzov and the hardened, brutal pirate Bellini.

      Bellini led his crew with a mixture of respect and fear. He was a great earner, raiding Union ships for maximum profit, and all Faction crew wanted a posting as lucrative as one on Bellini’s ship.

      Kitzov, on the other hand, was a cunning businessman with the silver tongue of a politician. He had built the Faction from a disparate group of loosely-affiliated smugglers and pirates into a nation with settlements and ships scattered across the system, all too small or too poor to attract Union attention. He hadn’t risen to the top by running from a fight, of course. More than one Union Marine had died from his trigger finger and his deadly aim, but Kitzov was not known as a fighter. He was no pirate. His hands were soft even if his mind was not.

      Bellini had followed Kitzov loyally, as long as it had suited him, but when the captains whispered in his ear that he should lead the Faction, the temptation became too much.

      Kitzov checked the bindings on his fists. He had thought about adding toxins to them so Bellini would go down fast with the first cut. But then he realized it was just as likely that he would infect himself.

      The thought that Bellini would hit first had filled Kitzov with a wave of fear. He knew Bellini was aggressive and would attack immediately, violently, remorselessly, mercilessly. Kitzov’s only hope was to be fast and aggressive. Drugs were the key to victory. Kitzov had ingested a stim cocktail to remove the fear—a concoction from a trusted doctor to boost his reflexes, his aggression, and his stamina. He had boosted his mind and body as much as he dared, pushing his physical and mental limits while still maintaining control.

      The elevator door opened, and Bellini stepped out onto the transparent circular deck. Even though Kitzov was pumped full of drugs, he still felt a quiver of fear as he saw Bellini approach.

      Assassination had been an option, and Kitzov had made secret inquiries, but no assassins were available for a contract. It was as if all known Faction assassins had decided that the knucks needed to play out, or it might have been that Bellini had already bought them off. Kitzov didn’t think Bellini would use their services himself, however. He wanted the entire Faction to see him beat the old leader to death.

      Kitzov had made a note of all the assassins he had spoken to, all the assassins that had refused his contract. Should he prevail, they would all find themselves retired. Professional killer was a dangerous profession where retirement often meant death. Kitzov would make sure it was a swift, early retirement.

      Kitzov walked to the center circle, stripping off his shirt as he approached Bellini. Kitzov’s torso was toned, but he was built like a gymnast, not a fighter. Bellini carried a few kilos of flab, but he was heavy and built for war. He was a tank. His face was emotionless. It was a fearful sight—that such intent to beat a man to death could dwell behind such an impassive façade.

      The starter was standing in the center circle—an old, bald man, wearing a clean shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He called both men to stand in the center.

      “Are you both ready to proceed?” the old man said. He avoided looking up to Kitzov or Bellini, maintaining a disinterested detachment from events. One of these two men would soon be confirmed leader and he didn’t want to anger either one.

      Kitzov looked Bellini in the eye. There was no hiding from this anymore, no chance of escaping the fight, but maybe he could spin it another way.

      “I’ve been missing a strong righthand man, Bellini,” Kitzov said. “The Faction would be stronger if we could work together. Withdraw now and I will name you first minister of the Faction. A ship of your choice. A planet-side residence. Staff. Everything.”

      “First minister.” Bellini scoffed. “Sounds like a Union title. A soft title for a soft leader. A neutered lapdog. To be honest with you, Kitzov, I don’t want to be leader of the Faction. I just don’t want you to be leader anymore. We were pirates once. You turned us into a new Union—a weaker, poorer Union. With you dead, I’ll be leader and I’ll let captains make their own choices about where they deploy their ships, who they attack, how much plunder they keep. Your days are done, Kitzov.”

      “You will take us back decades if you throw away the leadership structures I have built.” Kitzov felt his pulse race with anger at the thought of all he had built being taken apart. “The captains are coordinated for maximum effect. We are a challenge to the Union. We are better than the Union. If you throw it all away, the Union will come to dominate the system again and the Faction will be a footnote in history.”

      “I don’t care about history or politics. I care about freedom. I care about now. I care about me.”

      “That means you care about nothing. The Faction will be doomed if you win here today. I will kill you if I can—not for me, but for the Faction, for every Faction man and woman, now and to come.”

      Bellini stepped up to the starting circle. “You can try and kill me—I won’t expect anything less—but I will win here today, and I will kill you as slowly as I can. You’ll be leader for a little while longer, Kitzov. Back down now and humiliate yourself and I’ll make it a quick death.”

      Kitzov didn’t believe a word Bellini said other than his desire to make death as slow and painful as possible. Kitzov stepped up to the starting circle.

      The starter held his hand up between the two men and then stepped back.

      The knucks had begun.

      Kitzov stepped in close, moving inside Bellini’s swing radius to avoid the first punch. He pushed up into Bellini’s chin to prevent Bellini delivering a headbutt.

      Bellini punched Kitzov in the side. Kitzov felt a rib flex, close to breaking.

      Kitzov retreated a step and drew a breath, pain shooting across his bruised rib. He hoped for a moment that he might have a chance to prepare himself for Bellini’s next attack, but Bellini wanted to engage and was moving in.

      Kitzov retreated a step further, moving back faster as Bellini came on in the same measured way. The pirate was grinning, sensing he had Kitzov on the run.

      Kitzov slipped his hand into the waistband of his loose pants and found the small micro electron blade. It was honed to a fine beam, the fizzing white blade reduced to a fine strand that would pierce deep inside Bellini’s gut. The pinpoint entry wound would be cauterized. No one would know how Bellini had died without a thorough autopsy, which Kitzov would not allow to happen. Bellini’s body would be airlocked and fired into the blue giant star at the heart of the system within minutes of his death.

      The blade came to hand between his thumb and forefinger, its tiny generator hardly bigger than Kitzov’s thumbnail. He would have three good shots with it, but he had to be sure that no one would see it. He had to get in close.

      Kitzov stopped retreating and stood his ground. Bellini took one more step and swung a heavy right hook. Kitzov leaned back at the last moment, the fist wafting past his nose. Then Kitzov stepped in, blade ready to pierce flesh and bone in a single fight-winning second.

      The alarm that sounded across the shipyard came as a single loud blast followed by a series of longer quieter blasts before the cycle repeated. The defense platform had been activated. An unknown ship was heading straight for the shipyard.

      Kitzov had a final moment to finish Bellini. He stepped in close. Bellini’s face was filled with fury and he was ready to crush Kitzov’s skull.

      The shipyard shuddered and bright flashes filled the dark space beyond the observation sphere. It unbalanced Kitzov, and he staggered away from Bellini. He held his hands out to regain his balance. Bellini took a step forward but as he came, he drifted up off the platform.

      Kitzov felt it too—gravity in the observation sphere had been deactivated. Kitzov drifted over the clear platform toward the outer edge.

      A group of Faction troopers came rushing into the observation sphere powered by thrusters on their combat suits. Two swept in and took Bellini by the arms. Another pair came and grabbed Kitzov.

      “Sir, we have been ordered to take you to safety.” One trooper handed Kitzov a communicator. Captain Gerard, the shipyard controller, spoke to Kitzov, his holoimage flickering as the shipyard shuddered again.

      “Sir, a Skarak ship. It came through the local asteroids. We didn’t see it until it opened fire.”

      Kitzov saw the ships outside power up their drives and move off.

      “It’s only one Skarak warship. Half the Faction fleet is here, and our defense platform alone is more than a match for one Skarak ship, even a warship. We are designed to fight off a Union carrier force if we must.”

      “I know our capabilities, Gerard,” Kitzov said as the troopers dragged him away. “I built this shipyard with my own hands.”

      “Yes, sir,” Gerard said. The shipyard shuddered again. “We will resume the knucks as soon as we have dealt with the Skarak.”

      Kitzov watched Bellini being carried away. He was looking back, glowering at Kitzov. He pointed at him, indicating their fight was not over. It would never be over until one of them was dead.

      Kitzov accessed the shipyard sensor platform on his small communicator. He saw the feed of the Skarak ship sweeping into the shipyard and firing its blue crackle beam. The deflection shielding dissipated the beam’s energy, and the Skarak ship peeled away.

      A single Skarak vessel could not hope to penetrate the defenses. If it came close enough for its crackle beam to have any impact on the deflection shield, the high-energy lasers and hail cannon of the shipyard’s multiple defense platforms would shred the Skarak hull in moments.

      Kitzov neared the elevator shaft off the platform and shrugged off the troopers. Gravity was returning to standard and Kitzov was able to walk to the elevator.

      Then all went dark.

      “What’s the problem?” Kitzov asked over his communicator.

      The shipyard rocked, and Kitzov was knocked off his feet. He crawled to the elevator shaft.

      “Power is offline,” Gerard said. “Primary defense systems are down. Backups are failing. The defense platform has been deactivated. Sabotage, sir.”

      The image of Gerard vanished.

      Kitzov looked up to the command center hundreds of meters up on the central column. Blue crackle fire was wrapped around it, and then the composite exploded, fire and debris pouring out into space.

      The Skarak ship held its position just a few hundred meters from the central column. It fired again, targeting just below the command center, and blasted a chunk out of the central column.

      The deck beneath Kitzov’s feet was shaking. The communicator lit up and gave him some light. He crawled inside the elevator shaft. He knew his way around this facility blindfolded. He had a ship docked on the secondary landing platform. The Silence could not power up without his access codes. He had a way out.

      With gravity failing again as all power systems went down, Kitzov moved along the corridor, half-crawling and half-flying along the corridor toward his ship. He opened a channel to the flight deck. A crew was in place.

      “Ready the ship. Final power codes will be unlocked the moment I am aboard.”

      Confirmation from his crew came back. It gave Kitzov hope. He looked up through a panel of clear composite and saw the Skarak ship high above pouring fire into the shipyard, tearing it apart. A drydock was erupting in fire. A pair of raiders were moving in on the Skarak rear. They fired their hail cannon, blasting huge gouts of kinetic hail into the warship. The hail flickered over the Skarak hull but caused no discernible damage. Then the Skarak ship returned fire and struck the raiders, leaving them unpowered and adrift, blue crackle fire flickering over their hulls.

      The landing platform was only a few moments away. Kitzov moved faster, his muscles burning as he powered himself along.

      The open boarding ramp of the Silence was the best thing Kitzov had seen in days. He saw the Skarak ship moving freely about the shipyard, blasting away. The shipyard was crumbling. Some parts had broken off and were drifting, spewing debris and Faction bodies into space.

      Kitzov made it to the ramp. He felt the gravity of the Silence’s deck plates kick in. He stood up on the ramp and delivered the final power codes to the computer.

      “Survivors, heading this way,” a controller said from the flight deck.

      Kitzov could see a small group heading toward the Silence. He hesitated. If he could save a few, he would bolster his followers here on the Silence. Grateful survivors were a huge bonus to any leader.

      Then Kitzov saw someone familiar. The way he moved even in the zero-gravity environment of the unpowered shipyard was familiar. It was Bellini, along with a few troopers, some engineering staff, and a few random civilians.

      Kitzov opened a channel to the flight deck.

      “It’s too late for them.” He closed the boarding ramp. “Take off now.”

      “But, sir—” the reply came.

      “Listen, I know you want to help. It does you credit. The Faction needs people like you, but we will all die. The Faction needs living heroes more than dead ones. Take off now.”

      As the ramp closed, Kitzov saw the faces of the group. Their hope turned to dread and despair, but Bellini fixed Kitzov with a cold stare before turning and heading back into the shuddering, exploding shipyard.

      Kitzov walked into the Silence and marched into the flight deck. He climbed up into the command chair and looked at the image on the central holostage. The image of the shipyard in ruins was distressing, seeing the symbol of all he had built fall apart. The single Skarak warship just sat in the destruction, firing into the structures and tearing it apart piece by piece.

      “Take us away from here,” Kitzov said. He set a course through the asteroids of the Sphere. “Use the asteroids as cover and put as much distance between us and that Skarak ship as possible. How are you holding up, pilot?” Kitzov looked down at the pilot. He was new, and he was young.

      “Good, sir.”

      “Your name?”

      “They call me Fiver, sir. Samuel Torent the fifth. Named after my daddy and his daddy and so on all the way back to the original settlement of the system.”

      “Well, Fiver, if you want there to be a sixth, you’d better get us out of here.” Kitzov leaned forward and looked at the shipyard on the holostage. She was on fire, erupting all over its structures. He had built it. He would build it again.
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      Bellini turned and moved back into the corridors. A breeze was blowing, gently now but Bellini knew it was the air rushing out of the shipyard. Soon it would be a hurricane, and he would be blown out into the void with it.

      Bellini propelled himself forward. He collided with people rushing the opposite direction. The entire shipyard was in chaos. He heard the distant rumble of an explosion just before the corridor around him shook. It lit up briefly as a power conduit nearby erupted. A bare power transfer conduit was exposed and still glowed with a fierce blue light showing him the way. The glow faded, leaving Bellini in darkness.

      He stopped at the door. It was sealed. As the light died away, he felt in his boot for his electron blade. He hadn’t planned on going into knucks with Kitzov unarmed. Bellini would have only pulled the blade if Kitzov had been armed too. Somehow Bellini knew not to trust Kitzov to play it straight. Knucks meant nothing to Kitzov. It was old pirate tradition, something Kitzov didn’t understand. Bellini fired it up and the glowing blade gave him just enough light to show him the way forward.

      Bellini scrambled along in the dark. As he passed a clear composite panel in the corridor looking out over the shipyard, he could see drive flares racing away toward the Sphere. The Skarak ship was out of sight, but Bellini could see the flickering of its blue crackle fire beam as it punched into the shipyard structure again and again.

      A roar from further ahead came toward Bellini—a dozen people or more running. A flickering of light along the corridor showed Bellini that some of those running had flashlights that flickered haphazardly as they moved.

      Then he saw the blue flickers of Skarak weaponry—not the main weapon of the warship but a personnel weapon. Skarak soldiers were in the shipyard, moving through the broken structures, killing and capturing.

      The crowd came close enough for Bellini to see but just between him and the on-rushing crowd was a side door to a secondary cargo access—a maintenance dock. Bellini fired up his blade and jammed it into the locking pins at the side of the door. As Bellini pulled the door aside, he felt the wind increase. Screams were snatched away in the darkness as people were blown along the corridor and out into space.

      Bellini saw an ancient tug parked at the dock. It was a battered old junker, and Bellini had no way of knowing if it was even functioning. He slid the small dock door shut as a crowd raced by. One trooper pushed his way through the door as Bellini was sliding it shut.

      “Hold the door shut,” Bellini said to the trooper. He held the blade between them, partly so the trooper could see Bellini’s face, partly to show the trooper he was armed.

      Bellini stepped over to the junker. It looked too battered. He stalked up the open boarding ramp into the small hold, a space big enough for a single cargo container. The sides of the hold had basic seating for half a dozen passengers. The front of the junker was an open flight deck with two seats. Bellini dropped into the pilot’s seat. It had been a while since he had taken the controls.

      He attempted to activate main power, but the primary power shunt was not responding. A small secondary system light was active, telling Bellini there was some activity in the tug’s old reactor.

      The main shunt housing was outside under the drive assembly at the rear of the tug. Bellini stepped out of the tug to fix the shunt. He only needed thrusters to get out of the shipyard. Once in the asteroids, he could escape on a single thruster.

      The trooper at the door had pulled it open and was standing in the opening, waving to someone out in the dark. Before Bellini could remind him to keep the door shut, another trooper and a young raider pilot came running through the open door. Bellini recognized the pilot instantly. Perov had been his pilot on his old ship. The wind grew stronger as the air was blown out of the open door.

      “Perov, shut that door!” Bellini shouted in the roaring wind.

      Perov nodded. The wind died down as the door slid shut again.

      “There is a group of civilians outside,” Perov shouted back.

      “Call them here,” one of the troopers said.

      “No!” Bellini walked over to the door. “No more. Keep that door and your mouths shut.” He pointed at Perov. “You, come and help me with this shunt panel.”

      A trooper stepped up to Bellini. “We have a way out. We must take as many survivors as we can. I am going to open that door and let them in.”

      Bellini stepped forward. He thrust the electron blade into the trooper’s throat. Blood erupted and sprayed over Bellini’s face, giving him that familiar metal taste of blood on his tongue, the sting in his eyes, the tang in his nostrils.

      Bellini wiped the blood from his face and stepped over the fallen trooper, who was writhing on the deck and clutching his sliced throat.

      Bellini waved Perov over. “Let’s get this old junker in the air.” He pointed at the remaining trooper. “You keep that door shut. Got me?”

      The trooper nodded and turned to the door, holding it shut.

      Bellini turned and stepped over the now-still trooper into the sticky pool of blood. A few steps over the cargo area and he was at the tug’s drive assembly. With Perov’s help, he had the panel off the side of the ship in a moment. The shunt was old and battered, but after a few moments’ attention, Bellini was sure he had it realigned, at least for now.

      “I haven’t seen anyone else from the old crew, Captain,” Perov said.

      Bellini shrugged. It made no difference to him if his crew survived. Perov was a great pilot and it was good to have him around, but Bellini wouldn’t worry if he never saw him again. He stepped inside the tug and pushed Perov toward the pilot seat. Perov activated the power systems.

      “Just enough to escape.”

      The shipyard shuddered. The attacks were getting closer. Bellini called out to the trooper, “Now, let’s go!”

      The trooper rushed up into the tug, stepping through the pool of blood around the dead man. Before he reached the ramp, the grav plating failed. His feet came up off the floor and panic spread over his face. He drifted the last few meters into the tug.

      Bellini closed the door as the dead man rose off the deck, his blood drifting around him. He turned his back on the gruesome scene and went to the cockpit. Perov was already maneuvering the tug as the trooper dropped into the copilot’s seat.

      “You can fly, trooper?” Bellini asked leaning over the back of the copilot chair.

      “I flew freighters for a few years after college,” the trooper said.

      “College?” Bellini said. “An academic. Okay, professor, try and get that docking bay door open.”

      Perov rotated the tug on its thrusters. The trooper accessed docking bay controls from the flight console. He was beginning to look flustered.

      “Doors,” Bellini said with increasing irritation.

      The young trooper threw his hands in the air. “Outer doors are not responding.”

      “This tug should have a grapple beam, right?” Bellini said.

      “Yes, sir.” The trooper found the system.

      “So, grab hold of the doors,” Bellini said.

      Perov moved the tug forward so it was almost touching the outer doors.

      “Grapple beam active,” the trooper said. “I’ve locked on to the doors, I think.”

      “Let’s hope so, professor,” Bellini said.

      Perov reversed the tug. The grapple beam was indeed gripping the doors and as the tug reversed, the doors buckled inward.

      “Okay, reverse the beam. Let’s give the doors a punch in the face.”

      The trooper was working well, and Bellini saw him reset the grapple beam. Perov threw the tug forward. The doors buckled outward and ripped away from the housing on one side.

      “Now grab again,” Bellini said.

      The trooper worked fast. “Got it.”

      The tug reversed. The door pulled away, shards of splintered composite dancing in zero gravity before being blown out into space.

      Perov again threw the tug forward and burst through the door, sending it tumbling away between the broken remains.

      The Skarak warship was overhead and only five hundred meters away. It was blasting blue crackle fire into the shipyard even as it broke apart. A reactor exploded, lighting up the scene of destruction with a bright orange flash.

      Perov turned the tug and set off between the broken pieces of shipyard. Space was filled with spinning debris and frozen bodies.

      “Set a course into the asteroids,” Bellini said. “We stay in the Sphere for now. Find us a safe berth somewhere, a nice quiet Faction settlement.”

      “Got one,” the young trooper said. “Not far. We should make it before the tug runs out of power.”

      Bellini didn’t care. He wouldn’t live wondering if his power supply would get him here or there, he was alive now. He didn’t care about what had just happened, that he had just escaped with his life. He didn’t care that he had been a few punches away from being leader of the entire Faction. He only cared about right now. It was how he had stayed alive for so long.
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      Major Featherstone, commander of the Resolute’s Blue Star Marines, held his pulse rifle across his chest and deactivated the electron bayonet. He stepped over the dead body of a Skarak soldier and looked at the bodies of Union civilians strapped to the Skarak experimental devices. Some were too far gone for help. Others were strapped down, but they struggled, growling and gurgling wildly. Skarak probes were wired into their brains.

      The Union Tactical Intelligence Division wanted every captured Skarak location secured and then handed over to them. Featherstone wondered if the torture these poor wretches had suffered so far under the Skarak would be the last or the worst of it. Who knew what intel had lined up for these unfortunate people. Intel just wanted to better understand what the Skarak were trying to do with these people. What was their plan for the Scorpio System? Featherstone thought these people had already suffered enough. It would be kinder just to kill them all.

      “Fifteen dead Skarak soldiers, sir,” a young corporal said.

      “And our losses?”

      “One wounded, sir. It’s Markey.” The corporal pointed to the wounded Marine. “He took a blast to the knee.”

      “The Skarak bastard was already dead,” Markey shouted over as he was lifted by two fellow Blue Stars, each taking an arm over their shoulder. “The blue crackle weapon went off as the Skarak fell.”

      Doc Cronin was examining Markey’s knee and attaching a med-pack.

      “How is he, Doc?” Featherstone said.

      “Give him to me for a week and we’ll have him patched up and leading the charge again.”

      “You could just give me a few months of leave, sir,” Markey said with a cheeky grin. “Save me cluttering up the Doc’s med-bay.”

      Featherstone looked at the dead Skarak soldier at his feet. “A day on the Resolute is better than two days on leave, right, Markey?”

      The wounded Blue Star nodded and saluted the major with a smile.

      “Get him back to the Resolute, Doc. Do what you can for him.” Featherstone stared at the scaly hide of the Skarak soldier. What did they want? He looked at the bodies on the benches all reclined at forty-five-degree angles. What did they want with these people? What did they want with the Scorpio System?

      Featherstone’s communicator sounded. He held his hand in front of him and looked at the small image on his wrist-mounted holo-stage.

      Sergeant Dorik was calling from the Resolute.

      “You wanted a warning when tactical intel were inbound, sir. One frigate and a flight of Blades are approaching now.”

      Featherstone considered detonating a plasma bomb in the chamber he had just liberated and incinerating all these people the Skarak had been experimenting on. He had no doubts every one of them would thank him for ending their torment. He turned on his heel and walked away from the chamber—the cargo hold of a Faction civilian transport half-buried in the side of an asteroid.

      “Assault team returning to the Resolute. Featherstone out.”
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      “Copy that, sir.” Dorik closed the channel and stepped down from the command chair, moving to the operations console. He set the Marine deck’s outer doors to open with a deflection shield covering the opening, strong enough to hold in the atmosphere but calibrated perfectly to let the returning major and his assault team back into the ship.

      Dorik walked around the quiet command deck. Only communications and surveillance operator, Yanic Knole, was present. He was looking at Dorik.

      “We shouldn’t let the major take the lead on so many live assaults, sarge,” Knole said.

      “He is the commander of this company. He is a front-line officer. He can pick himself for every assault if he likes.”

      “But he’s a major. Shouldn’t he be back on Terra, sitting behind a desk, or at least on one of the carriers?”

      “He’s a front-line leader through and through.” Dorik walked over to Knole’s console. “They’ll put him in charge of the entire Blue Star Battalion when he’s ready to give up front-line duties.” Dorik looked over Knole’s shoulder. “But I wouldn’t want to be the officer to have to tell the major to give up those duties. What’s this you are working on?”

      Knole shifted uncomfortably. “Don’t tell the major. I only use the ship systems when I’m not interfering with operation. I’m just trying out a few classic Curveball defenses against more modern attack patterns.”

      Dorik looked at Knole, a little confused. “What?”

      Knole threw a simulation to the console’s desk top holo-stage.

      “I’ve taken a classic Ravens’ defense from the first days of the new league system. I’ve input the stats for modern players and run the defense against last season’s best attacks from the current squad. Look, the old defense holds up better than the modern deep-wing, three-quarter setup.”

      Dorik looked at Knole and shook his head. “Not that,” Dorik said. “Not your Curveball obsession.” He pointed at a secondary display showing some communication frequency data. “That. I meant what are you working on there?”

      “Oh, that,” Knole said. He canceled the Curveball simulation. “I found a signal. I think it is Skarak.”

      Dorik rolled his eyes. “There are Skarak signals popping up everywhere. Hundreds of hidden Skarak locations. It could be one of those. Turn it over to intel.”

      “No, Sarge, it’s not just some other hidden location.” Knole transferred the data to the main holo-stage and showed the swirling waveforms. “This is some new signal I’ve been detecting buried in the signals linking the hidden locations. It seems to be some sort of master signal.”

      “You’ve told the major about this?” Dorik asked.

      “No, not yet. Like you said, it could be anything and I wanted to test my theory at least a little first. I have run my latest analysis and I was going to tell him at the end of the watch. I think this signal is being directed somehow to a location out of the system, or maybe it’s being directed into the system from outside. It’s not entirely clear just yet.” Knole narrowed the signal to a single frequency. “See, this is some sort of directional signal. If I’m right, I should be able to locate the origin. I think it could lead us to the Skarak home world. And if we find their home world, it might be the key to stopping their incursions into the system.”

      “And you haven’t told the major any of this.”

      “No, Sarge. He’ll be back any minute. Should I tell him right away?”

      Dorik put an arm over Knole’s shoulder. “If the Union fleet gets hold of this analysis, Knole, it could blow this Skarak situation wide open. I think you’ve found something really important here. Go and meet the major at the Marine deck. Tell him right away.”

      Knole looked up at Dorik and smiled. “Yes, sarge.” Knole left.

      Dorik watched Knole walk down the corridor that led away from the command deck, and then he cancelled the feed to the holo-stage and returned it to showing the Resolute hanging in space above another newly-cleared Skarak location.

      The Skarak were everywhere.
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      Boyd looked at the image of the incoming ships on his wrist-mounted holo-stage.

      “How are you getting that feed?” she asked, watching the holo-image of the Union cruiser stopping above the main landing pad of the settlement.

      “I hacked the settlement’s main surveillance. I’ve got access to the targeting systems from the defense platform too.”

      “If the governor finds out you’ve hacked the system, they will think you are a spy for sure.”

      Boyd watched the cruiser open its Marine deck doors. “You think nobody else in the settlement has access to the surveillance feed? Every miner and his kid will be watching this right now.”

      “And what are we watching exactly?” Thresh wrapped an arm around Boyd’s waist.

      Boyd pointed at the image. “She’s preparing to dispatch Marines to the settlement.”

      “How many?”

      Boyd shrugged. “We will know soon enough. It depends on how much of a threat they think we are.”

      “We?” Thresh said. “You have spent one week in an uncharted mine facility and already you think you are Faction.” She grinned. “It’ll take a bit more than that, Will.”

      Boyd laughed and shrugged. “There is a full company of Union regulars on that cruiser, probably. They might send a squad or two and take control of central command center. They might deploy the entire company and take the entire settlement. There’ll be Marines on every corner. Martial law.”

      “The people won’t like that,” Thresh said. “These are Faction citizens. They won’t want the Union stomping all over the place.”

      “This isn’t a Faction base or stronghold. You are probably the most Faction person they’ve ever had here—after me, that is.”

      “Not so. This is a raider landing pad and resupply station. It has been purposely kept small to avoid Union attention. It’s hidden well enough to be overlooked. Raiders dock here all the time. I have been to a hundred little settlements like this with Kitzov in my time.”

      The town-sized chamber clinging to the walls of the hollowed-out asteroid was strangely quiet. Only an hour ago it had been a bustling mining town getting ready for the new workday. Now the people of the settlement were holed up in their residential blocks or, like Boyd and Thresh, watching from the street. Whatever position they chose, all watched the main entrance for the arrival of the Union.

      Boyd watched the Marines set foot on the asteroid, stepping out by squads. The first six drifted from the cruiser to the landing pad, followed by the next six, ten standard meters behind them. All marching and following in perfect order, and soon, sixty Marines were out and more were coming.

      The fighter craft flitted between the composite tunnels that held the asteroid together and joined habitation areas to active mining areas.

      “They are sending the whole company,” Boyd said, pointing to a group of a dozen Marines in a bunch and not a line like the rest. “Look, that’s the commanding officer. They plan on taking control of the settlement.”

      “They can try,” Thresh said.

      “They have already succeeded,” Boyd said flatly.

      The marines entered the main chamber a few hundred meters away from Boyd and Thresh, spread out with their pulse rifles held across their chests. More came behind them and moved out between the buildings that covered the inner wall of the chamber.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Boyd said. “Let’s get back to our residence and lie low.” Boyd grabbed Thresh by the hand.

      “Sure,” she said with a wicked smile. “We can lie low for a few days. Just you and me, all alone.”

      “Come on,” Boyd said, dragging Thresh behind him.

      The residential block where Boyd and Thresh were staying was only a few streets away from the café. They moved swiftly, staying close to the sides of the buildings, but Boyd could clearly see more Marines drifting through the main entrance. Some had activated their suit’s anti-grav field and were floating in the center of the chamber, giving them a view to every street and building clinging to the inside walls.

      Boyd moved quickly toward their residence. He opened the main door. Inside, crowding the hallway, were dozens of residents all chatting anxiously amongst themselves, glancing out at the Union Marines moving into their settlement.

      “Don’t worry,” Boyd said. “They don’t want to start a fight. They are probably more afraid than you are.”

      Boyd and Thresh took the elevator to their floor. The door opened. Boyd stayed in the elevator.

      “You coming?” Thresh said with a twinkle in her eye.

      “No,” Boyd said, thinking. “I am going to the roof. I want to see what they are doing.”

      “I’m coming with you.” Thresh stepped back into the elevator.

      The roof was only a few stories above street level. One big problem with high buildings on the inside of a hollow chamber was that all the buildings came closer together the higher they were built. From the top of the roof, Boyd could see people on the tops of roofs. More people were coming out of hiding and were walking around the streets of the inner chamber.

      From the tunnel to the main landing pad came a new group. Boyd could see the shimmer of a deflection shield around them. It had to be the commanding officer.

      The small group headed straight for the controller’s tower—a single tower built through the asteroid’s thick walls so part of the facility was on the outside of the asteroid and part was inside a few stories higher than any other building of the inner chamber.

      “They are taking control of the settlement,” Boyd said, pointing at the group.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means this is not a Faction settlement anymore. It’s Union.”

      “It’s not as easy as that,” Thresh said defiantly.

      “Look.” Boyd gestured around them. “Troops on the ground. The central chamber is being taken over. We’ve got a Union cruiser and a flight of Blades holding position around the asteroid. This is how the Union brings settlements under its control. Give it a few days and everything will be back to normal. The miners will go to work. The cafés will serve that black root brew you pretend to like. Nothing will change, except the Union population will grow by a few thousand people. I’ve seen it happen. People are only Faction because the Union ignores them. As soon as the Union shows up, no one cares about the Faction anymore.”

      Thresh pressed her lips together. “It is not that simple, Will,” she said. She folded her arms tightly across her chest.

      Boyd smiled and put an arm around her. “Don’t worry about it. Nothing will change for us, as long as they don’t identify me. As long as I lie low, we’ll be fine.”

      The settlement’s communication system signaled that a message was about to the delivered. A large holo-image of the Union emblem appeared in the center of the chamber, follow by the image of a Marine major. He was neat and tidy with a warm expression. Kind but stern.

      “Greetings. I am Major Lancaster of the Union Marines. Do not be alarmed. Union Tactical Intelligence has detected a Skarak signal at this location. We are here to investigate this signal and ensure the safety of all residents. My Marines are currently sweeping the area to pinpoint the signal location. Let them carry out their searches and we will leave you as we found you—in peace.”

      “They turn up on a cruiser with a pack of Blades and say ‘peace’,” Thresh snarled.

      “Now I will hand this over to your settlement governor,” the major concluded.

      The image flickered away, replaced by an image of the settlement leader. His collar was crumpled, and his smile was not the same assured, calm smile as the major.

      “Hello, everyone. The Union Marines are just here to look for a Skarak signal. Let them do their work and then we can get back to our lives. Everyone return to your residences. Stay behind closed doors and this search will be over with before we know it.”

      The image changed back to Major Lancaster.

      “Thank you, Governor. Now hear this: I am taking control of the settlement for the duration of my search under Union law. If you have any questions, please direct them to your civic leaders who will relay them to me. Help me to make this search as swift as possible with minimal disruption to your busy lives. Lancaster out.”

      The Union emblem returned, rotating slowly above everyone’s heads.

      Boyd looked down the side of the tower and saw miners steaming out of the access tunnels.

      Boyd saw a group of miners moving a piece of heavy equipment out of one tunnel, which was high up the chamber’s curve and level with Boyd’s position. The miners positioned the equipment in the mouth of the tunnel and started rushing around it.

      Boyd held his wrist-mounted holo-stage toward the group and zoomed in. The equipment looked like a large black ice cutting laser. They were jacking up the emitter end and aiming it at the group of Marines hovering in the center of the chamber.

      He knew in an instant that he and Thresh were right between the two groups.

      “Thresh, quick! Get down!”

      The blast from the mining laser sliced through the air, only a few meters away from where he and Thresh crouched. The beam slammed into one of the Marines, and the body was vaporized in an instant.

      The civilians on the tower roof panicked as another beam sliced past, running for the door to the elevator down.

      The Marines hovering in the center of the chamber returned fire at the miners in the mouth of the tunnel. The laser assembly lit up again, and the beam slammed into the side of Boyd’s building. The air burned with an acrid smell of vaporized composite.

      The Marines’ shots fizzed overhead, some stray pulse rounds punching into the roof near the elevator door. A civilian fell, a pulse round burning in her back.

      More Marines from around the chamber targeted the miners and opened fire. The rounds slammed into the tunnel and the equipment. Taking heavy fire, the laser cutter exploded, sending flashes of light bursting out between the buildings.

      A moment later, another group of miners with another laser cutter emerged from an adjacent tunnel.

      The beam was off target and slammed into the side of Boyd’s building, blasting chunks out of the edge and destroying the small access tower to the elevator.

      Marines came sweeping in from the streets above and moved in on all sides. Their pulse rifle fire was less accurate as they moved, advancing on the second group of miners.

      Boyd looked over the side of the tower. It was a long way down. He pulled an electron blade from his boot and began to cut away at the roof, the composite coming away in slabs. He dropped into the cavity he’d created and began to cut into the ceiling of the topmost residence.

      Pulse rounds continued to slam into the building. He reached out for Thresh. Overhead, he could see a small group of troopers aiming at the Marines that were moving over the top of Boyd’s roof.

      A mounted spitz gun opened fire and poured hundreds of pulse rounds into the Marine squad moving in on the miners. The rounds ripped through the squad and slammed into the rooftop around Boyd.

      “Quick, Thresh.” He grabbed her and pulled her into the cavity, and then down into the residence below. A family was cowering in a corner of the small room. The mother of two small children looked at them, eyes wide with fear.

      “It’s okay,” Thresh said. “Move down the tower. Come with us.”

      She grabbed a child with one hand and the frightened mother with the other.

      Boyd dashed to the door just as a stream of pulse rounds smashed open the clear composite of the window. Loose white fabric curtains billowed as the rounds tore through them. One curtain began to smolder and was soon alight.

      Boyd pulled the door open and stepped out of the apartment. Pulse rounds and laser beams flew from all directions and hammered the outer tower walls.

      “So much for peace,” Thresh said.

      Boyd bit his lip. If the Faction civilians hadn’t opened fire, the Union marines would have conducted their search and been on their way. It was only the Faction bloody-mindedness that had led them to attack. The Union had no interest in this small settlement, Faction or not. They were after the Skarak signal. Boyd knew the Skarak were a serious threat to all people of the system, Faction or Union.

      “Let’s get out of here before the building collapses.”

      They ran to the emergency stairway as a laser cutting beam erupted through the building blasting a hole clean through. Rubble fell around Boyd as he dragged Thresh down the stairs. The stairway was filled with thick smoke and the screams of frightened civilians.

      Boyd felt the building take another hit, and the lights went out.
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      The building shook as weapons fire slammed into it from all sides, Marines high above pouring fire into a number of minor access tunnels running off the central chamber where miners and Faction troopers were giving fire with mine equipment and small pulse weapons.

      Boyd ran out into the street, shards of composite raining around them. Boyd ran to get out of the crossfire, Thresh on his heels.

      The streets curving up and around the chamber were filled with civilians running from one crossfire or another, while the center space was dominated by Marines giving concentrated bursts of fire to any Faction group foolish or brave enough to break cover.

      A Blade landed on the main landing pad. Although a small fighter, it looked vast in the confines of the chamber. It gave fire from its spitz guns, and one short blast brought down the rock around one of the tunnel entrances.

      “They are going to tear the settlement apart if they keep that up,” Thresh said.

      Boyd pulled her along a street and into cover of a low building. Overhead, he saw movement from one tunnel that led away to the main mine. A large high-powered laser appeared on a truck used to move minerals and metals from the heart of the asteroid to the landing pad. Now it was refitted as a mobile laser platform, and aimed directly at the fighter.

      The laser beam erupted, and the Blade lurched under the strike. The deflection shield was barely able to dissipate the energy. As it turned to present its spitz guns, it was struck again.

      The Marines concentrated their fire on the high-powered laser. The tunnel entrance erupted with debris and dust as pulse rounds pulverized the area.

      “There,” Boyd said. He spotted a small tunnel nearby—access to a transport loop that ran around the outside of the asteroid. “We can get out of danger there.”

      Thresh was distracted, looking up at the Blade. It was backing toward the entrance from the main landing pad.

      “Yeah,” she yelled, punching the air in triumph. “They are backing away. They can’t take it.”

      “There are still five more out there,” Boyd said, pulling Thresh along. “They could incinerate this entire chamber if they wanted to. I don’t think the Faction has frightened them off just yet.”

      The steps into the tunnel were shallow, but they were soon underground, safe from the gunfight raging overhead.
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        * * *

      

      Bellini punched the bulkhead of the old junker as it shook violently once again. The battered old tug was useless. The drive was running at less than forty-five percent. The hull stability field was intermittent and caused the hull to judder and vibrate violently every few minutes. It felt like it was getting worse. He might have escaped the shipyard in one piece, but he didn’t know how far he would make it.

      “I’ve got something here,” Perov said.

      “What? Is it the Faction settlement?” Bellini leaned over the pilot’s seat into the small cockpit. The space was little more than a console and viewscreen

      “Yes. I think so. I can’t get it on the surveillance net, the junker’s sensor array is not functioning, but it is on the Faction database. A small asteroid settlement. Minerals and metal mine. Too small for the Union to pay it any attention. We can land and fix up this old tug a bit.”

      “Fix?” Bellini scoffed. “I’ll throw it into the heart of the Scorpio star and let it burn up in her blue fire before I try and fix this piece of junk.” Bellini patted Perov heavily on the shoulder. “Get us there. I’ll get us a new ship, a raider, and a crew too.”

      “The professor here is doing a great job, Captain,” Perov said. “What do you say, professor?” Perov nudged the young trooper. “You want to join the best-paid raider crew in the system?”

      The trooper turned around. “You’re Bellini, aren’t you, sir?”

      Bellini jabbed the trooper hard in the back. “Watch the console, professor.”

      The tug limped into the belt. Then the drive failed.

      “We are running on momentum alone,” Perov said. “I don’t even have any thrusters.”

      Bellini put an image of the settlement on the screen. It was a large collection of asteroids joined together, a network of gantries and walkways creating a small asteroid city with one large habitation asteroid in the heart.

      “I hope we hit it,” Bellini said.

      “At this speed, the impact will kill us.” Perov tried to activate some systems, any systems. “I can’t slow us down.”

      “I think we bail out before then. Grab an environment suit, Perov.”

      Perov was up and out of his seat. “Maybe we can use the suit’s grav field to slow us down a bit, or we are going to be splattered on the face of the main asteroid like a bug on a windshield.”

      Bellini watched the rangefinder count down as the tug closed in on the settlement. With no surveillance of any kind, he couldn’t see where the tug would crash but knew it would happen soon.

      Bellini stepped away from the flight deck. They were in freefall now, heading toward the settlement. He grabbed an environment suit off Perov and climbed into it.

      “Three minutes to impact,” the trooper said. He climbed out of his seat.

      Bellini and Perov looked at the young trooper through their environment suits.

      “Where’s mine?” the trooper said.

      Bellini shrugged.

      “Looks like it’s turning out to be a bad day to be you,” Perov said and went to the boarding ramp controls.

      The trooper ran to the storage cabinet and looked for a suit. He started throwing junk items around in his hopeless search. He came away from the cabinet and looked about hopeless. He started to panic, running this way and that.

      Bellini shoved the trooper aside and stepped over to Perov at the boarding ramp.

      “Open it,” Bellini said.

      “No!” the trooper wailed, “I’ll get blown out!”

      Perov hit the boarding ramp panel. The boarding ramp failed to open. Perov popped a side panel and began jacking it open by hand. Bellini stepped over and added his weight to the operation.

      The boarding ramp opened a fraction and the atmosphere began to rush out. It threw the young trooper toward the gap, his cries of pain and panic ripped away in the howling wind. Then the wind stopped as the last of the air was blown out. The trooper gasped in the vacuum, grabbing at Bellini in a desperate plea for help.

      Bellini shoved the trooper to the deck and pulled at the door. With the boarding ramp open a meter, Bellini pressed himself through and out onto the outer hull.

      Bellini looked toward the settlement. Now that it was close enough to see with the naked eye, he could see a large ship docked with the main hangar that stood up out of the asteroid surface.

      A Union cruiser.

      “What the krav?” Perov said, his voice trailing off.

      Bellini pressed his lips together. “I thought you said this was too small for Union interest.”

      “It is. They shouldn’t be here.”

      “You don’t say.” Bellini looked at the cruiser holding position just outside the main landing pad.

      “Why haven’t they opened fire on us?” Perov asked.

      “We’re unpowered,” Bellini suggested. “Must have avoided detection.”

      The tug was on a direct heading to the tall control tower. With its engines cold, it was tumbling like a stone. Bellini jumped off the tug and activated his grav field, pushing himself away from the ship and slowing his speed.

      Bellini saw Perov leap a moment later, but he was already far ahead of Bellini and would touch down first. If he didn’t slow down, the impact would kill him. At least there’d be no need for a funeral because he would be buried in the asteroid surface. No one would miss Perov—not even Bellini. He was a good pilot, but there were other pilots.

      The tug collided with the tower just above the cruiser, and the explosion rocked the structure down to the asteroid. Bellini picked his landing point, just below the fracture point. He inverted the field and slowed his approach. Still falling at a deadly pace, he put all the suit’s power into slowing down. He saw Perov collide with the tower and bounce off, tumbling away into space. The suit was connected to Bellini’s and he could see Perov’s bio-readings fluctuating. He was unconscious, but falling away from the asteroid at a frightening pace. He would soon be lost amongst the asteroids. Unless a ship happened to come by, Perov would die out there, alone.

      “Looks like it is turning out to be a bad day to be you, too,” Bellini said. Then he readied himself for a heavy landing.

      The grav field acted at the range of tolerance as it slowed Bellini to a crippling fifty kilometers-per-hour rather than a deadly one hundred kilometers-per-hour. The tower came closer, and Bellini could see he was going to land near a broken bulkhead. Dust and gas were streaming out. A body clung on to the side of the bulkhead before being blown out into space. Bellini angled his field to place him in that stream of atmosphere.

      His momentum slowed even more in the stream before it died away. The section containing the breach must have been sealed somewhere inside the tower and all the gas had been expelled. The suit slowed him to a gentle five kilometers-an-hour. He turned his body and touched down on the tower feet-first.

      Inside the tower, Bellini picked a direction and set off. The nearest bulkhead was sealed to prevent further loss of atmosphere. Bellini opened the control panel. He found an override switch and cracked the door open.

      The blast of air nearly blew Bellini away, but his grav field held him to the deck plates. He pushed through the open hatch and then closed it, the hatch sliding shut in a fraction of a second.

      Bellini pulled off his helmet and took a breath of the tower’s air. It smelled like all Faction settlements did: musty, sour, and bitter. It smelled worse than his ship, but better than any Union facility.

      The emergency lights flickered along the corridor, but someone had deactivated the siren. He could hear people running, and the unmistakable sounds of someone heading toward him. Bellini ducked into a side doorway and waited.

      A Union Marine ran past, heading to the door Bellini had just cracked open. The Marine stopped and checked the seal. Bellini watched as he turned and contacted his squad leader.

      “Hatch is secure. Must have been a tripped warning system. That impact has messed up a hundred systems. The whole tower could come down at any moment.”

      The Marine began to walk slowly back the way he had come.

      Bellini’s timing was perfect.

      Stepping out just behind the Marine, Bellini grabbed the pistol from the soldier’s hip holster.

      The Marine turned, his hand grasping for the pistol as it was pulled away. Bellini let him turn enough to face him just before he fired a pulse round into the young Marine’s forehead.

      Bellini slipped the pistol into his suit’s utility belt and picked up the dead Marine’s pulse rifle. He heard the communicator in the dead man’s suit crackle to life.

      “Get back to the command tower. We need to secure the area. The Faction scum will try and fight their way up here if we can’t lock it down quick.”

      Swaggering along the corridor, Bellini spoke to himself. “Aye-aye, sir.” He followed the color-coded lines on the wall that led him to central control. A few stairs down and he would be there.

      A pair of Marines were patrolling a corridor below Bellini as he came down the curved, dark composite stairway. Bellini took aim and then whistled a shrill blast with his finger and thumb in his mouth. He opened fire as the Marines stopped to turn and look toward the sound.

      With a clean shot each, Bellini put them down. He jumped down the last few steps and quickly checked each direction along the corridor. At one side, a pair of Marines stood guard at the entrance to the command center. Bellini pulled his pistol as he rolled into cover. He set the power pack to overload and then tossed it along the corridor.

      The Marines dived for cover the instant they saw the pack, and Bellini stood up from cover and fired his rifle into the power pack. It detonated instantly, filling the corridor with a fierce white blast.

      With the heat and light washing over him, Bellini started running toward the dying blast and the Marines on the ground. One was grappling for his rifle across his chest. He brought it up, scrambling for the trigger. Bellini stopped him with a well-aimed pulse round. The second was merely quivering, alive but badly injured. His twitching stopped with another round.

      Stepping into the command center, Bellini spotted the pair of Marine officers taking behind a console.

      “Who is in command here?” Bellini asked.

      A young officer stood, a battle-cry in his throat and pulse pistol in his hand. He raised it to give fire. Bellini dropped him with a single blast.

      “Who is in command?” Bellini repeated.

      The second officer stood, hands on his hips. Confident and defiant. He exuded authority and command.

      “I am. Major Lancaster,” he said. “And who are you?”

      Bellini fired.

      “I’m new here. You wouldn’t know me.” Bellini stepped over to the injured Lancaster and finished him with the rifle’s electron bayonet.
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      Featherstone slowed his approach to the open Marine deck of the Resolute. It was always good to get out of the ship, off the command deck, but it was also good to get back. He had always wanted to be a front-line Marine. His actions in the Blue Stars had earned him a reputation for skillful, decisive command. He was a tactician and a true leader. He didn’t think his exceptional qualities would lead to promotion away from the front line.

      The rank of major came with certain benefits, and certain responsibilities. He had been expected to relocate to Blue Star Command Headquarters, or take up a mentor position at Forge Farm, where the Blue Star Marines were trained, but he had insisted he remain a combat leader.

      No other Blue Star major was on active front-line duty. Featherstone was a Blue Star legend.

      Passing through the outer deflection shield and into the Resolute, Featherstone was filled with a sense of a job well done. He had cleared another location of Skarak soldiers and rescued another group of hostages, all of them victims of the Skarak experiments. He watched the drive flares of the intel ship maneuver down to the asteroid surface accompanied by a flight of fighters. He wondered briefly what lay in store for those he had freed. Tactical intelligence was keeping their activities very secret.

      Featherstone turned his back on the open outer door and walked off into the corridors of the ship—his ship, the Resolute, his home away from home.

      Reaching his locker, he unclipped his suit and held it out. The mechanical hanger took it from him and carried it away into its service bay, maintenance and data downloads already underway. All data gathered on the operation was automatically uploaded to tactical intelligence for analysis.

      The Skarak threat was greater than anyone realized. Featherstone understood it. The Skarak were everywhere—quiet for now but their influence was spreading. They were a greater threat to the Union than any that had come before. Not since the first fleet arrived in the Scorpio System had there been such danger. The Scorpio star was isolated in a vast empty region, the nearest systems beyond the reach of even the fastest fleet ships. No ship could explore the region and return. Probes had long since been sent to the dozen nearest stars. Many had failed. Featherstone began to think the Skarak had been blinding them for decades, centuries. The subtle invasion of the system was not a recent threat, it had been building for generations, and only now was the Union becoming aware of the danger.

      Featherstone opened the wash basin next to his suit locker and splashed cold water over his face. The suit’s helmet had been humid from all the action. He doused the back of his neck and washed away the fatigue. His assault team was ending their duty, getting ready for recreation and nutrition, rest and recuperation, but Featherstone was the boss. He didn’t get to rest. He pulled a fresh shirt and jacket from his locker and set his mind to duty. With the shirt on and the jacket slung over his shoulder, he headed to the command deck.

      The officers on deck were busy when Featherstone entered. Dorik announced the major’s arrival.

      “Commanding officer on deck.”

      Featherstone climbed up into the command chair and tapped the armrest controls. The Resolute was currently tasked to hold fast and await orders. The major knew it would not be long before the fleet had him racing across the system to clear yet another Skarak location.

      Hundreds of ships had been reported missing. Featherstone now began to realize that every missing ship meant a location like the one he had just left, where humans were being augmented with Skarak technology and driven insane with Skarak mind probes.

      “Listen up.” Featherstone stood and looked down to the command deck. All officers at their consoles stopped and gave the major their full attention. “We are holding fast on position. It won’t be long before the fleet has us on task again. I want full systems’ analysis. Structural reports. Equipment checks. Crew evaluation. I want to know our status on every point right down to the number of ration blocks in the crew galley. Then I want every system recalibrated, reset, and ready for action—everything from the drive reactor to the grav plates in the secondary hold. Let’s get it all into best order. You know your jobs, so get to it. This is the Resolute, not some standard troop ship. We are Blue Stars. Let’s make sure our ship reflects our standing as the elite battalion in the entire Union fleet.”

      The officers responded with a resounding ‘yes, sir’ and immediately began their full-ship evaluation.

      Featherstone watched as his command deck crew became a hive of activity. No one knew how long they had to undertake the evaluation and reset so they wasted no time in getting started. He looked across the command deck, every console at work, except one.

      “Sergeant Dorik, where is Knole? Why isn’t he at his station?”

      Dorik walked across the command deck to the navigation and communication console. The console was in standby mode.

      “His station is not currently in operation, sir,” Dorik said. He tapped the console and activated the ship-wide surveillance. “He’s not in his quarters.”

      “I’m not interested in where he is not, Sergeant.” Featherstone sat in his chair and opened the crew register. Knole should be on duty, at his console, here on the command deck.

      Featherstone opened a ship-wide communication.

      “Yanic Knole. This is Featherstone. Respond.”

      Featherstone waited for a moment before looking down at Dorik.

      The sergeant was looking up, waiting for his instructions.

      “Find him,” Featherstone said.

      Dorik nodded and walked off the command deck.

      Featherstone looked down at the unmanned navigation console and sent a message for a relief officer to take over. He checked the Resolute’s position. The main holo-stage was lit up and showed the Resolute holding over the asteroid below.

      They could be ordered into action at any moment, and Featherstone wanted his best people in their primary positions for any operation. The Resolute and her crew were a machine, with its people as important as the drive reactor or high-energy laser emitters. Featherstone had built his team over years, and now was not the time to start making changes. Wherever Knole had gotten to, Featherstone was sure there was a reasonable explanation. Knole had been a trusted and valued member of his command deck crew from his first days aboard. It was unlike Knole to just go missing.

      It was true he was a chatterbox and seemingly more interested in the curveball season than the current operation, but it just seemed that way. Featherstone knew the man from his work. He was an exceptional navigator and a brilliant communications officer.

      But Featherstone needed to get ready for the next operation. He pushed his concern for Knole to the back of his mind and focused.

      The Skarak were everywhere. The Blue Stars needed to be ready.
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        * * *

      

      Dorik stepped out of Knole’s quarters. This was no sensor malfunction. Knole was not in his bunk. He checked out the med-bay. Doc Cronin was recalibrating the pods, and data was streaming over the clear composite hoods.

      “No, Sarge,” Cronin said. “I haven’t seen him.”

      Dorik walked along the central corridor of the Resolute, scanner in hand. He walked slowly, checking every section of the ship. He scratched his head after making his first sweep of the main corridor.

      Where was Knole?

      It was unlike any of the Resolute’s crew to not be immediately locatable. Knole was a great Blue Star—not just a command deck officer, but a fierce front-line fighter. Any of the crew aboard the Resolute had to be able to wield a pulse rifle and go toe-to-toe with an enemy. That enemy had for so long been the pirates of the outer system that formed into the Faction. Now, the Union was preoccupied with playing seek-and-destroy with the Skarak.

      Dorik walked along the lower port-side corridor leading to the secondary hold and the armory, which was currently occupied by a squad of Blue Stars. This group was passing up their rest period to help inventory all the weapons.

      “As you were,” Dorik said as the group came to attention. “Don’t let me stop your work, gentlemen.”

      Dorik waved the scanner around the cramped armory, over rifles lining the walls.

      “Has anyone seen Yanic?” Dorik said.

      “Maybe he’s trying out for the Ravens’ reserve team,” one said.

      “No comedians, please,” Dorik said dryly.

      Further along the lower corridor, Dorik stopped outside the small access hatch into the plasma relay junction for the port-side laser emitter. Dorik deactivated the scanner, since the resonance from the plasma oscillations would render the scanner useless. A visual inspection was necessary.

      He opened the small hatch and stared for a moment. A second drifted to a minute then longer before he woke suddenly, realizing he had been gazing into the plasma relay for almost ten minutes. The sounds of the squad from the armory woke him.

      Dorik stood up. He stepped away from the open relay and held up a hand to stop the squad advancing any further.

      “Seal off this section,” he said. He tapped his communicator. “Doc, get down here. I’ve found Yanic. He’s…”

      Featherstone’s voice burst over Dorik’s communicator. “Where is he, Sergeant?”

      “Sir, he’s… He’s dead.”
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      Peeking out of the tunnel, Boyd saw a second Blade enter the central chamber of the asteroid. The two fighters sat in the center of the town, their lower hulls only meters apart. In perfect synchronization, they turned and presented their forward spitz guns to the town.

      The blast of spitz gun fire shredded a building only meters away from where Boyd and Thresh were hiding. As the sound of spitz fire died away, it was replaced by cracking and crumbling as the building slowly collapsed. The local grav field had held the shattered structure in place longer than it had a right to.

      The street outside was piled with rubble, but a small speeder still managed to race along the rubble-choked roadway. It was heading toward the entrance to the transport loop—toward Boyd. The speeder carried a group of armed civilians and a pair of Faction troopers. They all fired at the nearest fighter, their pulse rifle fire flickering off the deflection shielding.

      The fighter turned slowly—it had all the time in the world. The speeder raced toward Boyd and just as it came past, a blast of spitz gun fire raked the road. The explosion sent the speeder out of control and it collided with a pile of rubble, flipping the speeder and throwing some of the occupants clear.

      Others were not so lucky and were crushed beneath it, but the group that had been thrown free did not waste a moment. They recovered themselves and raised their rifles to the Blade overhead.

      Boyd knew it was pointless. The fighter had enough defensive capabilities to withstand a barrage of kinetic hail from a Faction raider. The troopers and civilian fighters would need a hundred pulse rounds to make a dent in that shielding.

      The Blade fired in short bursts, and the speeder exploded. Boyd felt the heat from the explosion on his face. The Faction fighters that had been thrown clear took cover in the debris and continued a concentrated line of fire on the Blade’s drive section. It was a good tactic. If the rifles could maintain their fire on that target, the Blade might lose some power and could be forced to withdraw. But Boyd knew there were half a dozen Blades outside—more than enough to subdue this settlement, if not destroy it. If they used their lasers, they could reduce the settlement to dust in a few hours.

      The fighters continued to pour fire at the Blade, reckless and brave, determined to fight the Union off their territory. Over the sound of pulse rounds and spitz guns, Boyd heard the distant sound of men on a rapid advance. Marine regulars moving fast.

      At the end of the block, a group of Marines came onto the rubble-strewn street. They took up positions at either side of the street, climbing over and between the rubble, and advanced on the handful of Faction fighters still firing.

      “Let’s go,” Thresh said, tugging Boyd’s hand.

      Boyd looked one last time at the Marines jumping over the rubble. The Faction fighters were so focused on the Blade that they hadn’t noticed—until one of the troopers caught sight of them.

      “Okay,” Boyd said, edging away but staying in cover.

      He watched as the trooper turned to fire at the advancing Marines, but he was too late—outgunned and outclassed.

      As Boyd and Thresh ran into a broken building, he heard the sudden eruption of coordinated pulse rifle fire. This was not the staccato firing of the Faction, but the organized, deadly fire of the Union Marines.

      After just a moment, the street outside was quiet, with the weapons fire sounding only in the distance.

      Boyd checked his wrist-mounted holo-stage and looked at the scene. The Blades were dominating the settlement while the Marines ran through the streets mopping up the small pockets of resistance.

      “The Union are murdering scum,” Thresh said.

      “Why?” Boyd said. “There is no discipline. Who is in charge? This would never be Union orders to attack like this.”

      “The command center,” Thresh said. She pointed across the chamber to the command tower. A large holo-stage on the top of the tower was inactive. “Whoever is in charge will be in there.”

      Boyd checked that the way was clear. “Let's go.”

      The streets overhead erupted sporadically with flashes of pulse rifle fire. Faction troopers and civilian fighters struck from scattered locations, pouring fire randomly into the surrounding buildings. A single bright flash caught Boyd’s eye as he darted from cover to cover. Looking up, he saw a laser cutter blasting a fierce white line into one of the Blades. The drive spluttered and the deflection shielding flickered. The craft withdrew, sweeping down to the low, wide exit to the main landing pad.

      The remaining ship turned and fired at the laser. The rock around the tunnel quickly melted as the Blade’s primary weapon lashed out, surrounding the men at the weapon. This caused the power cell of the laser to explode, throwing debris in all directions before slowly cascading to the streets.
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        * * *

      

      Bellini watched the fighter craft slip out of the settlement. He watched the second destroy the laser. He saw the flickering lights of weapons fire all around.

      He set to work on a shattered panel before he punched the broken console in frustration.

      “Nothing works in this place.”

      He stepped over to another console and shot it.

      “Pulse pistol is doing just fine.”

      Bellini stopped at a console with a few flickering lights. He tapped the controls. “I’ve got it,” he said. “Settlement defense platform operational. Let’s target the Blades out there.”

      Targeting two of the fighters outside with all weapons, he extended the battery of hail cannon from their housing deep in the rock of the asteroid and opened fire. The smaller ships outside the settlement exploded with the burst of kinetic hail.

      Next, he accessed the communications assembly and activated a transmission-dampening field. The Marines in the settlement were cut off. No help was coming for them.

      “Good,” Bellini said to himself as he picked up a rifle. He looked out of the command center viewscreen to the Blade still firing from the inner chamber. The single fighter dominated the area, destroying Faction groups wherever they formed up.

      The Marines were moving throughout the settlement by squads, moving easily with covering fire from their support. Bellini watched a squad flank a small group of civilian fighters. They gunned them down brutally, killing even those who offered surrender.

      “Union scroats,” Bellini said, stepping over to a communications console. He made ready to send a message to all Faction troopers and any active fighters.

      “We’ll give these Union bastards a fight.”
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        * * *

      

      Boyd sat in rubble and peeked out along a street leading toward the control tower. A group of Marines were advancing on the entrance.

      “They are going to take control of the tower,” Boyd said. “They are going in with a combat posture. The tower must be in the hands of the Faction.”

      Thresh nodded. “We had better help out. Wait for the Marines to enter and we will have them trapped. We can hit them in the rear.”

      Overhead, Boyd saw a group of Marines running along a street. They were executing injured civilians, firing pulse rounds or bayoneting them.

      “They are monsters,” Thresh said.

      “They are out of control. Their commander must have been killed and now there is no one to stop them.”

      Thresh felt her small communicator vibrate. She pulled it out—a small handheld holo-stage. Bellini’s face appeared floating above her palm.

      “I have the tower. We have the settlement. All Faction fighters and troopers, fight. Attack. We outnumber them a hundred to one. We will destroy every last Union Marine in the settlement and toss their cold bodies to the vacuum of space. Attack them now.”

      Boyd shook his head. “He won’t beat them like that,” he said.

      “How would you do it if not with a full attack?” Thresh asked.

      “Look—” Boyd pointed to the streets wrapped around overhead, which would show him the entire settlement. Faction fighters and troopers were holed up in small defensive positions firing at any Marine that came into range. Their pulse fire flickered in all directions. “They are scattering their fire and giving away their positions. Now look there—” He pointed to the right where pair of squads were moving. One squad was in cover and firing at a building where troopers were holed up. The second squad advanced in a skirmish formation, standing a few meters apart and moving fast. They dropped into cover and opened fire. Instantly, the squad behind broke cover and advanced. Together, the squads moved in on the Faction position before laying down a coordinated, heavy fire that shredded the building.

      A group of troopers ran out of a rear exit as the two squads overwhelmed them. Only then did the third squad break cover from behind the building. They cut the fleeing troopers down in a sudden, furious blast of fire.

      “Bastards,” Thresh said.

      “Tactics,” Boyd said. “The Union has them, the Faction is too individualistic. There is no coordination.”

      “We won’t be told what to do. That is our strength.”

      “It’s getting you killed.”

      A group of Marines appeared suddenly, stepping out of the cover of a shattered building. They quickly surrounded Boyd and Thresh.

      “On your feet, scum,” a corporal said.

      Boyd put up his hands. Thresh staggered to her feet.

      “Take me to the ranking Marine,” Boyd demanded.

      A pair of Marines shoved Boyd and Thresh against the wall of the building they had been hiding in.

      “You don’t give me orders, Faction filth.” The corporal sneered and readied his pulse rifle.

      A Marine grabbed Thresh’s communicator and threw it to the ground. The Marines stood back and joined the line of their squad-mates. The corporal held his rifle to his shoulder.

      “Aim.”

      Thresh grabbed Boyd’s hand.

      Boyd looked up. The fight was raging all over the settlement. He had always thought he might die alongside Union Marines in a fight on Faction territory, but this was not how he ever imagined it. The absurdity brought a smile to his face—facing down a Union firing squad in a town wrapped around the inside of a mined-out asteroid, mistaken for the enemy. He turned to look at Thresh. She looked afraid but brave. She smiled back.

      The corporal and his squad-mates took aim.

      “Fire!”
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      Boyd felt the blast of warm air. The echo of the corporal’s order to open fire was engulfed in a sudden roar. Boyd was thrown off his feet, feeling for sure that he’d been shot. He had never been shot before and wondered if this was what it felt like. Was this what it felt like to die? Dust and grit rained down on his upturned face. He felt blood trickle down his cheek.

      The sound of pulse rifle fire nearby continued for a few moments.

      “Get up!” Thresh was leaning over Boyd, tugging at his jacket. “On your feet.”

      Boyd sat up and saw the bodies of the Marines, broken and scattered where they had moments before been standing in formation. A crater was smoldering in the middle of the scattered bodies. Boyd felt his body all over for wounds, but he could not feel any points of pain that would have come from a pulse round. He checked for blood. He was uninjured.

      “Get up, Will!” Thresh was still tugging on him, but he was disoriented. He couldn’t help but think that he should be dead. Maybe this was the afterlife the Faction always talked about.

      A billowing cloud of dust hung in the street. Walking out of the dust cloud came a group of Faction troopers walking ahead of a larger group of armed civilians. They were stepping over the fallen Marines, assuring they were down for good. Their rifles were ready to finish off any Marines still holding on.

      “These troopers saved our hides, Will,” Thresh said. “They lobbed a mining charge right into the middle of the Marines. Lucky for us, eh? Not so much for the Marines, I guess.”

      The troopers picked up all the fallen rifles that had once belonged to the Union Marines and continued down the street, leaving Boyd and Thresh in the rubble.

      It was a cruel piece of fortune to be freed from execution by a Faction attack, but Boyd took his luck when it came. A good soldier never questioned good luck, just like they accepted bad fortune. He got to his feet, small fragments of rubble falling off him as he stood. Then he ran, holding onto Thresh and pulling her behind.

      Ducking into a narrow side street, Boyd paused to check behind them. No troopers were following. All around the settlement were the flashes of minor skirmishes. The Marines were in good order but scattered. They maintained squad cohesion but were spread too thinly. Faction troopers, although fewer in number, were getting in between Marine squads and causing damage.

      “Boyd!” Thresh called out in surprise.

      Boyd heard footsteps on the rubble, and he turned to see Thresh surrounded by a large group of armed men. Boyd recognized the outfits—they were a raider crew. Among them, armed with Union pulse rifles, were Faction fighters—civilians a few hours ago who were now a Faction militia. Among them were Faction troopers, armed and dressed in best Faction-made equipment.

      Stepping through the group came a big man, a Faction pirate for sure. He grinned at Thresh.

      “Well, if it isn’t little Enke Thresh.”

      “Hello, Bellini,” Thresh said, shying back as he stepped in close.

      “What brings you to a pathetic little rock like this?” Bellini tucked a wisp of hair behind Thresh’s ear.

      “Just trying to stay out of trouble,” she said.

      “And you brought a friend.” Bellini stepped past Thresh and stood before Boyd. He looked Boyd up and down. “I know you.”

      Boyd looked Bellini up and down as well. He didn’t recognize this pirate at all. He couldn’t recall the name or the face.

      “We’ve never met,” Boyd said in all confidence.

      “True.” Bellini smiled. “We never have, but I’ve seen you. You are the Union spy that was on Kitzov’s ship. Right under his nose. I was the one that found you in the data base of a Union cruiser.” Bellini looked up, making a show of thinking. “The Resolute. You are a Blue Star Marine. A spy.”

      Bellini scowled. Thresh stepped in between Bellini and Boyd.

      “He’s not anymore. He’s Faction, through and through. He helped Kitzov escape the Resolute. Helped me too.”

      Bellini tossed Thresh into the grasp of a Faction trooper.

      “He is a spy. How do you explain this?” He gestured around the settlement as it flickered with scattered pulse rifle fire. “This is a secure Faction settlement. How could the Union find this place if it wasn’t for a spy?” Bellini snarled. He pulled his pistol and readied it. “How does it feel to escape a Union firing squad only to be shot in the face by a Faction pirate?”

      Thresh shrugged off the trooper and stepped between Boyd and Bellini.

      “He’s no spy!” She shoved Bellini, but even her heaviest push couldn’t move the big man. “He’s Faction, and he can help us here.”

      Bellini looked around. “You are not Faction,” he said, lowering his pulse pistol. “You’ll never be Faction. But if you can help me take that cruiser out there, I might keep you alive.”

      Boyd considered his options, surrounded by an angry bunch of armed Faction fanatics.

      “Let’s get a look at this cruiser,” Boyd said.

      Bellini grinned and showed Boyd the way.

      “Don’t mind me if I keep a pistol in your back,” Bellini said. He nudged Boyd forward with a sharp jab in the back. “The main landing pad. Move.”

      The streets were quiet but dangerous. Boyd moved quickly. He heard the approaching footsteps and slowed. Bellini shoved him hard again.

      “Someone’s coming,” Boyd said.

      “I hear it too,” Thresh said. She snatched a pistol from a trooper’s hip holster and took cover.

      “Get down,” Boyd said.

      A squad of Marines came running around the corner. They were heading for the control tower entrance.

      Thresh fired and hit a sergeant in the head, throwing him off his feet. The rest of the squad took cover and returned fire.

      The Faction group opened fire.

      Boyd looked at their position. They were dug in at a crossroads and in danger of becoming surrounded.

      “We need to move,” Boyd said to Bellini. “They’ll have us in a crossfire as soon as the next squad comes around that corner.” He pointed to the street junction behind.

      “How do you know?” Bellini snarled.

      “Because if I was in charge of that group, it is what I would do.”

      At that moment, pulse rifle fire leapt up from the rubble behind.

      Bellini looked at Boyd and snarled again. He handed Boyd a pulse pistol and then shouted to his group.

      “Get ready to move,” he said.

      Thresh was already moving, darting from cover to cover, closing in on the Marines between her and the entrance to the hangar. She fired as she moved. The return fire missed as she advanced rapidly. She was at the entrance to the landing pad a moment later, calling Bellini and his group forward. The entire squad of Marines in front of her lay dead.

      Bellini grinned. “Now that is Faction,” he said to Boyd before pushing him forward. “Covering fire! Hold the Marines at our rear, keep their heads down. Move.”

      Boyd knew how to react to a command, and he was on his feet running toward Thresh. She was smiling, panting and beckoning Boyd to her.

      She was a dangerous and skillful killer, truly a Faction pirate. As Boyd fell into the landing pad entrance, he turned to give covering fire to the Faction fighters that were following.

      Bellini stood next to Boyd and sighed as he looked at Thresh. “Faction through and through. Did you see how she killed those Marines? She has come so far. I remember when she was first blooded. A battle in the belt, a group of Marines. Kitzov blooded her himself. She was a favorite of his. After the battle was won and the Marines were our prisoners, he brought her forward, put a pulse pistol in her hand, and told her to execute their officer—a young lieutenant. He was brave. Stubborn. Didn’t flinch once when she aimed the pistol at him. She didn’t hesitate to pull the trigger then either. She was so keen to impress Kitzov.”

      “We all were,” Thresh said, hearing everything. “I remember how impressed you were with him too.”

      “I was. Haven’t you heard? I challenged him for the leadership of the Faction. I would be here as your leader now if the Skarak hadn’t attacked the shipyard. Kitzov ran. A coward, not a leader. But not like that officer you shot. He was a brave one. He died without a sound. Remember?”

      “Every day,” she replied solemnly. She looked at Boyd as the remaining Faction fighters ran into the entrance to the landing pad.

      Bellini grinned and with a wave of his rifle, he gestured for Thresh and Boyd to follow his group.

      A small ship was docked in the landing pad, nothing more than a battered old bus. Thresh pointed it out.

      “We can use that to get to the cruiser.”

      Bellini raised his wrist and started tapping away on his holo-stage. “I recoded it,” he said with a sideways glance to Boyd. “I love a good execution. Not as exciting as killing a man with your own hands, but it is a laugh, isn’t it? You want to see your girl make her first kill? It was at the Battle of Black Rock Asteroid.”

      Boyd looked at Thresh. He knew that battle. His brother had fallen at that battle. Killed by Kitzov, or so he had thought. He felt a hard shove from Bellini and looked at the small stage. The image was from a smoldering battlefield. A young Marine lieutenant was kneeling amongst a group of troopers. Boyd recognized him instantly.

      It was his brother. Lieutenant Daniel Boyd of the Union Marine regulars.

      Boyd watched as the recording showed Kitzov with his pistol aimed at Daniel’s head. Bellini laughed as he watched.

      Then Kitzov hesitated and called someone forward. A young girl, no more than a teen, was dragged forward and a pistol pressed into her hand. Boyd recognized her immediately and felt sick. It was Thresh. Thresh was his brother’s killer.

      Before he could think about it a moment longer, an explosion rocked the landing pad and knocked Boyd off his feet. The lights went out, and in the darkness, Boyd saw the deflection shield over the opening to space flicker as the landing pad was rocked yet again. The emergency bulkheads that protected the central chamber in case of a deflection field failure slammed shut.

      “Get in that bus!” Bellini shouted. Boyd ran into the bus and dropped into the pilot’s seat. He tapped into the onboard sensors. The holo-stage lit up and showed him the scene outside. A ship was hanging over the settlement. It lit up with a blue crackle beam and poured fire into the Union cruiser.

      “It’s the Skarak,” Boyd said.

      Bellini pressed forward and looked at the image. The cruiser erupted as the blue beam punched through her hull.

      Bellini yelled in frustration as his prize erupted in flame.

      Boyd saw the underside of the Skarak warship open and hundreds of dark spots fall to the asteroid’s surface. He knew immediately what it was.

      “Skarak soldiers,” he said. “They’re coming. They’ll be crawling over this hangar in moment. We need to fall back. Now.”
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      Boyd led the way out of the main landing pad as Skarak soldiers began touching down. He moved back into the central chamber and took cover in one of the destroyed buildings. Bellini and his band took cover in the rubble outside and across the debris-strewn street.

      Blue crackle beams flickered over internal structures, catching people in the beam. Some fell, while others were transformed. They wore the vacant expressions of a mindless drone, the Skarak flesh drones. Lumbering and grasping, they set upon anyone in their way.

      The Skarak soldiers seemed to enter the chamber from everywhere at once, pouring into the streets.

      Boyd looked up through a large crack in the ceiling and saw Skarak soldiers firing on Marines, while Faction fighters and troopers attacked in chaotic bursts. The flicking of pulse rifle fire and blue crackle beams lit up the interior of the settlement.

      “We need to fall back and regroup,” Boyd said. He looked out to Bellini’s men, scattered across the street. Blue fire slammed into the backs of those running through the debris. “We are too spread out. They are cutting us to pieces.”

      Thresh took aim at the Skarak soldiers in the street and laid down a heavy burst of fire with her pulse pistol. She dropped one, the insect-like limbs twitching for some time before becoming still. Many more Skarak were already stepping over the fallen body and moving in.

      “I’m not going back,” Thresh said, picking a new target and firing another burst.

      Boyd fired and dropped a Skarak, but there were too many. He let off a wild burst of fire and then turned to retreat.

      Thresh was stepping back into the shadows of the broken building, eyes wild with panic and fear. She was firing at the Skarak pouring into the settlement from the landing pad. Boyd picked a target, but his pulse pistol couldn’t stop the waves of Skarak soldiers. They closed to the side of the broken building. Boyd grabbed Thresh and dragged her back into the street through a smashed wall. Thresh raised the pistol to her head.

      Catching a glimpse out of the corner of his eye, Boyd reacted instantly and ripped the pistol from her hand.

      “No!” he shouted. He pulled her as Bellini and his gang rushed along the street around them. “We need to get into the mines. We can defend the tunnels.”

      Thresh looked at Boyd. She was red around the eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      Boyd couldn’t help but to wonder what she was sorry for. Was she sorry for considering ending her life instead of facing another spell of torture in the Skarak experimental cells? Or was she sorry for killing his brother? Either way, he felt sick.

      Boyd held on to her pistol. He had been motivated by the thirst for revenge for years. Since joining the Marines and finally the Blue Stars, all he had wanted was to kill pirates and ultimately bring Kitzov to justice, but that was when he had thought Kitzov to be his brother’s killer. Now, it appeared that Thresh had murdered his brother on Kitzov’s orders.

      Who was truly to blame? Boyd ducked as a flash of blue crackle slammed into a building’s first floor just overhead. The building exploded and a faction fighter fell to the ground, blue crackle fire rippling over his broken body.

      Boyd grabbed Thresh and ran as fire fell all around. She didn’t resist and let him pull her along. Soon they were catching up with Bellini.

      The nearest mine entrance was only a few hundred meters away and Boyd knew he could run there without breaking a sweat, but it would be no good for him to get there alone. He couldn’t mount much of a defense on his own. It was a highly-defensible position, and the Skarak would take many casualties trying to dig him out, but they would take him eventually. Boyd needed allies. Right now, Bellini was the closest thing he had.

      “Take cover in that mine entrance. We can concentrate our fire. Tell every Faction fighter to take cover in the mines.” Boyd went into the long, dark tunnel.

      Boyd released a micro drone and sent it along the tunnels. The drone moved fast and relayed back the data. Several mining tunnels were connected and created a network of interlocking tunnels joined at small chambers, with blast doors that now protected the settlement’s defenders.

      “Bellini, tell your people to move into the tunnels here.” He pointed at an image on his holo-stage. “Here and here. We can link up and defend here.”

      Bellini looked at Boyd and shoved him away. “I’m not taking orders from you. I’m a pirate, a lone wolf.” Bellini howled. “I take orders from no one.”

      Boyd got to his feet. “Take them or not. The Skarak are coming. We will stand a chance if we stand together.” He started walking away.

      “Where are you going?” Thresh said, her voice broke with a quiver that took him by surprise.

      “Yeah, so much for holding in defense.” Bellini aimed his rifle at Boyd. “He thinks he can run away already.”

      Boyd stopped and turned to face Bellini. He’d already stared down the barrel of a pulse rifle once today, and he was not afraid of it anymore. “I’m going to get my Blue Star jacket,” Boyd said. “Maybe I can convince the Union Marines to join forces with your Faction.”

      “The Faction will never protect Union Marines,” Bellini laughed. “Let them die out there while we are safe in here.”

      “Die out there they will,” Boyd said, “and then the Skarak will come for you. We can die apart, or we can join forces and stand a chance of fighting them off.”

      Boyd marked the mine tunnel map and showed the best places to mount a defense, a practically impossible position for the Skarak to breach, one where the defenders could hold out as long as they had strength.

      “Hold these positions. I’ll bring the Marines, if I can. Make sure you hold these positions so I can make it back.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Thresh said weakly. She stood up.

      Boyd glanced back. Her face was covered with tears. She was not the Thresh he had known and fallen in love with—strong and confident. She was timid. She was afraid.

      She was his brother’s killer.

      “No.” Boyd stepped away, backing toward the end of the tunnel out to the chamber. “Hold the defenses. Wait for my return in the north tunnels.”

      Boyd ran out into the chamber. Marines were holed up in buildings here and there, and a Blade was moving out of the central chamber. They were all taking heavy fire from the handheld Skarak weapons.

      Boyd made directly for his habitation block. It was scarred with weapons fire as he turned into the street. At the end of the street, he saw a group of civilians running toward a Marine squad. They ran in that crazy manner of the Skarak flesh drones, clawing forward, biting at the air, their mouths bloody and frothing.

      Boyd saw the Marines fire, but they were soon overwhelmed. Boyd knew they could not stand in small groups. They needed a leader.

      Running fast while still staying in cover, Boyd headed for the apartment he had shared with Thresh these last few weeks. He burst into his habitation block still thinking about her. They had shared so much. He had told her everything about himself, and she had told him all about herself and her time with the Faction. He had thought there were no secrets between them. But now he wasn’t sure he could touch her again. He couldn’t even look at her.

      There was an old man lying in the dark corridor who stood in a swift movement and turned toward Boyd. He was naked from the waist up, and he had a large pulse round wound in his abdomen. It didn’t stop him from launching himself at Boyd.

      Boyd saw the dark eyes of the flesh drone. Somewhere deep behind those eyes might be the man he once was. Boyd had no time. He fired a single shot and stopped the man in his tracks.

      Boyd stepped over the fallen old man and kicked in the door to the small box apartment he had shared with Thresh these last few quiet, happy weeks. He reached under the bed he had shared with her and his fingers found his jacket. He pulled it out and dusted it off.

      Swinging it over his shoulders and pulling it on, Boyd felt a swell of pride. He had worked hard to become a Blue Star, and he had never really left. He’d been so deep under cover he wasn’t sure if he had gone rogue, but pulling on his jacket, he knew in his heart that he was true Union, and a Blue Star Marine through and through.

      Boyd opened a channel on his wrist-mounted holo-stage. “This is Sergeant Will Boyd, Blue Star Marines. I am taking command. All units, converge on the northern side of the settlement. Boyd out.”

      The squads all replied with an acknowledgement code signal. The nearest group was only a block away in a damaged security hub. It was a strong point in the settlement, but in danger of being surrounded.

      Racing to the security building, Boyd could see it had taken damage from small arms. The Marines had probably been holed up inside since the initial fight, but it would not protect them for long against the Skarak

      “Blue Star approaching!” Boyd shouted as he got closer. He sent a coded message.

      “Approach, Blue Star,” a regular called from inside the building.

      Boyd walked up to the building, pistol held overhead, but an explosion sent him diving for cover.

      A squad of Marines was behind the building, peering sheepishly out of shattered windows, pulse rifles gripped so tightly their knuckles were white. An older Marine stepped forward. Even though he was weathered, Boyd could tell he was still a few seasons younger than himself.

      “Are you in command of this squad?” Boyd asked.

      “We lost our sergeant,” the Marine said. “I’m the oldest. Name’s Wilcox. The boys listen to me.”

      Boyd looked down at the squad, all eyes on him and their leader.

      “Eyes on the street,” Boyd said. They snapped to their duty and looked through the shattered windows. “Watch for Skarak.”

      “I didn’t know any Blue Stars were in our company, sir,” the Marine said.

      “I’m no officer,” Boyd said. “I’m a sergeant, a Marine just like you.”

      “Blue Stars are not just Marines,” the other man said.

      Boyd laughed. “We bleed just like you. And we will bleed out if we stay here. But we can defend the tunnels, and we can hold out long enough for support to arrive. We will just get picked off by the Skarak once they get here.”

      “But the Faction has taken the caves.” Wilcox showed him an image of the Faction rushing into the access tunnels. “I’ve got drones in the sky watching for enemy movement. The way I see it, we let the Skarak and the Faction fight it out and then we can clear up the leftovers.”

      Boyd nodded. He understood the thinking. They had secured a defendable position and from Wilcox’s point of view, the settlement was full of enemies—there was no distinction between Faction or Skarak, they were all the enemy to him.

      “The Faction will get wiped out by the Skarak—they are the superior force—but if we stand with the Faction…” Boyd felt all eyes fall on him like he’d suggested the worst crime in the system. “I know,” he said, “but we can discuss politics later. For now, we need to survive. We need the Faction, and they need us. The Skarak are here in numbers, we stand a chance with the Faction on our side.”

      The image on the young man’s wrist showed Skarak movement, and then the Skarak blasted the drones out of the sky and the feed was lost.

      “We need to move,” Boyd said.

      “We can’t trust the Faction. They are savages. Scum. I say we wait for the Skarak to kill them all off for us.”

      A blast of Skarak fire erupted through one of the windows, throwing a Marine off his feet. He was dead when he hit the ground.

      “Follow me!” Boyd looked at the stunned squad as another blast burst into the building, blue beams flickering over the surfaces and leaving dark scorch marks. “We’re dead if we stay here.”

      Boyd picked up the pulse rifle from the fallen Marine and led the way out into the streets.

      The sounds of crackle fire echoed along the streets as Boyd weaved his way to the northern cave. He clambered through shattered buildings, cutting across to the far street, and they were soon in sight of the northern tunnel.

      The tunnel entrance was surrounded by a small group of Skarak soldiers directing a horde of captured civilians, all slavering and wild eyes. A group of Faction just inside the tunnel were holding back the Skarak, but the horde was pressing in hard. They were going to overwhelm the defenders in moments.

      “Advance in line,” Boyd said, checking the rifle before lifting it to his shoulder. The Marines were afraid, lost and leaderless, but a new leader with clear instructions gave them confidence and they fell into line on either side of Boyd as he moved forward. “Fire!”

      The entire line opened fire, forcing the Skarak to turn to face the attack coming from the rear.

      The mindless horde did not turn, but ran on toward the tunnel, unable to divert from what they’d already been pushed to do. They did not think. They just ran, grasping and biting.

      The Skarak returned fire, but now they were outnumbered in addition to being taken by surprise. They leapt into the air and escaped.

      “Activate electron bayonets!” Boyd shouted as he took another step forward, ignoring the Skarak escaping overhead. His attention was now on the horde running into the tunnel. He fired a burst of rounds into the rear of the horde and dropped a handful of clamoring bodies. With his bayonet fizzing on the end of his rifle, he ran ahead.

      The Marines ran with him, and they all crashed into the rear of the crazed horde that had slowed as it tried to press into the narrow tunnel. The dark rock overhead flickered with the rifle fire from the troopers inside. The horde ignored the bayonets cutting them down.

      By the time they were gone, Boyd ordered his Marines to drop. “Hit the deck, Marines. Deactivate bayonets.” Boyd took a knee and looked at the squad around him. “On your gut, belt buckles to the deck. Down, Marines! Now!”

      A group of troopers were wiping sweat from their heads, and a pair of civilians were dragging a wounded man back from where he had fallen.

      “Get back, Union scum,” one said.

      Boyd stood up. “I am here with Bellini. I flew with Kitzov. Thresh, are you back there?”

      Bellini stepped forward from the shadows, a pair of pistols in his hands. He rubbed the muzzles of the pistols against his face and head, grinning and stepping forward in slow, deliberate steps. “The spy is back again. You should have stayed away, Boyd.”

      “If I had stayed away that horde would have overrun your position and you would have been torn to shreds by their bare hands.”

      Bellini grinned and took aim with both pistols.

      “We need to work together.” Boyd stood up, rifle at his side.

      As Boyd spoke, a second squad of Marines came running into the tunnel. They stopped and dived for cover seeing the Faction fighters and trooper ahead of them. Boyd spun to face them.

      “Hold your fire. Sergeant Will Boyd, Blue Star Marines. Stand to, Marines. Stand to.” He held his Blue Star jacket by the emblem on his left shoulder and showed it to them. “Hold your fire.”

      A sergeant stood up.

      “Sergeant Boyd. We’ve got Skarak closing in on our position. We heard your call to converge on your location. The remains of the company are heading here now.”

      Boyd turned back to Bellini.

      “With this many pulse rifles at our command, we might just get out of this alive.”
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      The two groups of Union and Faction stood in the tunnel eyeing each other suspiciously.

      Bellini grabbed a Marine by the shoulder and shoved him toward the tunnel entrance. “You go there, Union. The Faction has got your back.”

      The Marine staggered to a halt and turned back to face Bellini. “I’m not turning my back on you, pirate.”

      “You defend the tunnel, and I’ll let you stay. Or you can go out there and take your chances with the Skarak.”

      The Marine squared off against Bellini.

      With a single, heavy strike to the Marine’s jaw, Bellini knocked the Marine off his feet. In response, the Marines all brought their weapons up, which lead the Faction fighters and troopers to bring theirs up.

      Boyd stepped between them, holding up his hands in a call for calm.

      “What’s the point of killing each other? The Skarak will be happy to do that for us. Why not just take it easy.” He gently pressed the Marine’s rifle muzzle down. “Take a step back—” He stepped over to the troopers around Bellini and pressed down one of their rifles. “—and maybe we can all get out of this alive.”

      A proximity alarm set at the tunnel entrance sounded, and Boyd checked his holo-stage. At a glance, he recognized the scuttling movements of Skarak soldiers alongside the lurching motions of the newly transformed human drones.

      “Back, everyone,” Boyd called as loudly as he dared. He stopped a group of Marines. “You stay with me and cover their withdrawal.”

      A Faction fighter, dressed in civilian clothing and armed with a rifle, stepped up next to Boyd. “I’m with you, Blue Star,” the big man said.

      Boyd looked up into the bearded face of the man he’d been fighting at the café earlier that day.

      “How are the fingers?” Boyd asked, trying to hide his suspicion.

      The bearded man held up his hand. His hand was wrapped in a tight bandage and there was some swelling from where Boyd had dislocated those digits.

      “I can still pull a trigger,” the big man said, his beard bristling under a broad smile.

      “Good.” Boyd nodded and patted the big man on his shoulder. “Form a line here.” Boyd pointed out a line across the width of the tunnel. Then he grabbed a pair of marines. “You got grav field generators on those suits? Get up on the upper side of the tunnel. Give us cover from up there.”

      The two Marines set their grav fields and drifted up to the roof of the tunnel only three meters above.

      “Here they come.” Boyd took a knee and took careful aim.

      As the first wave came into the tunnel, it filled with the noise of the dead growling and scrabbling over the rocky ground. Their shadows were thrown long by the flickering lights of scattered fire still taking place in the central chamber.

      The shadows and the groaning grew longer and louder and then came the bodies themselves. The line of Marines and the single Faction fighter opened fire in sync and a hail of pulse rounds burst forward. They ripped into the wave of the mindless flesh drones as they were pressed forward by their Skarak masters coming behind.

      Boyd pulled a micro drone off his belt and tossed it into the air. It raced away over the heads of the horde. As it came closer to the Skarak soldiers, six of them in a bunch, Boyd pulled a grenade.

      “Marines,” Boyd called out. “Set for high yield! Make ready!”

      The Marines each pulled a grenade from their equipment belts. Boyd sent the drone’s target coordinates to each with a few swift taps on the image hovering over his wrist, and then he tossed his grenade along the tunnel.

      Before the grenade had traveled a meter, it took control of its flight and moved in on the Skarak that the drone was targeting. A small group of grenades disappeared into the shadows over the heads of the drone horde.

      The blast from the detonation lit up the tunnel as it ripped through the mindless horde and the soldiers directing. They fell to the ground—motionless, lifeless. A group of puppets with their strings cut.

      “Fall back.” Boyd was on his feet, walking backward and checking for any movement.

      The defensive line fell back, including the two Marines above. Boyd set a new proximity drone to alert him the next time the Skarak attempted to enter, and he set a grenade primed to act like a mine and detonate as soon as a Skarak soldier came near. Then he turned and followed the rest of the small group deeper into the tunnel.

      “Who has a map of this mine?” Boyd called out.

      Families with children were mixed in with the Faction troopers and armed civilians. The Marines were huddled on one side of the tunnel. The two groups eyed each other nervously.

      “Come on. Maps?” Boyd shouted. “You miners, you must have a map of these tunnels.”

      The bearded big man stepped up next to Boyd. “You heard him. Maps. Now.”

      One miner stepped closer to Boyd. “I am one of the shift supervisors. I have a map.” He activated a handheld holo-stage and a map of the tunnels flickered to life.

      Boyd held his own holo-stage next to the miner’s and copied the image. He studied it. “How many entrances?”

      “Three,” the supervisor replied, pointing them out.

      All three entrances converged on the working face. Boyd realized to keep everyone safe, he would have to defend each entrance. He called over a Marine.

      “Take your squad and set up a defensive barricade here.” He copied the map over.

      “Hey!” the supervisor shouted angrily. “Don’t give those Union bastards my map.”

      Boyd looked sideways at the supervisor. “If I don’t, we are all going to die—or worse.” He took a breath and walked between the people of the Faction. “We must stand together, or we will all fall.” He spoke with fury and passion. The supervisor stepped back, nodding.

      “I’ll take a group to this tunnel,” the big guy with the beard said. “There are some cutting lasers we can set up there.”

      Boyd nodded and slapped him on the shoulder. “Be quick, big guy. We don’t have much time.”

      People started to move off along the tunnel. A small group of Union Marines and some Faction troopers lingered. Boyd checked them over—all armed, all looking stern and mean.

      “Okay, we’ll hold here. Let’s throw up some barriers.”

      Boyd walked toward the entrance, which led in from the central chamber. The flashes of pulse rifle fire had died down to the very occasional flicker. The resistance in the chamber had fallen away to almost nothing. Checking his holo-stage, Boyd could see the tunnel behind him was being barricaded.

      The barricades were being thrown together using a mix of mining equipment and rubble cut out of the walls. A small wall was created and on the far side, there was a trench where the rock had been removed. A strong defense for such quick work.

      A settlement of several thousand had been reduced to a few hundred survivors. Boyd checked the huddle of civilians deep in the mine, protected on three sides by Union and Faction. Only at this one location was there a mix of the two groups in an uneasy truce. The Marines covered one end of the barricade while the Faction civilians covered the other—a small but noticeable gap between them. The defensive line was lit by a micro drone hovering overhead, emitting a faint red glow.

      From a few paces behind the line, Boyd looked over the heads of the defenders toward where the next attack would surely come at any moment. He sensed someone standing next to him in the dark.

      “Will, can we talk?”

      Boyd turned suddenly, excited at the sound of Thresh’s voice, but then his heart sank. Up until just a few hours ago, he’d wanted nothing more than to spend every moment with her. Now he wanted to be anywhere but at her side.

      He turned his attention back to the line. “Maybe you should defend another tunnel.”

      Thresh stood in front of Boyd. He could see the sadness all over her face in the faint glow.

      “I didn’t want to kill him,” she said. “I’ve have wanted to tell you for so long, but then we fell for each other, and how could I admit it?”

      “How could you know who you’ve killed? You must have murdered a hundred Marines in your time with Kitzov.”

      “I’ve lost count of how many have died,” she said, “all the ships that have been captured and destroyed, but I’ll never forget that lieutenant’s face as he looked up at me. So calm. So sad.”

      “Don’t you talk to me about him. My brother was all that I had. We were all alone in the universe, we had no one else, and you took him from me. You killed him.”

      “I had no choice. Kitzov made me do it. He put the gun in my hand. He aimed the gun. He whispered to me that the Union was evil, and that the Faction needed me, and we had to fight to survive. I have had nightmares about it every night. And then I met you and the dreams got worse as I knew I was falling in love with you.”

      “Don’t talk to me,” Boyd said, but in his heart, he wanted Thresh. Now she was all he had left.

      “I am sorry. I wish I could take it back, but I can’t. But if I wasn’t sorry, I would have turned you in the first moment we met.”

      “You believed I was a Faction pilot just like everyone else,” Boyd said dismissively. He had been a brilliant undercover operative. No one had suspected him. “You didn’t know I was a spy until I told you.”

      “But I did, Will.” She dropped her head for a moment and then looked up, her eyes glistening. “I knew because you look just like him. The moment I met you I recognized you. I knew he was your brother, and then when I met you, I knew how wrong it was that I’d killed him just to please Kitzov. And…” She hesitated. “I love you, Will.”

      Boyd felt his heart sinking and pain rising. He knew he loved her too, but how could he respect the memory of his brother if he ever kissed Thresh again? He felt the deepest sadness since first hearing of his brother’s death.

      Bellini stepped up, his laughter booming and filling the tunnel.

      “Listen to the little Faction girl, crying over a dead Marine. What’s one more? Why don’t you two get in the line within those Faction troopers or get to the back with the children and old women.”

      Boyd felt his heart pound. He clenched his fists and spun around, snarling at Bellini, tears of rage in his eyes.

      Bellini laughed even harder, but then he saw murder in Boyd’s eyes. He raised his fists and dropped his smile. He swung a punch and it landed, sending Boyd reeling back.

      Boyd fell, rolled, and got back to his feet in a seamless move. He stepped in and delivered a sharp left jab, his right fist held up for defense. He was immediately glad he did.

      Bellini came thundering in with a swinging left. Boyd fended it off with a sweep of his right. Bellini’s follow-up punch landed heavily in Boyd’s gut.

      Boyd felt the wind get knocked out of him, but he resisted the urge to fold and fight for his breath. He already knew he was fighting for his life.

      Bellini came on, swinging with a wild left that narrowly missed as Boyd ducked away. Bellini followed with a swinging right. Boyd stepped back, ducking and weaving, staying just out of reach of Bellini’s heavy fists.

      The eruption of cheers from the troopers barely registered as Boyd evaded another flurry of blows. The last missed by a fraction, the hairs on Bellini’s hand brushing over Boyd’s nose, and then Boyd stepped in, reversing the flow of the fight in an instant and delivered a stinging blow to Bellini’s jaw.

      The punch was heavy, and Boyd felt Bellini stagger back. His fist throbbed and he was sure he had dislocated a finger in the process, but Belini was on the back foot and Boyd wasn’t going to let up now.

      He saw the face of his brother as he landed another hard blow. Boyd’s rage overcame Bellini’s size advantage.

      The electron blade in Bellini’s hand came fast.

      Boyd leapt backward, twisting so the blade only slashed his jacket rather than his flesh. Boyd stepped back again as Bellini swung the bright white blade.

      Bellini stabbed at Boyd’s head, the blade coming closer and closer to Boyd’s face. He felt the cold of the rock near his back and knew he was out of room to maneuver. The blade came forward again. Boyd stepped to the right and raised his left arm, fending off Bellini’s knife-hand, then he delivered a heavy blow to Bellini’s ribs. Bellini staggered away, swinging out wildly to cover his retreat.

      Boyd saw his moment as Bellini’s right arm swept fully to his left. Boyd stepped in, grabbed Bellini’s arm, and he pulled Bellini off his feet. Stepping forward, Boyd towered over Bellini lying on the rock floor. He held the knife up in front of him, threatening.

      Boyd kicked Bellini’s fist, knocking the knife out of his grip, then he fell on top of him, knees on his chest and a flurry of punches raining down onto Bellini. The pirate’s head snapped left and right. Finally, dripping with sweat and panting heavily, Boyd stood up.

      He looked down at Bellini, motionless, and then looked at the line of Faction troopers. Boyd was suddenly very aware of his Blue Star Marine jacket and the line of troopers, all armed, watching as he stood over the beaten body of one of their most revered captains.

      “Will, look out!” Thresh shouted.

      Boyd didn’t look, he acted. He dropped his shoulder and rolled as Bellini raised his pistol and fired. Boyd came out of his roll next to the knife he had kicked from Bellini’s grip. He snatched it off the floor. He turned to see Bellini taking aim again, blood and sweat dripping from his ugly face.

      Boyd half-leapt and half-crawled, moving out of the deadly aim. As Bellini fired a sudden burst of pulse rounds that fizzed past Boyd’s face, Boyd moved into range.

      The blade slid easily through flesh and bone. Bellini let out a low moan before falling still and quiet.

      Boyd stood and faced the line of troopers, their rifles aimed at him.

      “Stand down,” Thresh said, stepping between Boyd and the weapons. “Bellini wanted to bring back the knucks. Well, that’s what he got. Sergeant Boyd won. Respect the knucks.”

      The troopers looked down at Bellini and then up at Boyd. One trooper, his gut soaked red. He looked at Bellini and then his own stomach. “He got me.”

      His comrades help him to sit down, applying pressure to the wound. Bellini’s pulse pistol round had missed Boyd but found a target.

      Boyd saw the movement further along the tunnel in the dull red glow of the micro drone a moment before the proximity mine detonated. He picked up his rifle and stepped up to the barricade.

      “Get in line, make ready.”

      Thresh propped herself up against the barricade next to Boyd as the rest of the troopers and the remaining Marines took position. She looked sideways at Boyd.

      “You have a cut over your eye,” she said, wiping his head with her thumb.

      Boyd flinched, but stopped himself from moving away. He wanted Thresh’s touch. He wanted to be next to her. He watched the tunnel fill with the flickering shadows of the advancing horde.

      “Good luck everyone,” he said, setting the pulse rifle into his shoulder. “Here they come.”
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      “Major Featherstone, sir,” Dorik said into his wrist-mounted holo-stage. “I’ve found him. He’s dead.” He kneeled over the body of Yanic Knole, twisted and broken, cruelly crammed into a small recess. “It’s murder, sir. No doubt about it.”

      Featherstone called up the surveillance feed from the corridor Dorik was reporting from. The feed was broken, the image on the holo-stage fractured and filled with swirling nonsensical images from years of activity. He cancelled the corrupted feed.

      “Show me,” he ordered.

      Dorik scanned the area and relayed the scene to the command deck.

      The image of Knole’s broken body filled the command deck’s holo-stage to a quiet gasp of horror and surprise.

      With a gentle touch of his armrest display, Featherstone canceled the image. He had known Yanic Knole for years. He had been under Featherstone in his previous command. When he had been promoted to major, Featherstone had been given an opportunity to choose his ship and crew. Knole was one of the first names on the team sheet. He was an excellent officer and communications specialist. His habit of talking about sports had grown on Featherstone to the extent he had started taking more of an interest himself. A Curveball game was never going to be the same again.

      “Doc,” Featherstone said quietly over his communicator. “Join Sergeant Dorik and make a full medical assessment. I want to know exactly how this happened. Send me a preliminary report as soon as you are able.”

      Doc Cronin acknowledged the order quickly.

      Featherstone had lost people before, but not like this. Someone on board was a murderer. He tapped his armrest console and called up a full list of the ship’s company. One of these people was the killer. As the names streamed by, one jumped out at him. Someone still on the Resolute’s register. Someone he had pushed to the back of his mind.

      Sergeant Will Boyd.

      Featherstone hesitated. Boyd had left the ship weeks ago. That was one person Featherstone could be sure wasn’t the killer, but Boyd’s crimes were just as bad. Was he a traitor? Had Boyd flipped to the Faction? Featherstone remembered his last words to Boyd: ‘Bring me Kitzov or you will hang.’

      Featherstone let out a long breath and continued to search through the list of the ship’s company. It was impossible to guess who the killer was. Featherstone climbed down and left the command deck. He headed to the murder scene and found Dorik and Cronin standing over Knole’s body. It had been removed from the recess where it had been found and was now lying on a body bag.

      A look of surprise was etched onto Knole’s dead face.

      Featherstone looked up to the surveillance node just over Knole’s dead body. It did not appear to be damaged.

      “What happened here?” Featherstone asked.

      “He was suffocated,” Cronin said. “There are no puncture wounds, no pulse round wounds. The bruising around his face and neck suggests he was choked.”

      Dorik pointed at Knole’s bootheels and then the floor. “Scuff marks on the heel shows he was fighting. There are the scuff marks his boots made on the deck. Whoever killed him did it right here.”

      Dorik stood. He crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “Knole has been a member of this crew for as long as I have. We’ve all been together for such a long time. We are like family. Who could have done this?” He looked at Featherstone. “I’ll find them, Major. I’ll find whoever did this. No one gets away with murder on a Blue Star ship.”

      Featherstone laid a hand on Dorik’s shoulder. “We’ll find out who did it, Sergeant.”

      “There is some bruising on his elbows,” Cronin said. He stood up and faced the major. “Knole fought his attacker. The scuff marks on the floor shows he was trying to push back into his attacker. The bruising on the elbows shows me how he hit backward with his elbows into whoever was behind him. The attacker came from behind. Whoever they are, they are going to have some pretty heavy bruising on their abdomen. May I demonstrate, sir?” Cronin said.

      Turning his back to the major, Cronin demonstrated Knole’s last moments. He reached behind him and took Featherstone’s wrist and placed it over his shoulder and around his throat.

      “The attacker had Knole in this manner. One hand over his face and another, probably a forearm, across his throat.”

      “Like this?” Featherstone brought his left arm around and across Cronin’s throat.

      Dorik stepped to the side and watched, nodding in agreement. “Doc, you are a few centimeters shorter than Knole. If Knole was being pulled backward enough for his heels to drag on the deck then that would have put the murderer right here.” Dorik pointed at the deck.

      Cronin and Featherstone adjusted their positions, and then Cronin slowly demonstrated hitting back with his elbow. The elbow made light contact with Featherstone’s gut.

      Featherstone released Cronin. “Knole was fit and strong. It would have taken someone a long time to crush the life out of him. The killer took him by surprise and held onto him until the job was done.”

      From where he was standing, Featherstone looked for the nearest surveillance node. It was directly overhead.

      “Whoever did it made sure the surveillance system was not working. Someone really strong and with a good technical knowledge of the Resolute.”

      “This is a Blue Star crew,” Dorik said. “Every one of us is trained in this kind of fighting and has the technical skills necessary to circumvent the security systems. Let’s face it, Major. It could be any one of us.”

      “Quite so, Sergeant. But why?” Featherstone paced the corridor, looking at the site of the murder. It was so open; anyone could have come by. If it was premeditated, surely the killer would have picked somewhere more private where they wouldn’t be disturbed. Then, for that matter, why kill with bare hands at all? That didn’t suggest premeditation either.

      The site and manner of the killing suggested an impulsive act. It was a fact that the entire ship’s company were trained killers, any one physically capable of this, but they were disciplined and elite. No Blue Star Marine had ever been convicted of such an offense.

      Kneeling next to Knole, Cronin closed the body bag. “I’ll do a full autopsy. Maybe I’ll find some forensic evidence. There may be some skin or blood cells under his fingernails if he managed to claw at his attacker. Maybe some DNA evidence… But if the attacker had the presence of mind to disable the security systems, I expect they would have ensured not to leave any forensic evidence.”

      Featherstone nodded. “Do what you can, Doc. I’m going to see if I can find out what he was doing before he was killed. Sergeant Dorik, you’re with me.”

      Featherstone turned and walked away, filled with questions about why and who, and what he would do when he found the killer. He had no doubt that he would find the killer. The Resolute was a small ship, and whoever had committed the murder was still on board.

      Stepping onto the command deck, Featherstone went over to the communications console—Yanic Knole’s station.

      “Knole was at his station when I was on the operation at the Skarak location. I spoke to him myself. You were in command of the Resolute at that time, Sergeant. You had the deck. Tell me, what was Knole doing?”

      Coming up next to Featherstone, Dorik touched the console. “He showed me something.” He sounded as if he was only half-remembering. “What was he showing me?” Dorik said to himself as his eyes drifted across the command deck and then back to the console. “He was showing me Curveball tactical plays,” Dorik said, suddenly sure of himself. “Something about running old tactical plays with data from current squads. He really did live for his sports.”

      Featherstone ran his hands over the communication console that Knole had operated so well for so long. He shook his head. “He was working on something. I remember that I detected a hint of something in his voice, something had his attention. There was something he wanted to tell me.”

      “Probably the results of his Curveball experiments,” Dorik said. “He couldn’t stop talking about it.” Dorik tapped a few controls and brought up the data from Knole’s experiment. “It’s all here. Look.”

      A message appeared on the communication console, and its sudden appearance startled Featherstone. Dorik stepped up and sent the coded transmission to the main holo-stage.

      “It’s Colonel Lawrence calling from Blue Star Command on Terra,” Dorik said.

      Featherstone stepped around the console and stood in front of the main holo-stage. “Put the colonel on now, Sergeant.”

      The image of Colonel Lawrence appeared.

      “Major Featherstone, I’m redeploying the Resolute. Are you fit for action?”

      “Yes, sir. The Resolute is standing by for orders.”

      “We have a scattered reading and indistinct message from a cruiser in the belt. A company of regulars are in action at an uncharted mining facility in the belt in response to a Skarak signal. It was assumed there would be some Faction activity at the location. Before we lost contact, there were reports of Faction elements and then a report of a Skarak attack. We lost all contact with the cruiser and her commanding officer a few hours ago.”

      “The Resolute is in great shape. We are ready and waiting for duty, sir.”

      “We are stretched thin, Major. The fleet is investigating every Skarak location on that network you discovered.”

      Featherstone thought again of Sergeant Will Boyd. He had discovered the network while investigating a Skarak wreck. It was a set of data linking all the hidden Skarak locations across the system. So far, every one of those locations had contained a laboratory filled with human experimental subjects. A horror show, a torture chamber. But where was Boyd now? Had he gone rogue, or was he still undercover—deep, deep undercover?

      The colonel was distracted for a moment as someone handed him a holo-pad. He quickly checked a file before landing the pad back. “Tactical intelligence is struggling to get on top of the Skarak situation. They are dug in and hiding throughout the system. We keep turning up new locations every few hours. But mostly, the Skarak are staying quiet until we get on top of them. However, the Skarak activity at this uncharted mining facility appears to be a deliberate and unprovoked attack. We are sending in a swarm of surveillance drones to gather information. You are to go in and recover any and all Union personnel and equipment. We are after information on this one, Major. Get in and get out. Send me a report as soon as possible. Lawrence out.”

      Featherstone looked over to Dorik. “Find me a replacement operator for the communications console, Sergeant. And then assemble an assault team.”

      Featherstone stepped up to the command chair just as the coded coordinates were arriving on his armrest holo-stage.

      “All hands, this is the major. Action stations. We are heading directly for a Skarak ship, and that is all we know for sure. All weapons crews prepare and activate all systems. Defensive systems standby. All power to the drive.”

      Featherstone looked at the map of the Scorpio System on the holo-stage. The route was marked with a bright green line. At maximum speed, the Resolute would be on location in under an hour. Calmly and methodically, Featherstone made his preparations. The Blue Stars were heading into battle.
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      Boyd leaned into the barricade and steadied his pulse rifle. The horde of Skarak-controlled corpses came into view. The tunnel was dark and the mass of bodies pouring forward were lit from behind by the flashes from the mouth of the tunnel where sporadic firefights were still going on in the main chamber.

      Boyd could hear the oncoming crowd. He could hear their rasping breath. He could hear the feet scraping over the rock of the tunnel floor. He could hear their deep, guttural moaning.

      The shadows of the horde danced on the wall. In a moment, they would come around the bend and come into range of the small defensive line. Pulse rifles all along the barricade were steadied and readied and aimed. Faction troopers alongside Union Marines. Boyd never thought he would see it, but here they were. And they were taking orders from him.

      Thresh inched closer to Boyd. He felt her arm touching his. She was focused, staring down the sights of her rifle toward the bend in the tunnel, but she was reaching out to him. He didn’t want to be anywhere near her. He felt betrayed. He felt sick in his stomach that the one person he had grown closest to was a murderer.

      “You’ll never be able to fire straight if you squash up against me like that, Thresh,” Boyd said, taking his target from the shadow on the wall. Any second now, the body casting the shadow would come into view. Boyd was ready to stop it the instant it came into his sights. He nudged Thresh and shoved her aside.

      “I can still shoot straight.” Thresh stood from the barricade and moved down the line, dropping back into position between two Faction fighters.

      Boyd turned to look at where Thresh was positioning herself, and then he berated himself for showing any kind of concern. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the first of the mindless horde rush into view.

      “Take them down.” Boyd squeezed his trigger.

      On his word of command, a barrage of pulse rounds lit up the caravan. The rushing bodies came with their arms reaching out, nails clawing at the air toward eyes and flesh. The front of the horde fell under the stream of pulse rounds. They stumbled and fell, trampled and thrown aside by those who came behind—unconcerned for the plight of their fellows, unconcerned they faced a deadly barrage. They ran on and fell under the constant stream of rifle fire.

      Boyd fired and his round struck a man in the chest. The force of it stopped him in his tracks, but before Boyd could put him down for good, the wounded corpse was knocked over by those who came from behind, trampled to a pulp under the hundred feet that came behind.

      Beyond the wave of mindless flesh drones, Boyd could see the Skarak. The insect-like creatures with their long crackle beam weapons walked slowly behind the mass of captured humans. They used the bodies under their control as a shield, a flesh wall, protecting them from the rifle fire. Boyd saw the Skarak stop walking and raise their weapons. The wall of civilians was thinning and nearly spent when Boyd saw the danger that was still to come.

      “The Skarak,” Boyd said, “Marines, target the Skarak. The rest of you finish off these poor bastards.”

      Boyd stepped away from the barricade and walked along the line checking where the fire was being concentrated. The Marines were picking their shots in between the horde and firing at the Skarak, but the horde appeared to move in front of the rounds, protecting the Skarak, who were firing their crackle beams. The beams flickered toward the defensive barricade, not traveling in a straight line like a blast from a high-powered laser, but erratically. The crackling beams seemed to dance around the remains of the horde and struck the barricade with explosive force.

      The center of the barricade erupted, and the defenders were flung back along the tunnel. Residual energy lines from the crackle beams flickered along the floor and up the walls. Boyd saw one Union Marine fully caught by the blue energy. It flickered all over his body momentarily before dissipating, leaving the Marine shivering until he fell to the floor in a lifeless heap. A moment later, the Marine stood again, his rifle forgotten, and turned to the nearest defender. He reached out to claw at the man’s face. Boyd saw the wild, lifeless expression in the Marine’s eyes—a sight he’d seen before but never quite so close.

      Another beam slammed into the barricade as the last of the horde came forward. The Faction civilians who had taken up arms were beginning to fall back, firing as they went at first, but now turning and running. The troopers held their formation but were backing away. The Marines held their ground, but one looked to Boyd for an order.

      “Fall back,” Boyd shouted while aiming at a Skarak soldier at the far end of the tunnel just before the bend. With the horde down to only a dozen remaining, there was nothing left for the Skarak to hide behind and Boyd’s round slammed into the Skarak’s ugly, oval, insectoid head. The round knocked it off its feet.

      Boyd stepped back, staying in line with the retreating Marines; they were all firing in a controlled manner as they walked slowly backward. Boyd saw arms and legs under the rubble that was left of barricade—the broken bodies of fallen defenders. The surviving fighters were all firing up their bayonets and getting ready for close-quarters combat, ugly and bloody work. Then Boyd noticed one of those buried in the rubble was Thresh. He recognized her ankle. He recognized her boot. He felt his heart jump, threatening to leap clear of his chest.

      “Marines, to me!” Boyd stepped forward and grabbed Thresh’s ankle. The Marines held their ground, giving him covering fire, but none helped as he clawed at the rubble.

      Finally, Boyd pulled her from under the rubble. She was lucky not to be buried more deeply. She was covered in dust and blood, her clothes tattered and torn. She let out a moan of pain, too badly injured to cry out with any great strength.

      “Someone help,” Boyd said. He lifted Thresh to her feet and flung her arm over his shoulder and started dragging her back along the tunnel. One Marine shouldered his rifle and grabbed Thresh’s other arm, looping it over his shoulder. The pair dragged Thresh along and struggled to keep up with the retreat. Boyd pulled his pistol off his hip holster and fired blindly back in the general direction of the Skarak soldiers as he walked and dragged Thresh deeper into the tunnel.

      Boyd rounded a bend and tossed a grenade over his shoulder.

      “Let’s go, Marines!” he shouted and found an extra burst of speed from deep in his fatigued muscles.

      Boyd saw two more Marines pull grenades and toss them back along the corridor before they came to Boyd and helped him drag Thresh further around the bend. The grenades detonated a moment later, filling the tunnel with dust and debris.

      “You came back for me,” Thresh said groggily. Dust in her hair, blood on her cheek.

      “I need every able-bodied fighter if we have a hope of beating these bastards.” Boyd said, looking ahead to avoiding looking into Thresh’s eyes.

      “I’ll always come for you,” Thresh said. She was gaining some strength and taking more of her own weight. She took her arm from around the Marine’s neck and then also off Boyd’s neck, staggering forward unaided. Boyd saw she was struggling, but he left her to struggle. She would have to try harder. Boyd had done enough. He didn’t know why he had even gone to the effort of saving her. He wouldn’t do it again. He couldn’t do it again. He owed it to his brother. For years, he’d been an honorable Blue Star Marine driven to do his duty to capture and kill Faction pirates hoping that one day he would find Kitzov, the person who he had thought had killed his brother. But now he knew it was Thresh all along and there was no way he was going to save her again. He felt betrayed for all the time they had spent together, all the times they’d laughed and loved. Boyd walked ahead of the group of Marines and heard a young corporal behind them.

      “You only just made it out there, Miss. Do you need help? Let me help you.”

      Boyd heard Thresh thank the young corporal but insisted on carrying her own weight.

      “This is not my first action,” Thresh said proudly, then she added with a tone of arrogance and irritation that Boyd knew was meant for him, “I can take care of myself, soldier boy.”

      A crackle from his holo-stage was a sound familiar to Boyd. He listened up to the faint message as it came in. It was a Marine in another one of the tunnels with access to a sensor array. He sent a message to all Union Marines in the settlement.

      “Ship coming in. It’s Union, a Blue Star Marine frigate. The Resolute.”

      Boyd looked at the Marine next to him. They all seemed more confident knowing that more Union troops were on their way, and Blue Star Marines at that.

      The corporal looked at Boyd. “Blue Star Marines. That’s your lot. Do you know anyone on the Resolute?”

      “Yes,” Boyd said, his heart sinking slightly. “I know the Resolute company. I know them very well.” The last time Boyd had seen his old ship, he was running after he had freed Faction prisoners, Thresh principally among them, and betrayed his own commanding officer. Even now, Boyd wasn’t sure if he was truly deep, deep undercover or if he had just lost all discipline and gone rogue.

      The Marine beamed at him. “It will be nice for you to see some old friends.”

      Boyd nodded—just before a burst of crackle beam knocked the young Marine off his feet.

      “Move, Marines. Move, everyone. Fall back, they are on us. Fall back.”
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      Featherstone reduced speed at the last moment and dropped the Resolute on top of the Skarak warship. A small number of Blades danced around the huge warship and fired into the deep, dark hull. The fighters’ high-powered lasers struck the massive Skarak ship like hornets attacking a giant alien beast. The Skarak ship’s hull absorbed the damage, the laser beams appearing to sink slowly into the hull like light vanishing into a thick liquid. The warship appeared to ignore them and hung over the asteroid, blocking access to the main landing pad.

      “All stations, this is Featherstone. Mass beam and high-powered lasers open fire. Target the Skarak’s primary weapon.” Featherstone sent an evasive maneuvering package to the pilot console. “Keep us on the move, Mr. Hemel. One good hit from that warship’s main crackle beam and we’ll be out of this fight.”

      Featherstone opened the channel to the fighters swirling around the Skarak vessel.

      “All Blades, this is Major Featherstone of the Blue Star Marines. I am taking command. Concentrate all fire on the forward weapon. Let’s see if together we can do some damage.”

      Featherstone looked at the main holo-stage. The image of the warship dominated the center of his command deck. He rotated the image and focused on the long rapiers that protruded from the forward section. The weapon emitter housed within started to build up power as the Skarak readied their primary weapon.

      “She’s preparing to fire on us,” Featherstone said “Jim, keep us moving. Keep us out of the way of their main weapon. Sergeant Dorik, you make sure you angle all the shielding to deflect any attack.”

      Doc Cronin ran onto the command deck and took its position at the weapons console. He was a fully-qualified doctor and the best field medic in the battalion, but, first and foremost, he was a Blue Star Marine and the Resolute’s gunner. Right now, there was only one place he needed to be.

      “I thought you had work in the med-bay, Doc,” Featherstone said as he worked on setting evasive maneuvers and coordinated with the Blades.

      “That work can wait, major. You need your best gunner on deck.” Cronin took control of the weapons console. “All weapons at peak efficiency. We will smash their forward array before they can open fire on us. We only have moments. They are getting ready to fire.”

      “I am about to make our attack run,” Hemel said. “We will be cutting across their forward section. The starboard weapons systems will have a clear shot right down the warship’s throat. Sergeant Dorik, make sure you put every scrap of shielding on our starboard side.”

      Featherstone looked up at the main holo-stage and saw the image of the Resolute moving across the front of the Skarak ship as the intensity of the blue crackle fire built deep within the cluster of hundred-meter-long rapiers. One blast and the Resolute would be utterly consumed by the Skarak weapon. The frigate was much smaller than the huge warship, but it had far greater maneuverability. At such close quarters, speed was not an issue, fire power and maneuverability were paramount.

      Featherstone clenched his fist. He was outclassed by the Skarak ship. They should have sent a cruiser, not a Blue Star frigate. The Resolute was a tough little ship with teeth and claws enough to do major damage, but she was not a ship truly capable of going toe-to-toe with a massive Skarak warship. The Resolute’s most dangerous weapon was its company of Blue Star Marines.

      The Resolute and a few Blades could hold out against the warship, but taking it down would need skill and a little luck.

      “Sergeant Dorik, where are my starboard side defense fields?” Featherstone shouted as the Resolute moved closer into the firing position in front of the Skarak. “The hull stability field is inactive. Deflection shield is inactive. Report, Sergeant!”

      Dorik threw his hands in the air and looked at Featherstone. “There’s the problem with the inner tertiary shunt from the main reactor. My shield generator is losing symmetry. I can’t maintain the Resolute’s defensive capabilities.”

      “Incoming fire from the Skarak warship,” Hemel shouted. “They are firing their primary weapon.”

      Featherstone looked at the main holo-stage. Hemel was flinging the Resolute about, pushing it to the limits of its maneuvering capabilities, just as the blue crackle beam burst out from the rapier cluster. Hemel put the ship in a spin, flipping it over its forward section. The crackle beam glanced off the Resolute as she moved out of the way.

      Alarms sounded from various consoles, and the officers began calling out damage reports.

      Power was down across the entire upper deck, effectively knocking out half the Resolute’s laser emitters. There was a minor hull breach where the beam had struck, and blue crackle fire had rendered a dozen of the ship’s company unconscious.

      “Seal off all damaged areas,” Featherstone said. “Sergeant Dorik, get my defensive systems online now.”

      Sergeant Dorik looked up at Featherstone and shook his head. “I’ve lost all symmetry on the deflection shielding. She’s down until I can run a full diagnostic. The hull stability field is about to lose symmetry any second now.”

      Featherstone started to feel the dizzying effects of the stability field’s failure. He felt himself being tugged in his chair this way and that as the Resolute moved violently. The warship was turning to fire at the Resolute as she ran. Featherstone could feel the ship begin to tear itself apart as the drive field pulled the ship in a tight evasive maneuver.

      “Stability field failing,” Hemel announced. “I can keep her steady and give us some speed, but I’m not going to be able to pull off any tight turns or we will all be crushed by the inertia of my first maneuver.”

      “Mass beam is fully operational, Major,” Cronin said. “If Jim can give me the shot, I can put a mass beam right into that Skarak’s crackle beam emitter. I’ll have few seconds to deliver the shot after she fires a beam. It’ll be close, we will only have a fraction of a second to get this right.”

      A report from deep in the Resolute said injured crewman were regaining consciousness but attacking their crewmates. Featherstone looked at the report with horror. The Skarak were known to take control of people’s minds and turn them against their fellows. He looked over at Sergeant Dorik.

      “Sergeant Dorik, assemble the team and go and see what you can do about the wild crewman in the upper deck. Non-lethal force. Incapacitate them. I’m not going to have the Skarak turn my own men against me.”

      “I can get these defensive systems back online,” Dorik said. “Just give me a few minutes.”

      “You have your orders, Sergeant,” Featherstone said. “Don’t make me tell you again.” Featherstone was furious with Dorik for having let the defensive systems fail, but they were still in the fight.

      Dorik slammed his fist on the defensive console and then left the deck. Featherstone focused on the attack.

      “All Blades, this is Featherstone. I need you to draw the Skarak fire. Position yourself in front of the forward crackle beam emitter. I’ve got one shot. I need you to help me take it.”

      Acknowledgement reports came in from the remaining fighters. Featherstone watched them on the main holo-stage as they went around the Skarak ship and took position directly in front of the forward section, tiny ships against the huge warship.

      “Put us in position, Mr. Hemel,” Featherstone said. “Give Doc the shot he needs.”

      Featherstone climbed down from his chair and moved quickly to the defense console. Warning lights were blinking all over the console. Every subsystem of both major defensive systems—hull stability and deflection shielding—were down. Hull stability was being held at a level that just about kept the ship from flying itself apart, but all other systems were scrambled. The Resolute had to be incredibly unlucky for both its major defensive systems to fail suddenly at the same time. Featherstone could not shake the worrying thought that it looked a lot like sabotage. If someone wanted to render the Resolute defenseless, this would be the perfect way to do it. He knew Dorik was an expert with the defensive systems and would be able to prevent anyone from scrambling the system so utterly.

      “Resolute moving into firing position,” Hemel said.

      “Mass beam charged,” Doc said. “I’ve narrowed the beam to a micron. I am going to create the equivalent of a billion tons on a pinhead. The crackle beam emitter will collapse under its own weight within a second.”

      The blue crackle-beam emitter began to glow before blasting out a fierce beam of crackle energy. The three blades maneuvered away at high speed, twisting and turning and fighting to get clear. The beam struck one Blade on its drive assembly. The crackle energy flickered over the fighter’s hull for a moment before consuming the ship with a fierce white flash as it was annihilated.

      The brilliant blue crackle beam spluttered out the moment the Resolute swept in front of it.

      “Firing now,” Doc said. “Mass beam activated. Sub-micron beam on target.” Doctor Cronin punched the air in celebration. “We got her. Get us out of here, Jim.”

      Featherstone looked at the main holo-stage and saw the forward section of the Skarak warship begin to collapse. The long rapiers were falling inward, crumpling and shattering as they fell onto the tiny high-mass zone that the mass beam had created. The crackle-beam emitter succumbed, and bursts of crackle energy leapt out from the Skarak ship, erupting chaotically from within the rapier cluster. The blue energy fire rippled back over the hull, and the deep, viscous surface rippled. The warship was thrown suddenly into a spin and then the emitter finally exploded.

      The warship was out of control in a flat spin and moving toward the asteroid. Featherstone could see, without running the calculations, that the Skarak ship would collide with the asteroid. The calculations were presented on the main holo-stage a moment later. The warship was going to impact the main landing pad.

      Featherstone clenched his fist. He was here on a rescue mission. But no one expected him to encounter a Skarak warship.

      “Open a channel to tactical intelligence,” Featherstone said. “Resolute encountered resistance. Resolute engaged. Skarak warship crippled and crashed to asteroid’s surface. Beginning rescue operations now.”

      Featherstone watched the final moments as the Skarak warship, crippled and out of control, slammed into the asteroid. The detonation overwhelmed the Resolute’s sensors momentarily, and the holo-stage displayed a single bright white image. When the sensor flash subsided, it was replaced by a clear image of the Skarak ship embedded in the asteroid’s surface.
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      Boyd fell back deeper into the mine tunnels as the Skarak came forward cautiously. A fresh wave of flesh drones came rushing into the tunnel to protect the Skarak soldiers as they advanced. Boyd looked around and saw unfamiliar faces—Union Marines and Faction civilians and Faction troopers. All were armed and determined. A fresh barricade, hastily thrown up by the miners, was the last defensive point. Boyd knew that if the Skarak pushed them back any further, they would be at the active mine face where several tunnels from around the settlement converged. Boyd was running out of space, and as the Skarak pressed in, he guessed he was running out of time too.

      The survivors were all pressed in tightly. Boyd looked around, but couldn’t see Thresh. He felt an urgency to spot her in the crowd grow as a small group of the mindless came ambling forward. All those in this group were damaged with broken limbs or huge wounds in the torso, bodies from the previous assault. They came limping forward, the Skarak soldiers scuttling and hovering behind, their handheld crackle emitters raised and ready to fire.

      Boyd checked his pulse rifle. It was a battered old unit, and the charge was running low. He either had a few minutes of rifle fire available to him or thirty minutes with the electron bayonet. Boyd saw the Skarak soldiers closing and the mass of people behind him. He realized grimly that he probably didn’t have thirty minutes left, so he may as well use the remaining charge on pulse round fire. Boyd set the yield on the rounds to the lowest deadly setting. He would need to make accurate shots on vulnerable positions to drop his targets on these settings.

      Boyd took aim, targeting an old man staring at him with dark, empty eyes. The old man came scrambling forward on a broken ankle. One of his arms was hanging by strands of tattered flesh. Boyd had seen these reanimated dead under Skarak control before. He couldn’t imagine the pain and suffering in that tortured mind, in what remained of the person they had once been. Boyd was sure he was doing this old man a favor by dispatching him cleanly with a round between his hollow eyes.

      Boyd breathed easily, steadying his shot. Just as he moved his finger to the trigger, the ground began to quake beneath his feet. Dust and rock showered onto the survivors huddled behind the defensive line.

      The survivors let out cries of panic as the tunnel shook. The barricade separating Boyd and the defenders from the ambling dead began to shake itself apart. Boyd could not keep his rifle steady as he tried desperately to focus on his target. Then the tunnel was lit up with a red, roaring fire that came rumbling down the tunnel as the vibration grew more violent.

      The Skarak soldiers at the far end of the tunnel and the small group of reanimated slaves in front of them were consumed in billowing wall of flame. Boyd felt the heat on his face and turned away, shielding himself from it. He turned his back and raised his arm, covering his cheek as it burned from the heat of the fire. Just as Boyd began to think he was consumed by the fire, the heat and flames died away, sucked back the way they had come. Gone as suddenly as it had arrived.

      Boyd looked up to see burned bodies of the Skarak and their human slaves laying in charred heaps on the tunnel floor. The rock was glowing in places from the intense heat. Boyd heard the panicked murmuring and screaming and shouting from the survivors deep in the mine.

      Boyd checked on his holo-stage for any surveillance data from the central chamber, but all sensors were unresponsive.

      The violent shaking underneath him grew more intense. Cracks in the walls and ceiling began to open, dropping debris onto those in the mine. As the floor underneath his feet began to split and crack, the survivors panicked and scattered. Some ran deeper into the mine toward the dead end of the mine face, while others ran toward Boyd, heading back toward the central chamber.

      Boyd burst into a run to avoid being trampled. The quaking continued, splits opening up like lightning flickering across a dark sky. He looked around to see panicked faces of all sorts, all racing as the mine groaned and creaked and cracked.

      The ground in front of Boyd cracked open and he leapt over the new crevasse in the rock. He could only estimate its depth as he jumped across the crack, but it could have been several hundred meters. He didn’t know how thick the asteroid outer wall was at this point in the mine, but it couldn’t be more than five hundred meters. If the crack opened any further, the mine would be exposed to space. The atmosphere contained within the habitable interior of the asteroid would be blasted out into space, along with any persons unlucky enough to be caught up in its violent winds.

      As Boyd moved further along the tunnel, getting closer to the central chamber, he encountered more burned bodies. Some were the bodies of the fallen from the mine defense, and others were the Skarak dead. All were burned, dark husks. Boyd burst into the central chamber. Buildings were smashed, and fires raged. It was a vision of the apocalypse. Whatever had happened here had been huge and violent. Cracks were appearing along the streets, buildings were crumbling and falling to the gravity plates that lined the inner chamber. Overhead, Boyd saw a group of survivors rushing out of one of the tunnels, their screams were distant and more terrifying than Boyd could believe.

      Then he detected the wind picking up and his hair was caught in a breeze. The running people he could see overhead were sucked back into the tunnel they had just run out of. Boyd knew instantly that the asteroid had cracked open to space, blowing everything inside out into the void. The settlement was breaking apart. A loud, earsplitting crack confirmed Boyd’s conclusion.

      Boyd looked to the main landing pad and saw that the entrance was blocked by a huge ship wedged into the rock. It looked like a Skarak hull, deep and dark. It quivered as its drive assembly flared violently and uselessly, continuing to press it into the rock.

      People were fleeing the tunnels and rushing out into streets lined with flaming buildings. Boyd knew he couldn’t help. Panic had set in. Panic was worse than fear. Fear could be managed, but panic was a total loss of control. It was every man for themselves.

      Boyd had joined the Blue Star Marines to do good for the people of the Union by fighting Faction pirates, but now, seeing the people fleeing in disorder, some crushed under collapsing and burning buildings, others sucked out into the vacuum of space through the cracks that opened all around, he felt it was not enough just to help people of the Union. These Faction people were ordinary people just like him—just like anyone he had ever known. They were no different than him. They lived the same. They loved the same, laughed the same… They died the same.

      The wind around Boyd grew stronger, and he knew it could be only moments before a fissure opened under his feet and he was thrown out into the dark cold of space. He checked the map his micro drone had created. The map shook over his wrist, and Boyd realized he was shaking, and the ground beneath his feet was shaking. He held his arm steady to view the map. There was a secondary dock in an access tunnel not far from here. Boyd had no other course. He had to try.

      Boyd ducked into the partially collapsed secondary tunnel following his direction finder. The settlement’s manifest recorded small personnel shuttles at the secondary dock. As Boyd burst into a sprint, his lungs burning on the thinning atmosphere, he pushed the negative thoughts to the back of his mind where they waited for him like bandit in ambush, waiting to come back and attack him again when he was least expecting them. Were there craft there now? Was all this effort ultimately in vain? Would he find himself at a dead end waiting for the asteroid to crumble around him, waiting to be cast into the void, waiting to choke on a lungful of vacuum? He pushed the thoughts away again, managing his fears before they turned into full-blown panic.

      The tunnel around him shook violently and knocked him off balance. He slammed into the wall, the crystalline rock cold and damp against his sweaty skin. Just ahead, he saw the flickering lights of the secondary dock. Reserve power at the location was intermittent, but he was able to spot three small, battered, old buses. Personal transport vehicles for mine workers. These vehicles would have few refinements other than a cramped passenger area and a functional drive system, but the drive system was all Boyd needed—that and an airtight hull.

      All three of the buses were dark. Boyd hoped he could get power into one. He popped open the boarding ramp of the closest. It slid down noisily, scraping over the mechanism and jamming just before opening to its full extent.

      Inside the boarding ramp to his left was the small passenger area with seats and luggage compartments for thirty passengers. To his right was the small, single-man flight deck, simply a seat and a set of flight controls. Boyd leaned over the pilot chair and hit the main power button. Slowly, the console lights blinked into life. The display was dull in a sure sign that it had not had a maintenance run for some time, that power was dirty and low. Boyd hoped he had enough power to get the drive running and enough to get off this crumbling rock.

      Boyd looked out of the viewscreen in front of the console and saw a huge crack flicker across the rock. The dock was sealed not with the power of a deflection field but with a composite door, like the outer hatch of a ship’s landing bay. The rock around the composite door was cracking, grit and dust falling to the floor. Boyd checked the console for a way to access the main exit, but there were no obvious controls.

      A sound, not far off but rising, called for Boyd’s attention even as he tried to get the bus ready for flight. The noise came from a crowd of people running down the access tunnel to the small dock. Boyd saw them enter, and their eyes light up when they saw the open boarding ramp. Boyd sent the bus to automatic prep and then stepped onto the ramp, his rifle and its remaining rounds leveled at the onrushing crowd.

      “I have room for thirty,” Boyd shouted. “Two other buses here. We can get ninety out. Can anyone fly one of these?”

      Several hands shot up in the crowd. Someone took charge and began directing people. The crowd was chattering nervously, moving hurriedly but carefully toward the open buses. Boyd did a quick head count, his eyes sweeping over the crowd. There would be enough space for them all, as long as more people didn’t show up. If too many people came here, some would be left behind. Boyd hoped he could move fast and avoid having to decide who would board a bus and live, and who would be left behind.

      “We need to get that door open.” Boyd shouted.

      “I can deal with that,” a trooper said, stepping out of the crowd. He swung a backpack off his shoulder. “I’ve got enough pulse rifle power packs in here to put a hole in a Union cruiser.”

      “Set them against the door and ready them to blow,” Boyd said. “Set time to overload, but give us five minutes to prep these ships.”

      The rock shook again and sent several fist-sized lumps falling onto the dock. The noise of the crowd grew suddenly as their nervous voices rose in a wave of fear as the rocks clattered on the upper hulls of the three buses.

      “Make it three minutes,” Boyd said to the trooper who was walking over to the main hold doors. “And give me one of those power packs.” He unclipped the pack from his pulse rifle.

      The trooper looked at him sideways for a moment and then reached into the bag and pulled one of the packs out and tossed it to Boyd as he walked past. A line of people hurried up the ramp, pushing past Boyd and into the passenger area where they took their seats and began nervously looking around. Boyd checked the final prep. The bus was ready for flight. Boyd hoped it would make it off this rock.

      The crowd was now safely packed aboard the three buses. Boyd checked along the line and saw the exterior lights coming on for all three. They began to close their boarding ramps.

      The trooper who had set the explosives looked at Boyd from the bus he was about to board. “Only one minute remaining on that timer,” he shouted and then pointed into his bus. “Are you planning on getting aboard, Union boy, or do you want to end up floating in the void? This is your last chance to escape this rock.”

      Boyd saluted the trooper from his boarding ramp. The trooper returned the salute and then closed his boarding ramp. Boyd reached up to the boarding ramp control of his bus. Just as he was about to close the door, he saw a group of half a dozen survivors running toward the dock. One was far in front but moving slowly, limping on an injured leg and about to be overtaken by the small crowd.

      It was Thresh.

      Boyd’s hand hovered over the door controls. Someone in the passenger area shouted, their fear turning to panic. “Just close the kravin door!”

      Boyd watched Thresh limp and struggle forward, her eyes glancing up to the busses, to safety, as she pressed on, hand cradling an injury on her leg.

      Boyd wanted to call out, but his voice caught in his chest. The small crowd caught up with Thresh and rushed past her, all their eyes wide and staring desperately at the last open bus. She winced as she gripped her right knee and continue to bravely limp forward. The half-dozen survivors came toward Boyd’s open bus. He leveled his rifle and waved to the two buses next to him. He shouted as they ran across the dock toward him. “No room on here! Room on those buses there.”

      The crowd seemed unable to hear, panic over their faces, and rushed onward.

      A quake ripped through the hold and a slab of rock fell from the ceiling. It dropped onto the small crowd, instantly crushing the survivors just meters from the safety of the bus.

      Boyd looked into the dust thrown up by the collapse and saw Thresh, still limping forward, struggling and wincing. Tears streamed down her dirty face, her hair caked with blood and grit. Her jacket was shredded and charred by the fires that still raged in the central chamber. She was missing one boot and that foot was dirty and bloody.

      Boyd watched her limp forward then she looked up and saw Boyd staring at her. Boyd heard the trooper over the bus communicator.

      “Thirty seconds.”

      Boyd watched his brother’s killer limping forward, bloody and battered. She slowed as she looked up at him, her face full of sadness. Boyd could see she knew she was finished. Out of energy, out of time. His hand reached for the ramp control.
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      Hand hovering over the panel, Boyd hesitated. A civilian woman came out of the passenger area next to Boyd and reached up for the controls.

      “Close the door and get us out of here! You will kill us all!”

      Boyd turned on the woman and pushed her back firmly into her seat. “Stay in your seat, ma’am, or you will be flying out of here without a bus.” Boyd turned to the open ramp and held his hand out to Thresh. She had slowed almost to a halt, but seeing his hand reaching out renewed her determination. With tears running down her cheeks and with fire in her eyes, she eagerly struggled forward on her injured right leg and bloody left foot. She reached the ramp. Boyd grabbed her hand and hauled her off her feet and into the bus. He slammed his hand onto the control panel, and it began to screech shut. Thresh collapsed to the deck. She looked up at Boyd.

      Boyd looked down. He had nothing to say. He turned his back on her and dropped into the pilot seat just as the explosion ripped through the outer door of the small dock.

      As soon as the explosion cracked the composite, the force of the blast together with the pressure of the atmosphere from within the dock blew the door out into space, ripping chunks of rock with it. Boyd hit the maneuvering thrusters. He felt the bus being twisted and lifted. The rock all around the dock began to disintegrate. Power to all grav plating failed, so the crumbling rock hung aimlessly in the air. Boyd maneuvered out into space and the debris of the asteroid mining community.

      Boyd watched the asteroid break up around him. It cracked into boulders the size of mountains and drifted apart. The rocks shot through with explosions as small local reactors failed and were instantly turned into small plasma fires that lit up the fragments. There were many hundreds of smaller bits floating between the larger chunks. Boyd couldn’t be sure if they were smaller rocks or the bodies of the dead. He looked behind him at the few survivors on his bus.

      Sitting on the deck behind the pilot seat was Thresh. She shifted awkwardly, trying to find a place to avoid causing further pain. She looked up at Boyd in the pilot seat.

      “I didn’t think you would wait for me.” Her voice cracked as she spoke and then she looked back to her swollen, bruised knee.

      Boyd looked down at her, then he turned back to the flight console.

      One of the buses to escape the asteroid was losing power. A message came over Boyd’s flight console.

      “Has anyone got room? I’ve got half a load of survivors on this bus, and I got power fluctuations all across the board.”

      The line went dead. Out of the corner of his eye, to the left of the viewscreen, Boyd saw the sudden flash as the bus exploded. The igniting drive assembly engulfed the entire vessel in a super-heated plasma fire, incinerating it in a fraction of a second.

      Boyd checked the controls on his bus. Every system was showing some level of malfunction, the panel awash in yellow warning lights, but nothing serious enough to give him a red one. Everything from the boarding ramp to the main reactor shunt needed a serious maintenance overhaul.

      Boyd reduced power to the drive to avoid any overload and hopefully prevent his bus from exploding. He limped away from the destroyed asteroid. No heading set yet, just hoping to get away. He was considering where to take this busload of survivors when a flash of fire across the front of the bus caught his attention. A Blade raced overhead, turned, and fired it guns again, narrowly missing the front of the bus. The Blade sent a message on a narrow-width band that came over the bus speaker system.

      “Attention, Faction vessel. The Union demands your surrender. There will be no further warning.”

      Boyd looked at the Blade sitting directly in front of him. The bus was in no state to outrun them, and even if it was in perfect working order, the fighter craft would be able to destroy the bus instantly. Boyd looked over his shoulder at the survivors. There were several Faction civilians and a handful of troopers, along with a couple of Union Marines sitting nervously at the back of the bus. They had their pistols in their hands and were watching the troopers suspiciously.

      “Surrender the bus, Blue Star,” the Marine regular in the back of the bus stood up and called.

      Boyd turned back to the flight panel. He had maybe one chance to escape. He turned to look at Thresh. She was the best ship engineer he had ever worked with. If anyone could help get this busted old bus out of danger when facing an elite Union fighter, it was Thresh. Boyd trusted his piloting skills above anyone else’s. He didn’t assume he was the best, but he knew he was the best he’d ever seen. He’d happily take on this fighter pilot, but the Blade had the bus massively outclassed. Boyd looked down at Thresh. She was picking fragments of composite from her left foot. The girl had run through shards of broken material with no boot and the foot was cut to ribbons. She didn’t complain about it as she pulled out a centimeter-long shard of composite from between her toes.

      Thresh turned and looked up at Boyd. Tears had cut clean lines through the dirt on her face. She turned and gave Boyd a half-smile as she shook her head.

      “There’s nothing I can do with this bus to get us out of this one, Will.” She looked back to her bloody foot.

      Boyd turned to the flight console. He wasn’t about to give up. This bus was old and battered, but he could turn that to his advantage…somehow. He scanned the flight console, taking in all the systems, every one of them needing some level of attention. Somewhere in there was the key to the puzzle. Somewhere amongst this array of worn out and battered equipment held together in the guise of a bus was the secret to how he would evade a fighter and escape deeper into the belt, away from the Union.

      The bus shuddered, and a dull blue glow covered the viewscreen. Boyd knew instantly he was caught in a grapple beam. There was only one ship in the area that was able to generate a grapple beam.

      It was the Resolute.

      Boyd looked at the control panel and saw one of the systems—the hull stability field—start blinking red as it failed. There was nothing he could do. He could not fight the Resolute’s grapple beam in this battered old bus. If he continued to fight, it would just mean distraction for the bus. He sensed the people sitting behind him, thirty innocent people. Their lives were in his hands. Then he thought of the one guilty person sitting behind him. Thresh deserved to die, he thought, but he instantly regretted it. She was as innocent as any of them. She had pulled the trigger on the pistol that had killed his brother, but she was just the weapon that Kitzov had used to commit the murder.

      It twisted his gut to think that the woman he loved had watched his brother die, but she had been a child, he reasoned. Kitzov had made her do it. The vid that Bellini had showed him had proved it. She had been reluctant, she hadn’t wanted to kill. Kitzov had made her do it, convinced and cajoled her to do it. Kitzov was charismatic and able to convince people to do things, sometimes the right thing but often as not the wrong thing—anything for him to gain more power and control, anything to grow the Faction, anything for him to become as powerful as the Union.

      Boyd deactivated the power systems. He sat back and let the grapple beam pull the bus into the landing bay of the Resolute. He had a thought race over his mind that brought fear and joy, a kind of panic. Had he just thought to himself that he loved Thresh?

      The hull of the Resolute closed around the bus as it was drawn into her docking bay. Boyd knew instantly where he was. He glanced through the viewscreen and watched the outer doors slide shut.

      Boyd was back aboard the Resolute. This had once been home. He didn’t expect he would be welcomed back this time. He had left with a promise to bring Kitzov to justice. He had failed.

      The boarding ramp of the bus screeched as it opened. The sound sent a shiver down Boyd’s spine. It was a shiver of dread. A voice from outside shouted in, “Come out with your hands up. Toss any weapons.”

      Boyd recognized the voice instantly. It was his old friend and Blue Star Marine brother, Sergeant Dorik.

      Boyd stood up and looked into the back of the hold. The two Union Marine regulars were on their feet and moving forward. They had their hands in the air and were holding their pulse pistols by the trigger guard hooked over their left thumbs. As they stepped into the doorway, they were called down by the Blue Stars.

      Boyd looked at the terrified faces of the Faction civilians. He held his hands out to comfort them.

      “It’s all right. They won’t hurt you,” Boyd said as convincingly as he possibly could, but deep down, he knew he might not be so safe. As he ducked out from behind the pilot seat, he helped Thresh to her feet. He looked at her and her sad smile. She would not be treated like a civilian if it was discovered she had been a raider engineer.

      Boyd helped Thresh down the ramp. As they came to the deck, a pair of Blue Stars came and took Thresh to one side, leaving Boyd standing before Sergeant Dorik. Dorik placed his fists on his hips and smiled broadly, looking Boyd up and down.

      “If it isn’t little Will Boyd. Welcome home, Will. Are you okay?”

      “As well as could be expected, old friend,” Boyd said.

      A pair of Marines came and stood either side of Boyd, Marines he knew well. They took the pulse rifle off Boyd’s shoulder and tossed it to Dorik.

      “A fresh pulse power pack,” Dorik said, inspecting the weapon. He smirked. “Did you plan to come here and take over the Resolute?”

      “I will leave command of the Resolute up to the major, I think, Sergeant.”

      Dorik took a few steps forward and stood square on to Boyd. His smile dropped.

      “Will Boyd, I place you under arrest. You are a deserter, a traitor, and a rogue Blue Star. You will surely hang for this, Boyd.” Dorik waved a finger to one side. “Take him to the brig. And take his little Faction wench too.”
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      Boyd stepped into the cell and sat on the narrow bunk as the confinement field over the door was activated. Dorik looked in at Boyd through the flickering containment field and grinned.

      “You made a big mistake running out on this crew, Boyd,” Dorik said. “But it was an even bigger mistake to get caught. Have you seen them hang a Faction pirate captain outside the capital building on Terra? You know how the crowds roar and cheer? Well, that’s nothing compared to how they act when we hang traitors.” Dorik made two fists and mimed a rope pulling tight.

      Boyd turned and put his feet up on the bunk, stretching out on the cold composite slab. He tucked his hands behind his head.

      “I am no traitor, Sergeant Dorik. As soon as I explain myself to the boss, I’ll be out of here.”

      “But not your little friend. That is the problem with sending someone like you undercover: you get too close. You get too involved. You start to believe you are Faction. You start to think you are better than the Union, better than all of us, and then you fell for that little honey trap they set you. Krav it all, Boyd, you’ve been converted by them and you don’t even know it.” Dorik laughed.

      Boyd told himself he didn’t care what Dorik said to him, or what happened to him. He knew he had always done the right thing. But he worried about Thresh. He knew the danger she was in, the fate that awaited her. She had become more important to him than he ever thought anyone, Faction or Union, ever could be.

      A ship-wide alarm sounded in a sudden, sharp burst. The major’s voice came over the ship’s speakers.

      “Intruder alert. Attention Blue Stars. Several Skarak soldiers have escaped the settlement and have landed on the Resolute’s outer hull. They are cutting their way in. Blue Star teams to the drive room and command deck. Stand by to repel boarders.”

      Boyd looked up at Sergeant Dorik. His old friend had a strange, vacant look on his face, like he was somewhere else, but then life came back to his eyes and he turned them on Boyd with one last bitter, fierce glare.

      “I will watch you swing, old friend, and that little Faction floozy too—if she survives long enough to see the noose. There are a lot of hungry, lonely Blue Star Marines on board that might like to take turns to get to know your little friend. Maybe it’s not you she likes, Will, maybe she just likes the Blue Star on your tunic. Well, we can all give her plenty of those.”

      Dorik snarled at Boyd but then his expression went blank again, emotion draining from his face to be replaced by a vacant, distant stare. He turned on his heel and marched out of the brig, leaving Boyd on his cold bunk in the tiny cell.

      “This is Featherstone. Skarak soldiers are entering the drive room. Confirmed there are four Skarak soldiers on board. All hands be ready to repel boarders.”

      Boyd sat back on his bunk. Time seemed to drag and race simultaneously. He heard the distant shouts of Marines running along the corridors. A small group of Skarak soldiers could pose no serious threat to the Resolute, but should they interfere with essential systems, they could make the ship vulnerable to any other Skarak ships in the area.

      Boyd felt increasingly frustrated sitting behind this containment field while his old Marine brothers fought off the Skarak boarding party. He knew he wanted to be among them, fighting alongside them, securing the Resolute from the invaders.

      He looked around the brig—it was small and plain and dark. He didn’t know this corner of the Resolute very well—it was the first time he’d ever sat on one of these cold bunks—but he knew this ship like the back of his hand. He knew exactly how long it would take the squad to assemble and counter the Skarak invaders. He knew exactly where the Blue Stars in the drive room would position themselves to repel an enemy intruder and protect the Resolute’s power systems. The drive room was possibly the most important part of the ship. The reactors gave power to all the ship systems—to the drive system that could move the Resolute around the system so it could deploy its Marines, the defensive systems comprising both hull stability and deflection shielding, and it provided all the energy for the ship’s weaponry.

      The Blue Stars would defend the drive room vigorously and aggressively. There was no way, he thought, a few Skarak would have any effect on the ship’s power systems.

      Then the lights went out.

      The darkness was accompanied by sudden quiet as all ship systems stopped. Although they were never really loud, they were recognizable now by their absence. Boyd blinked in the darkness. Shouts came from a long corridor outside the brig. A flash of a pulse round, or maybe it was an electron bayonet, flickered momentarily over the dark composite.

      After a moment, Boyd realized that the containment field covering his cell was no longer receiving power. He stood up off his bunk and stepped out of the cell. He took cover at the edge of the opening to the brig and listened to the sounds deep in the Resolute. The corridor abruptly lit with a blue crackling light. A Marine backed up along the corridor across the opening to the brig. He was firing his pulse rifle as he moved, screaming into the darkness, and then a blue beam struck him in the chest. The flickering lines thinned and turned white as they rippled over his convulsing body. He dropped to his knees. Boyd reached out and grabbed the rifle as the flickering white lines faded.

      The instant Boyd grabbed the rifle, those lines wrapped around his fingers. Boyd was suddenly transported back to the feeling he’d had the first time he heard the voice of the Skarak in the darkness telling him to turn on his own kind. It had been during his first encounter with the Skarak, when he had been investigating a crashed ship as part of a Faction pirate crew. The Skarak had taken control of the minds of his entire party, but Boyd had been far too focused on his main objective—staying hidden undercover in the Faction, finding Kitzov, and bringing him to justice—and it had saved him.

      Boyd had narrowly avoided the Skarak mind control once before and the feeling of the blue crackle fire on his hand reminded him of how close he had once come to becoming one of their mindless, lifeless slaves.

      Boyd snatched the pulse rifle, broke cover, and took aim along the corridor. The Skarak soldier, alone in the darkness, was walking toward him. The Skarak took a pulse round to the chest, its insect arms flailing as the round struck. Boyd fired again, keeping close to cover. The Skarak soldier fell to the barrage. Its multi-jointed arms and legs twitched briefly before falling still.

      With the Skarak soldier down, Boyd made his way to the drive room. He was still a Blue Star Marine, whatever anyone thought of him. He was still a member of this crew, and this was still his ship. He would be blasted into the void before he let the Skarak take control of the Resolute.

      He knew this ship and could run the corridors blindfolded. He turned a corner and found himself in the central corridor leading directly to the drive room. Then the lights came on. Boyd slowed his stride and lifted his hands to shield his eyes. He tripped over something in the corridor. He stumbled and got back to his feet. He looked back to see what he had tripped over.

      Staring up at him from the deck was Major Featherstone. His eyes were wide open, but Boyd was sure he was not conscious. Boyd knelt next to the major and checked his breathing. A shallow rasping breath was all the major could manage. Boyd looked back along the corridor. There was no evidence of any crackle fire weapons having been discharged in this section so close to the command deck.

      The siren sounded for the all-clear, and a voice came over the speakers, “All clear. All Skarak down. Resolute is secure. Repeat, Resolute is secure.”

      Boyd looked down at Featherstone. The major was moving his lips feebly. Boyd moved his head closer to hear. As he placed his hand on the deck, he felt the blood. The major was bleeding from a wound in his back.

      “Sergeant,” Featherstone said weakly.

      “Yes, sir, it’s me. Sergeant Boyd. I’ll get Doc Cronin up here right away.”

      Featherstone shook his head weakly. “Sergeant Dorik.”

      “You want Dorik?” Boyd asked.

      The major closed his eyes and opened them again, a movement Boyd took to be filled with meaning. The major meant ‘no.’ The major was frustrated. The major wanted Boyd to listen more closely. Boyd moved closer.

      “Dorik. Killed. Me. Stabbed. Back.”

      The major quivered, his eyes closed, and his body went limp. Boyd knew the life had slipped away from the major. He had clung on long enough to name his killer so that justice could be done. Boyd felt his heart sink and anger rise. The major had been the best officer Boyd had ever served under and his passing was a huge blow.

      The sound of boots far along the corridor caught Boyd’s attention. He looked and saw a fire team rushing toward him.

      “It’s the prisoner,” one of them yelled. “He’s killed the major!”

      Boyd grabbed the major’s wrist-mounted holo-stage and pulled it free. Then he grabbed his pulse rifle and got up off the deck. He ducked into a side corridor.

      As Boyd ran, he tapped into the major’s holo-stage for the location of Sergeant Dorik. He was one deck down and a few sections forward in the main communication hub. Boyd pushed himself to run faster, the sound of Blue Star boots behind him.

      Bursting into the communication hub, Boyd saw Dorik kneeling on the chest of Jim Hemel, the Resolute’s pilot. Dorik was pounding his fists across Hemel’s head. Wild rage utterly consumed Dorik. He looked at Boyd with a frenzied snarl and pulled an electron blade from his boot. He activated it and lifted it up, ready to stab Hemel.

      With no time to take proper aim, Boyd fired a single pulse round that slammed into Dorik’s wrist. The electron blade fell, plunging into the deck just centimeters from Hemel’s battered face.

      The Blue Star Marines chasing Boyd came into the communications hub. One gripped Boyd around the legs and tackled him to the floor in Curveball defense style. The second stood over Boyd, his pulse rifle aimed down at him. The third and fourth filled the doorway, their rifles ready, still warm from fighting off the Skarak.

      “Watch out for Sergeant Dorik,” Boyd said. But no sooner had he said it than Dorik was on his feet, snatching up the electron blade and rushing at the Marines. He slashed in a wide arc and the blade and took out the throat of the Blue Star standing over Boyd. The other two raised their rifles, but shock stayed their trigger fingers. With the Marine holding Boyd distracted by the attack, Boyd was able to wrestle himself free. He stood up and gripped Dorik around the back, his forearm around Dorik’s throat. Boyd pulled the frenzied Sergeant backward.

      “He killed the major,” Boyd said. “Major Featherstone told me with his dying words. And now he is beating Hemel to death.”

      “You are the prisoner,” one said.

      Dorik growled and punched back with his elbow into Boyd’s ribs. Boyd firmly held on to Dorik, not letting his grip slacken for a moment, sure that Dorik was determined to kill them all. “You are Blue Star Marines. You are the elite. Think it through. Look at the sergeant. He is not in his right mind.”

      Boyd fell backward, tripping over the Marine on the floor. As he fell, Dorik’s head struck the corner of a communications console. Blood erupted from Dorik’s head and sprayed onto Boyd’s face. He looked up at the Marines all staring at him in disbelief and confusion. Boyd felt Dorik go limp. He released his grip and crawled over to Hemel.

      “Get over here with a med-pack!” Boyd shouted. He looked down at Jim Hemel, cuts and bruises all over his battered face—but he was alive.

      One of the Marines stepped over and handed Boyd a med-pack. Boyd snatched it and applied it to the side of Hemel’s head.

      “Jim, it’s Will Boyd. Can you hear me?”

      “Sergeant Dorik,” Hemel said, blinking and looking up at Boyd.

      Boyd looked over and saw Dorik, limp and lifeless. One of the Marines was trying to apply a pack, but the tendrils would not take. It was a sure sign that Dorik was dead.

      “He’s gone.” Boyd said.

      Hemel nodded in satisfaction. “He killed the major,” Hemel said.

      “I know,” Boyd said. “Why?”

      “We were on the command deck. I was trying to work out what Yanic Knole had been working on before he was murdered.”

      “Take it easy,” Boyd said.

      Hemel shook his head and sat up. “I found out that Knole had discovered a Skarak communication field spanning across the Scorpio System. All the hidden locations are linked and feeding back to one outer system location. It looks like Knole found the location of the Skarak home world. The major brought me down here to send the information to tactical intelligence. But on the way down, Dorik attacked us. He stabbed the major in the back and then dragged me down here. I think he wanted me to delete all the information.”

      “Just take it easy, Jim,” Boyd said.

      Hemel raised his right hand and steadily pointed at one of the communication consoles.

      “Send it, Will. Send it.”

      Boyd stood and walked to the console, looking at the display. A file was waiting to be transmitted. The preview showed it was a map of all Skarak locations in the system and the connections between them and an outer system location, several star systems away.

      Boyd input the destination for the communication as tactical intelligence with priority one from the Resolute.

      “How do you stop a flowing Curveball attack?” Boyd looked over at the Marines still looking at him suspiciously. “You cut it off at the source. You stop it before it can begin. Now that we have the location of the Skarak home world, we can stop their attacks into the Scorpio System.” Boyd looked down at Sergeant Dorik. “We can stop them from doing this to our people.”

      Boyd looked down at Jim Hemel, breathing heavily and eyes closed, then back to the Marines. “Get Jim down to the med-bay.”

      One of the Marines pointed his pistol at Boyd. “You are a prisoner, Sergeant Boyd. I can’t let you go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Boyd said. “I’m staying aboard the Resolute. The Skarak did everything they could to stop us from getting this information. They are vulnerable. But we need to act fast. Stay with me if it makes you feel better, keep the pulse rifle in my back if you must, but I am a Blue Star Marine sergeant and it is my duty is to protect this system, and that is exactly what I intend to do. Now, there is someone I need to see.”

      Boyd walked out of the communications hub and back toward the brig.
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      Boyd stepped into the brig. Behind the fizzing containment field was Thresh. She was standing, her hands strapped at the wrists and suspended from a beam in the ceiling of the small cell. Her head tipped forward, hair tumbling down.

      A guard stood up and saluted Boyd before he recognized the sergeant.

      “I thought you were in the brig, Sarge,” the Marine said.

      “I’m out,” Boyd said. “Sergeant Dorik killed the major. Now Dorik is dead too. Prisoner or not, I’m the senior Blue Star on board.”

      On hearing his voice, Thresh lifted her head and looked through the shimmering containment field. She looked strong and defiant.

      Boyd stepped over to the power control panel.

      “You can’t touch that, Sarge,” the guard said, stepping forward to put himself between Boyd and the containment field control panel.

      Boyd ignored the Marine and pressed past him to deactivate the field.

      “I need to talk to the prisoner, and I can’t do it like this.” Boyd stepped into the little cell and lifted Thresh’s hands, releasing them from the beam.

      She let out a sigh of relief and let her arms drop down, wrists still bound. She sat down on the bunk, hands in her lap, and looked up at Boyd.

      Boyd pulled an electron blade and cut her bindings. She held Boyd in her gaze and rubbed her wrists, smoothing away the pain.

      “Are you here to kill me yourself, Will?” Thresh said.

      Boyd sat next to Thresh on the small bunk. He held his hands together, fingers interlaced and resting on his knees. He looked sideways at her.

      “Sometimes we do things we don’t want to do… Sometimes people make us do things we don’t want to do. And sometimes we should be forgiven.”

      Thresh watched him, wiping hair from the side of her face and tucking it behind her ear.

      “Kitzov was an inspiration to us all,” she said. “He made us believe we were worth more than a desperate existence on the fringes of society. So many of us were forgotten and ignored by the Union. Kitzov brought us together. He gave us self-belief. I grew up surrounded by people who would do anything, give their lives, do anything at all for Kitzov. And the man was a genius at getting people to do what he wanted them to do. How many charismatic leaders have gotten people to do ugly things in the past?”

      “Too many,” Boyd said. “But sometimes, leaders can get people to do the right thing, especially when it’s hard or we disagree.”

      “How do any of us know what the right thing is?” Thresh said. She looked at the floor.

      Boyd shrugged. “Best guess is the best we can do.”

      Boyd also looked at the deck before reaching over and taking Thresh’s hand. He pulled it over and rested it on his knee.

      “I need you to help me.” Boyd looked at her. She looked up at him.

      “We need to find Kitzov. We need him to speak to the Faction captains. We have found the Skarak home world. We have to stop them from attacking us. We can only do it if all the people of the Scorpio System work together. The Union needs the Faction, and the Faction needs the Union. We need Kitzov to help everyone understand that.”

      “I always knew you were crazy, Will,” Thresh said.

      “I thought you loved me?”

      “That’s why I love you.”

      Boyd stood up, his hand still holding Thresh’s. He lifted her to her feet.

      “Let’s go and find Kitzov together.”

      The Marine that had been watching stepped aside as Boyd led Thresh out of the brig and toward the command deck.

      The clock was ticking.
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      Sitting in the dark of interstellar space, beyond the limits of the Scorpio System and far beyond the outer edge of the Sphere, was the lone Union sentry ship, Sentinel Nine. A small Union corvette alone in the dark. Her sensor array was fully deployed to give maximum range, surveillance drones extending the area under surveillance.

      Sentinel Nine sat in the center and watched.

      Commander Peel—together with his reduced command crew of Jacobs and Smith—watched the holostage at the center of the deck. Their breathing was slow and low, as if the sound of their breath could give them away. A sharp intake of breath came from all three as they saw the signal that they knew would eventually come. A signal they had anticipated. A signal they had dreaded.

      The first Skarak ship crept into the edge of the surveillance field. Peel held a vain hope that it was a lone Skarak ship, a probe or scout. But soon ships filled the image on Sentinel Nine’s main holostage. Dozens of warships drifted into sensor range, the long rapier cluster at the front of each shimmering on the edge of the holo-image as they slid into range.

      Then the first mastership appeared at the edge of the holoimage, drifting toward the Scorpio System at the same lazy pace as the warships. Then came another mastership. Peel was sure there were more.

      Soon the Skarak armada covered the entire span of the sensors, many astro-units in each direction. They drifted on toward the edge of the Sphere, the mass of asteroids that surrounded the system, billions of kilometers from the blue giant star at its center.

      The armada drifted on, closing in on the position of Sentinel Nine.

      The armada was slowing as it neared the Sphere, forming up on the edge of the system. The Skarak ships swarmed around Sentinel Nine.

      “Walk the deck, Smith,” Commander Peel said. “Make sure we are running dark. I don’t want so much as a drink dispenser drawing any power.”

      Smith left the small command deck. The corvette’s main deck stretched back twenty meters to the drive room. The ship was quiet. Usually, a corvette would have a crew of over twenty and would be a cramped, bustling little ship, but the Sentinel-class ships were all running on skeleton crews. The drive room crew was reduced to only three engineers. There was only one crew member for each of the spitz guns, and a small team of surveillance operators to manage the surveillance and communications systems. A pair of Marine regulars were responsible for internal security.

      Smith walked the main deck. Crew personnel were sitting quietly in the corridors waiting for a call to action. They looked up to Smith for information as he passed.

      “The commander wants quiet,” he said calmly.

      After checking the main corridor, Smith checked the cramped lower and upper deck. He was a tall man and stooped to walk the entire length of both decks. The lower deck housed the small med-bay and the crew quarters. The upper deck was dominated by the enhanced communication and sensor systems. Smith checked weapons control last.

      The weapon systems had been almost entirely stripped out of the corvette, like it had been for over thirty Union corvettes to create the Sentinel-class of ships. More room was given to the enhanced surveillance and communications systems. The reactor was also enhanced with additional sub-cores to provide extra power and added speed and maneuverability. Sentinel Nine was not completely defenseless, however. A pair of spitz guns sat on the upper hull and another pair on the lower. With careful piloting, the corvette could present all four spitz guns to a target and lay down a fierce hail of plasma rounds at the rate of hundreds of rounds in five-second bursts every twenty seconds.

      As impressive as her spitz guns were, against an armada of this size the on-board tactical intelligence estimated the corvette would have an effective battle period of less than ten seconds—not even enough time to deliver a full salvo from all four spitz guns. The timing was rigged for all four emplacements to fire together. A burst of that magnitude might briefly deter a warship, but Sentinel Nine was surrounded by dozens of the deadly Skarak ships.

      But Commander Peel knew that combat was not the goal of the Sentinels. The little ship was here to await the return of the Skarak, to gather intelligence and to report their position back to fleet command before the Skarak entered the system.

      Peel watched the Skarak ships drifting all around his tiny corvette. Just his luck, he thought, that he’d be the one to find the Skarak. Of all the Sentinels watching, it was his that had found them.

      “We are dark. All systems checked,” Smith said as he returned to the command deck.

      “Guess we got lucky,” Commander Peel said. “We will all get a new pip on our chest for finding the bastards first.” Peel climbed up into the command chair. “We have gathered as much data as possible. Jacobs, get ready to send us back to the inner system.”

      Jacobs dropped into the pilot chair. He used the gravity from one of the masterships to move the Sentinel Nine. The mastership was as large as the largest mining asteroid anywhere in the system. Jacobs doubted that any Fleet ship could stand against these massive Skarak ships.

      Sentinel Nine fell slowly toward the mastership—a dark oval-shaped craft, its surface bristling with stiff rapiers that projected outward in all directions. Its hull was deep and dark, like a pool of viscous black tar, and it was impossible to scan with any precision.

      Peel leaned forward in his chair. “I’ve seen the data on these masterships. They are fast, and they can swallow a dozen freighters.”

      “So the Skarak are here to capture more ships?” Jacobs asked.

      Peel looked at the holostage. Hundreds of warships, dozens of masterships, an armada larger than anything the Union could put out. He shook his head in disbelief. He didn’t want to die, but couldn’t see how they could fend off such overwhelming force.

      “No, Jacobs,” Peel said. “They are not here to capture ships. This is a full-scale invasion force. You don’t send a force this size for a raid. The Skarak mean to conquer and occupy the system.”

      Jacobs adjusted their heading with a light burst of thruster power. He reached out with the grav field and touched on the mastership next in the armada. The Sentinel Nine swung from one mastership to the next, moving slowly back toward the outer edge of the Sphere.

      The asteroids of the Sphere were close now, and Peel looked at the slowly moving mass of asteroids, some as big as a gas giant’s moon, others jagged mountains of ice, many more merely fist sized dusty snowballs. Once in the cover of the densely packed asteroids, Peel knew that he would breathe a little easier. There was cover amongst the tumbling chunks of ice and rock and metal. Sanctuary. Safety.

      The image of the armada from the sensor array was falling away, moving to the far side of the large holostage. The corvette, Sentinel Nine, remained at the center of the image as it fell slowly back in toward the system and the safety of the Sphere.

      Peel watched the image of the last two masterships within sensor range. They shimmered on the image. He was about to jettison the extended sensor array and head with all speed for home when the image of the mastership became even more hazy. Thousands of data points appeared around each of the masterships. A dark hazy cloud surrounding the huge ship. Peel leaned forward in his command chair.

      “What is happening to the masterships?” he said.

      “Are they breaking apart?” Jacobs said.

      Smith zoomed in and cleared up the faint image. Even though the passive scan was only recovering a fraction of the data that an active scan could it was clear what the data points surrounding the masterships were.

      Skarak fighters.

      Yet more fell away from the masterships, dozens more by the second. Wave after wave of Skarak fighters deploying from the masterships to space.

      “Fighters,” Jacobs said his voice filled with awe and horror. “Hundreds of them.”

      “How many?” Peel said. “Exactly.”

      “Difficult to be sure without an active scan,” Smith said. “Request permission to launch a surveillance drone so we can get a proper view of these bastards.”

      “Denied,” Peel said. “They will spot us for sure if we do that and we need to take this information back to Fleet Command. Just give me a best guess.” But Peel could make an assessment himself. The two closest masterships in the vast armada were releasing over a thousand fighters each. If that were true of every master ship, the Skarak armada would be utterly overwhelming in number.

      “Best count gives us eight hundred fighters from the nearest mastership. A similar number from the only other mastership in range. We don’t have a total count of masterships, but we recorded six of them. We need an active scan to survey the entire armada.”

      Peel knew an incomplete picture could be as useless as no picture at all. He clenched his fist and pressed his lips together. He wasn’t ready to die.

      “Prepare all launch tubes with the remaining surveillance drones. Maximum spread. Let’s cover the sector and see how big this armada really is.”

      Jacobs looked back at Peel from his pilot chair. “Commander. The instant we launch…”

      “I know,” Peel said. “Have the drive systems standing by. Be ready to activate the main core on my mark. We’ll make a dash for the inner system as soon as they spot us.”

      The report came back from the launch tubes that they were ready, all drones set to scan with active fields and send the data back to Sentinel Nine. The drive room reported the core was at standby.

      Peel sat back in his command chair and he accessed the launch tube controls on his arm rest holo-display.

      “I’ll take it from here,” he said. “This is my duty now.” His finger hovered over the launch button, he hesitated for a second. To hesitate was to fail. He tapped the holographic button. He felt a rush of excitement and fear as the button turned from red to green.

      “Drones away,” Smith reported.

      “Kick up, the drive,” Peel said. He looked at the main holostage. The drones were racing away, leaving green holotrail lines on the holoimage.

      “Activating the drones now.” Peel sent the signal to the drones to activate their active scanners.

      “A group of Skarak fighters have broken off from their swarm and are moving directly for Sentinel Nine,” Smith said.

      The holostage suddenly filled with masses of new information as the data from the drone’s active scans streamed back to the corvette. The image of the Skarak armada became crisp and clear. Data readouts in holo-text form appeared alongside each of the ships. And there were thousands of them. At a glance Peel could see dozens of masterships in a regular pattern through the armada. In between the masterships were the hundreds of warships, each a kilometer long with hundred-meter long rapiers pointing forward. And in between the heavy ships were thousands upon thousands of tiny, deadly, fighters.

      “Full drive. Now. Direct heading for Terra. Get us through the Sphere, Jacobs. Command will want to see this.”

      The corvette leapt to high speed, the drive throwing it recklessly into the asteroids of the Sphere. Jacobs maneuvered the small ship through the densely packed asteroids.

      “Skarak fighters closing in,” Smith said.

      “Give them a blast from the spitz guns. All guns fire in a rolling volley.”

      Sentinel Nine rotated her spitz guns to aft and picked the Skarak targets. The first gun fired its five second burst, a stream of several hundred pulse rounds fizzing across space. The gun stopped firing to cool and recharge and the next gun took up the fire. After twenty seconds all guns had fired and the first was pouring out its second burst. Three Skarak fighters were reduced to burning wreckage in the wake of Sentinel Nine.

      Peel arranged a data package for Union Fleet Command. To be sure that his data stream would make it to Command he needed Sentinel Nine to be on the inside of the Sphere giving a clear line of sight to the nearest Union relay station, a station that happened to be on the system’s outer planet, Lastone.

      Sentinel Nine cleared the Sphere. Ahead on the holostage was the planet, Lastone, the highly volcanic super terrestrial five billion kilometers from the Scorpio system’s blue giant star. In a matter of minutes Command would be aware of the Skarak armada.

      The instant the signal was sent, Peel turned his attention to the Skarak. The fighters were closing in. Soon the little corvette would be within range of their crackle beams. Sentinel Nine maintained its rolling volley across its four spitz guns.

      “Why don’t they send more fighters after us?” Smith said.

      Peel wondered the same. The armada was holding position just beyond the Sphere. The image began to deteriorate as the first of the corvette’s surveillance drones was destroyed. All drones were soon gone, and the image of the armada disappeared from the holoimage, lost beyond range of Sentinel Nine’s onboard sensors. Only the pursuit fighters remained on the holostage.

      Sentinel Nine was holding its relative distance from the Skarak, now that it had cleared the asteroids. With the sub cores also at full power the corvette was about to draw on an extra boost of power. Peel began to hope that he would pull away from the fighters.

      Even if he did get away, he knew he would be required to form up with the Union fleet and turn to face the armada. That confrontation was without doubt only hours away. If the armada did not strike, then the fleet would advance. It could not tolerate a hostile force on its border and not act. It might be futile, but it was all they could do, they were not about to surrender or abandon the Scorpio system without a fight. Hundreds of years of history around this blue giant star since the first ship, the Scorpio, an ancient fleet destroyer, first discovered the system.

      “Skarak fighters are holding position,” Smith said.

      Peel checked and it was indeed true, they were hanging in the asteroids and not venturing into the clear open space of the system.

      “Do they think there are more defenses and they can’t defeat them?” Jacobs said.

      Then Peel saw the small red warning signal on his arm rest holostage. A minor anomaly in the drive shunt. Then another red warning signal as the field alignment drifted suddenly.

      “Drive room, report,” Peel said opening a channel to the drive room.

      He opened the surveillance node in the drive room and displayed the room on the holostage. Only one of the three person drive room crew was on his feet. A large pulse wrench in his hands, the end glowing brightly. The other two men were down, lying on the deck, blood oozing from wounds on their backs.

      “Intruder protocols!” Peel called out over a ship wide address. “Marines to the drive room.”

      The last man standing in the drive room stepped over to the main core and began detaching the shunt connector.

      Peel saw the marines rush into the drive room and reach to grab hold of the engineer who was about to release a thousand tons of drive plasma into the ship.

      “Stop him!” Peel shouted.

      The plasma erupted from the micro millimeter fissure opened by the engineer. It melted the rest of the seal in a nanosecond. The plasma poured out of the core and filled the entire corvette in another nanosecond. The drive assembly glowed brightly, flinging Sentinel Nine forward a few thousand kilometers. Then the hull melted from the inside, glowing brilliant white hot for a brief brilliant moment before all that was left of Sentinel Nine and her crew was an expanding cloud of plasma, rapidly cooling in the deep dark void of the outer Scorpio system.

      The relay station on Lastone delivered the response from Fleet Command.

      “Good work, Sentinel Nine. All data received. Return to Terra. Command out.”

      But Sentinel Nine was nothing but a sea of subatomic particles, cooling and expanding in the dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The Resolute moved slowly through the Belt, a beast limping away from battle. The battered Union ship was skimming over the surface of one asteroid after the next, using them as cover. The massive grey hulk below her hull was an empty shell of a rock. It had once been a bustling mining town, but now with all the valuable material mined out, it was just an empty shell drifting in the Scorpio system’s asteroid belt between the planets of Terra and Supra. The Belt was littered with these relics of Union mining operations, all materials cut away to feed the Union.

      Inside the Resolute, it was a bustling hive of activity. Battle damage across the Resolute was being repaired. As the crew worked to fix the ship, Blue Star Marine Sergeant Will Boyd was studying the signal discovered by their fallen comrade, Knole.

      “This signal is different,” Boyd said looking at the holo-display on the communications console. His jacket was starting to feel tight and he wriggled his shoulders trying to make room in the jacket. But deep down he knew it was not the jacket that was restricting his movement; it was the sudden responsibility of being the most senior Blue Star Marine aboard the Resolute.

      Jim Hemel stood alongside Boyd, his hair a mess, a candy stick hanging from the side of his mouth. “This is the signal Knole discovered, before he was…” Hemel trailed off.

      “Killed,” Boyd finished Hemel’s sentence for him. “I know it’s not pretty. We lose marine brothers in combat but to lose one to a…” Now it was Boyd’s turn to trail off.

      “A traitor?” Hemel suggested.

      Boyd shook his head. It was true that Hemel had been killed by one of their own: Sergeant Dorik. He had been one of Boyd’s oldest and most trusted comrades, but Boyd couldn’t accept that Dorik had acted deliberately. He had been forced into his murderous actions by the true enemy, the Skarak. But still Boyd found it difficult to accept the fact that Dorik had been a Skarak sleeper agent for so long without fighting against it, and without being found out. Maybe in some way they were all to blame.

      “Let’s focus on the signal,” Boyd said. “What exactly had Knole discovered?”

      “It’s a master signal coming from beyond the Scorpio system. It must have a powerful single source. There is a possibility that it is coming from the Skarak home world itself.”

      “So we could trace it back and find their home world?” Boyd felt his Jacket tighten up again as he tensed his biceps, getting ready to fight.

      “Possibly,” Hemel said. “You would need a wide sensor net to keep on top of the signal. It is being directed to the Scorpio system in a very tight band. One ship could easily lose the signal and would have to zigzag across the beam to keep on top of it. It’s practically invisible if you’re not looking for it.”

      “That’s why we hadn’t detected it sooner?”

      “Perhaps. But the Resolute has been back and forth across the system so much recently that Knole was able to piece it all together.”

      “But why?” Boyd said as he looked again at the data. “What is it for?”

      “It’s a coordination signal.” Hemel looked at Boyd and spoke with utter certainty. “When the signal arrives here in our system it is disseminated by a network of relay stations. Some of them were the hidden Skarak vessels we’ve been hunting, others were captured Union or Faction vessels. It also looks as if every individual the Skarak ever captured and converted into their living dead monstrosities were also able to spread the signal.”

      “If it’s a coordination signal, controlling all Skarak activity, what would happen if we were to disrupt the signal?” Boyd wondered out loud.

      A warning alarm sounded from across the command deck signaling a major system failure. The hull stability field was close to total collapse on the rear port side. With the stability field out of action, the Resolute would be limited to dead slow speeds.

      “Put us in orbit around any massive asteroid and cut all power to the drive assembly.” Boyd stepped over to the command chair.

      Hemel dropped into the pilot chair and corrected the Resolute’s speed and heading.

      Looking up at the command chair Boyd felt his jacket tighten again. The chair never looked so high when Major Featherstone had sat in there.

      “The Resolute is in stable orbit around an asteroid,” Hemel said. “We need to get these systems in shape. We have a hull breach on the lower starboard quarter, if the deflection shields give out, we will vent atmosphere into the void along with any crew working in that section.”

      “She took a beating, the old girl,” Boyd said, still looking up at the command chair.

      The Resolute had defeated a Skarak warship in the battle of the Faction mining asteroid and had escaped with most of her hull intact, but she had lost most of her senior crew. The major was gone, Knole, Sergeant Dorik. All gone.

      “What is the status of Enke Thresh?” Boyd said to Hemel.

      “The Faction prisoner?” Hemel said.

      “Yes,” Boyd said. “Her.”

      Hemel tapped at the control panel and located her.

      “She is still in the med bay. Doc Cronin is with her, along with a marine guard.”

      Boyd stepped over to the engineering console. The systems were in total disarray. Orange and red warning lights across the board. Several systems were in emergency repair mode. All the port side weapons were offline. The defensive systems were at half power at best. The main reactor was the biggest concern, as power supply governors were struggling to regulate the power surges as systems failed, randomly increasing their power draw before feeding it back to the core.

      “I could sure use her help,” Boyd said.

      “I know you spent a lot of time with her when you were undercover, sergeant, but she is the enemy. She is Faction,” Hemel said. “We can’t let her loose on the command deck. There are critical systems up here, sensitive classified systems. We can’t let a Faction engineer look at them. It’s bad enough you let her out of her cell. You can’t bring her up here.”

      “She can help us.” Boyd looked at the command chair. It looked so high. He could almost see Major Featherstone sitting there. The major never looked out of place in that chair. Boyd felt he was not ready to ascend to that level. But he was in command.

      “We need more engineering support to get the Resolute back up to speed. We are not going to get back to Terra quickly enough. We have to risk breaking cover. Send a message directly to Terra. Tell them everything we know about the Skarak signal and request engineering support.”

      “We won’t be sending any communications,” Hemel said.

      “Don’t tell me, communications are down too?” Boyd turned his back to the command chair and looked across the command deck.

      “That’s why you are in command,” Hemel said. “Nothing gets past you.”’

      “Ok, forget the communication to Terra. Just try and keep the Resolute from exploding. I’ll be in the med bay.”

      Hemel’s brows furrowed. “I can’t run this ship all by myself. I’m just the pilot.”

      “You’re not just the pilot, Hemel, you are a Blue Star Marine.” Boyd answered as he walked off the command deck.

      The Resolute was a small but powerful ship. Even though her systems were in disarray she was only a few hours dedicated work away from being an effective fighting ship again. All she needed was the attention of a good engineer. Boyd was lucky to have the best engineer he had ever met on board right now. The only problem was, she was the enemy.

      The med bay was brightly lit and quiet. As Boyd stepped in from the corridor, the marine guard was instantly alert and ready, then he relaxed as he recognized Boyd. Stepping past the guard, Boyd saw the lines of med bunks covered in white sheets where the bodies of the lost lay. The major, Knole, Sergeant Dorik. Too many lost to the Skarak.

      And then Boyd saw Enke Thresh, sitting on a med bunk at the far end of the med bay.

      Her face lit up when she saw Boyd.

      “Will,” she said brightly.

      “Hold still, please,” Doc Cronin said. He was scanning her knee with a handheld medical scanner.

      “Enke,” Boyd said. He stepped closer.

      “Not too close, sergeant,” Cronin said, barely glancing up from his work.

      “The Resolute is in bad shape. We need help.”

      “I’m busy,” Cronin said.

      “Not you Doc, I mean Thresh here. What do you say? Can you help?”

      A half smile flickered over her face. She glanced down at her knee.

      “Don’t look at me,” Cronin said. “I’m not keeping you here. To be honest with you I don’t know why I’m patching you up at all. They won’t care back on Terra if you are missing your entire leg, as long as you can stand on the gallows drop door long enough for them to put the rope around your neck.”

      Thresh looked up at Boyd, defiant and brave, but he had known her long enough to read the fear behind the bravado.

      “Cronin is just stating the worst case scenario, aren’t you, Doc?”

      Cronin looked up at Boyd with an expression that told Boyd he was being naïve if he thought Thresh had anything other than the certain prospect of facing the hangman the instant they got back to Terra. She was an active Faction pirate, implicated in the destruction of Union shipping and the death of Union marines. She would hang. No trial, no judge, no jury. Instant sentence and summary execution.

      “We are not going back to Terra. We are not going anywhere if we can’t get the ship’s systems up and running. And unless I can fix this core problem we could end up as a ball of superheated plasma any second. What do you say, Thresh? It sure beats sitting in med bay.”

      “Or a cell?” Thresh said. She swatted Cronin’s scanner away and dropped off the med bench. She winced silently as her feet hit the deck. She stepped over to Boyd. “No point hanging around waiting to… hang. Might as well use my time working.”

      Cronin laid a hand gently on Thresh shoulder. “Your knee is ruined. Tendons are shredded and ripped. I’ve replaced the knee cap. You are lucky the joints were not completely smashed. I’ll give you a support med pack and some anesthetic. You should be able to move around in comfort, but no running or jumping. Try and stay off it as best you can, and don’t knee Boyd anywhere delicate.”

      Thresh was staring into Boyd’s eyes as Cronin applied and programmed the med pack. The dark tendrils reached out to find the damaged knee. She winced as the pack pulled tight and then let out a sigh of relief as the anesthetic kicked in.

      “This way,” Boyd said.

      Walking along the corridor from the med bay back to the command deck, Boyd glanced down at Thresh’s knee, damaged during the desperate fight to escape the Faction asteroid as it broke apart around them. She had barely made it. And the only reason she had made it was because Boyd had let her come aboard his escape craft. He had been close to leaving her to her fate, but something inside him just couldn’t do it.

      He wondered again why he had saved her at all. Maybe it would have been easier to let her to die in the crumbling asteroid.

      “How’s the knee?”

      “I’ll live.” She looked at Boyd. “Don’t know for how long, but I’ll live.”

      Boyd looked at the way ahead. The last thing he wanted was for Thresh to be executed, but she was his prisoner technically and it was his duty to return her to Terra where, like all Faction pirates, she would hang.

      Boyd had joined the Blue Stars, the Fleet’s elite marine force, to track down pirates and kill them after the death of his brother at the hands of the Faction. There was no way for him to know at the time that it would be someone he had already fallen in love with. He had always blamed Kitzov, always known he was behind his brother’s death. But there was one more piece to that deadly puzzle, and that piece was Enke Thresh.

      “You’ll live long enough. Help me get this ship up and running and you will be in a good position to get clemency.”

      “Instead of death, a lifetime at a slave mine or locked in a cell full time. I don’t know what’s worse.”

      Boyd stopped at the end of the corridor that led to the command deck. “You’d be alive. As long as we are alive there is hope.”

      “When did you become a philosopher?”

      Boyd looked along the corridor. “I need your help, Thresh. You are the best engineer I’ve ever met.”

      “I’m the best engineer you will ever meet.” She folded her arms and stuck out a hip.

      “No doubt. I need you now. The Resolute is falling apart and we need her in good shape if we are going to find Kitzov.”

      “So you can kill him?”

      “I wish it were that simple,” Boyd said.

      “This is why I prefer ships systems. They don’t let you down, and if they do you can easily scrap them.”

      Boyd had wanted nothing else but to kill Kitzov, but now he needed the Faction leader for a greater purpose. The Skarak were the greatest danger to the Scorpio system in its entire history. Only by working together could the people across the system hope to survive. With Kitzov on his side, Boyd could bring the Faction to the fight, to help the Union and overcome the deadly Skarak.

      “We need him alive if he is going to convince the Faction, unless you think you can do it.”

      Thresh shook her head. “The captains know me, respect me even, some of them, but they won’t listen to me. They won’t listen to anyone except Kitzov. He brought them together, made them a force, created a nation for the Faction. They will listen to him. But they might not like what he has to say if he tells them to fight alongside the Union. Plenty of Faction captains would like to hide out amongst the asteroids of the Sphere and wait for the Skarak to kill off the Union. Save us the trouble.”

      “Us?” Boyd asked.

      “I’m still Faction, Will. We can’t all change sides as easily as you do.”

      For just a moment her words stung, but he wasn’t sure exactly why. With a wave of his hand, Boyd invited Thresh to walk with him, along the straight corridor to the Resolute’s command deck.

      Hemel looked suspiciously at Thresh as Boyd showed her to the engineering console where he was working.

      “I see you brought the help,” Hemel said, shifting a candy stick from one side of his mouth to the other.

      “Take a look at the surveillance systems, Jim,” Boyd said to Hemel. “Give me a clear view of the local area. I want every asteroid down to the size of a pebble on the holostage.”

      Thresh stood at the engineering console and studied the layout.

      “You know these systems?” Boyd asked.

      Thresh shot Boyd a withering glance filled with contempt. “I think I will be able to muddle through,” she said.

      “Umm, sergeant,” Hemel said from the surveillance console. “We’ve got a small group of signals approaching fast from the outer edge of the Sphere.”

      “What signals?” Boyd said, walking over to the surveillance console. “Who is it? Is it Union? Faction?”

      Hemel pulled the candy stick from his mouth.

      “Skarak.”

      Boyd looked up to the command chair. There could be no more delay. He walked to the chair and stepped up.

      “Thresh, give us whatever you can. Hemel, stand by to get us out of here.” Boyd activated the armrest holo-display and put the incoming Skarak signals on the main holostage. Then he opened a ship-wide address.

      “Attention Blue Stars. Skarak ships on close approach. Stand by for action.”
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      The Union Fleet flag ship, Eminence, left her orbit around Terra and made for the rendezvous coordinates on the inner edge of the Belt. Ships were converging from all corners of the Scorpio system. All three of the Union’s carriers were to be in action together for the first time. All cruisers, frigates, corvettes and assorted support craft were massing for the largest fleet action in Scorpio system history.

      Marine Admiral Tal Selby sat back in a large leather armchair in his office aboard the carrier, Eminence. The leather creaked under his large frame. He sat back, a glass in one hand, as Marine General Toby Lawrence appeared on the office holostage. Lawrence was sitting in his office at Forge Farm on Terra, the Blue Star Marine central command center.

      “You’ve seen the report from Sentinel Nine, Marine General?” the admiral said. He swirled his drink and sniffed the strong aroma before sipping the sharp amber liquor.

      “Yes, Admiral. The Skarak are here in force. So now it is just a matter of time.”

      Selby pulled his lips back over his teeth and sighed as the strong liquid burned ever so slightly down his throat. “Yes, Marine General. The Skarak are clearly massing for an invasion of the Scorpio system.” He took another slow sip of his drink. “Battle is inevitable. We will face their armada with every ship at our command, and when the plasma fires cool there will only be one side left standing.”

      “The salvage crews will be picking over destroyed Skarak ships for decades to come.” Lawrence spoke with stone cold determination. “The Blue Star marine companies are all active, sir.”

      “We will need more than the Blue Stars to fight them off. The entire fleet has been mobilized. I am forming up a big wing to counter the Skarak. Your Blue Stars are going to be busy rooting out Skarak sleeper agents across the system. This is classified information, Marine General. This is only known to you, me and the most senior Fleet Intelligence agents.”

      “Understood sir.”

      Lawrence had joined the Blue Stars as a junior officer. He had completed his academic studies in engineering before joining the military. With offers of employment coming from several starship construction companies and energy generation companies across the Scorpio system, his first-class results had given him a choice of excellent civilian careers. But it was the Blue Star marines that had caught his imagination.

      He excelled in all physical and mental challenges provided by the regular marine training. After his mandatory service in the regulars he transferred to the Blue Stars.

      Rising through the officer ranks rapidly, overtaking older more experienced men, had given Lawrence as many enemies within the Blue Stars as amongst the Faction pirates he was tasked with hunting down and destroying.

      Lawrence was stone cold and didn’t care in the slightest who hated him. He wanted to be at the top of his game. He had been the senior Blue Star for longer than any other General. His next promotion would move him from the Blue Stars back to the regular fleet marines, but Lawrence wasn’t interested. He wanted to stay where he was, to be at the head of the elite marine force. The Blue Stars were the best of the best. Brave, fierce, smart; there was no other posting or position to rival it.

      But promotion looked about as unlikely as surviving the Skarak attack. For all his bravado he knew that the Skarak had arrived with a formidable and dominant force. Lawrence was smart enough to know that their chances of surviving the Skarak invasion were close to zero.

      Lawrence knew the Blue Stars could only play their part. When the battle came, they would fight alongside the fleet. The Blue Star ships were powerful battle ships, able to fight alongside the best of the fleet, but the marines of the Blue Star companies were a powerful weapon in their own right. Lawrence had briefed his senior officers with his plan to infiltrate the Skarak ships as the invader had infiltrated theirs. It would take every ship and every last man to overcome this enemy. But if the fleet was on the brink of destruction, the Blue Stars were to abandon their ships and attack individually or in small groups, landing on the Skarak’s mightiest ships and attempting to disable or destroy them from within. Advancing with pulse rifles and electron bayonets, the Blue Stars would be the last fighting force in the Scorpio system to challenge the Skarak.

      The admiral stood up from of his chair and went to pour another hefty measure of the amber liquor into his glass. He knew he was drinking too much, but he also knew that the fleet was facing their toughest battle ever. It was likely to be their last if they didn’t get it right. He tipped his head back and swallowed the harsh liquor and then dropped the glass to his desk.

      “Sleeper agents have been discovered throughout the fleet,” Selby said looking down at his empty glass. “We have ships dropping out of service every few hours. Communications failures. Power fluctuations. Only a few hours ago a frigate lost power before her core overloaded. Surveillance went down on that ship just before the explosion, but we know it was a Skarak sleeper agent at work.”

      Selby turned back to face the holoimage of Lawrence. “These agents are also sabotaging ships across the fleet creating communication and drive malfunctions. But we have a counter measure. It may be too late, but Fleet Intelligence has just released a device created by the Reyes Institute that is capable of seeking out the Skarak sleeper agents. The device is able to detect Skarak brain wave patterns. You will equip your Blue Stars with this device and destroy any sleeper agents you discover.

      “The sleepers are everywhere. The Skarak have been preparing for this invasion for years. All Union ships must be swept for sleeper agents as a matter of urgency. I want the Blue Stars to sweep the fleet. We are talking about hundreds of ships and thousands of individuals. The only problem is that we have so few devices. Fortunately for you, General, the entire Union fleet is currently forming up and will be assembled into a big wing that will stand ready to meet this Skarak invasion armada. We don’t have much time. Find the sleepers, neutralize them and make sure our fleet is ready to meet the Skarak in open battle.”

      “Yes sir. The Blue Stars can do it.” Lawrence was already selecting the companies to conduct the fleet sweep.

      “Some Blue Star companies are already on task, sir,” Lawrence said. “The Bold, Insistence, Acclaim, and Surprise have been tasked to counter the civil unrest on the moons of Supra. We have mass civil disobedience on the moons. We need to make sure the planetary defense batteries will be operational so they can be used against the Skarak if the planet Supra is attacked.”

      “Civil unrest?” Selby said. He tapped his holofile that was hovering in front of him as he dropped back into his large leather armchair. “This is not civil unrest, this is the Skarak. They have already started their invasion using our own people against us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Lawrence said darkly. “It would seem that way.”

      “Very well. Secure the moons of Supra, but reallocate some of those companies to the fleet sweep. I want the Resolute to lead the operation. Give it to Major Featherstone. I have the major’s file here. Top man. He will lead. Do you agree, Marine General?”

      Lawrence shook his head. “We have lost contact with Featherstone and the Resolute, sir. She was assigned to investigate a Skarak signal in the Belt. It led him to a Faction mining facility that was utterly destroyed along with the Resolute and several fighter blades. We lost a lot of good people out there, but Featherstone in particular is a huge loss to the service.”

      “Yes, Marine General. It looks like he was a prime candidate to take over from you when you move up from your current position.”

      “I never thought about promotion beyond the Blue Stars, sir. Once you have served with the best it is very hard to move on. However, I think I am needed right here,” Lawrence said with a wry smile.

      Selby nodded. “The Blue Stars have a lot to get done and not much time to do it in. Secure those planetary defense platforms and sweep my fleet. Tactical Intelligence is delivering the Skarak detection units to each carrier group. Send your teams to the carriers first and start there. We need every ship in this fight, but if the carriers are sabotaged we won’t stand a chance against the Skarak.”

      “I will begin immediately, Admiral.” The image of Marine General Lawrence disappeared from the holostage.

      Selby placed a holoimage of the entire Scorpio system on the holostage. The positions of all ships marked with a small red dot, their headings all marked with a faint green line. All lines led to the rendezvous location near the Belt. The Eminence was alone in the dark, the planet Terra falling away in the distance. The combined battle group of cruisers, frigates and corvettes was moving in from all sides. They were gathering fast, and the first corvette, dwarfed by the massive carrier, slid into formation alongside the flag ship. They were forming up fast, but Selby knew there was no time to waste.

      “More ships,” Selby said to himself as he looked again at the data that had been sent to Fleet Command from the edge of the system, beyond the Sphere, the observational data from the surveillance ship, Sentinel Nine. A huge Skarak armada gathering on the outer edge of the Scorpio system. “We need every last ship we can get.”
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      Sitting in the command chair gave Boyd an overview of the command deck. He could see every console and had a clear view to the main holostage. The deck looked different from up here, more immediate, more controllable. Boyd didn’t have time to feel awkward in the big chair, he only had time to act. He looked at the image of the approaching Skarak fighters racing through the asteroids of the Belt. They held a tight formation, the outer fighters only breaking from their position in the diamond pattern to avoid asteroids in their path. They were closing fast.

      Boyd switched view to the Resolute itself, putting the ship at the center of the holoimage, asteroids all around, all orbiting the distant star so slowly they appeared stationary. The technical data displayed over the holoimage of the Resolute showed the drive system was offline. Defensive systems were non-operational. The weapons systems were down.

      The deflection shielding was flickering, barely holding the ship together. If that were disabled, the breach in the forward section would be exposed to space.

      “Do we have thrusters at least?” Boyd said.

      “Thrusters are operational,” Hemel replied.

      “Put in as close to the asteroid as possible. Try and hide from those Skarak.”

      “Moving us in now, sir.”

      Boyd was not used to being called sir. Hemel had only used the title out of habit. He turned in his seat and looked up at Boyd.

      “Sergeant, I mean.”

      “Don’t sweat it, Jim,” Boyd said.

      Doc Cronin came running into the command deck. He glanced up at Boyd in the command chair.

      “Doc, weapons status?”

      Cronin slid to a halt in front of the weapons’ console.

      “I can give you spitz guns, all units ready, just waiting for the core to power up.”

      Boyd looked over at Thresh at the engineering console.

      “I know, I know,” she said. She moved along the console, limping badly, her hand tapping away in a frenzy.

      Boyd looked at the Skarak. Six fighters were a tough prospect for the Resolute on a good day. But here she was, practically dead in the void. Once the Skarak spotted her she would be blasted to pieces, the crew killed, or worse.

      Boyd tapped the arm rest holo-display and opened a channel.

      “Assault teams. Suit up for extra vehicular combat. All teams go.”

      Boyd climbed down from the command chair. He was a Blue Star Marine Sergeant and he needed to lead the assault.

      “Where are you going?” Doc said.

      “The marine deck. I need to suit up.”

      “No you are not, sergeant,” doc said. “You are needed here.”

      “You can command the Resolute. I need to command the assault team.”

      “I can’t command the Resolute, Will.” Cronin said. “I’ve got to get these weapons up. Jim needs to fly the thing, but he can’t direct a battle too. And as for her…” Cronin shot a look at Thresh.

      Thresh looked at Cronin and rolled her eyes. “If you think you can get these systems sorted out in the ninety seconds we’ve got before those Skarak get on top of us then please, be my guest.”

      Boyd received an alert from the marine deck. All assault teams were ready for action. They needed a leader. The list of Blue Stars in the assault team appeared on the arm rest holo-display. Every marine was elite and they all knew what to do. But Boyd did not and he knew he was in danger of being paralyzed by the decision. It would be easier for him to lead the Blue Stars than to choose a leader for the assault team. This was what command meant, to make a call and give clear orders, to focus on the big picture. He selected a name and made the call.

      “Corporal Strachan, you are lead Blue Star. Take your assault team out onto the Resolute’s hull and stand by for orders.”

      Strachan replied immediately. He was only a corporal but there was not a Blue Star on the ship who was not ready and capable of leading the assault.

      “Yes, sergeant. Blue Star assault teams are ready.”

      Boyd watched the holostage. The Skarak were close, they were seemingly unaware of the Resolute, but the battered ship could not stay hidden for much longer. Boyd held his breath.

      “We are defenseless,” Doc said. “No weapons. Minimal defenses.”

      Hemel looked back from the pilot chair to Boyd in the command chair. “And we’re dead in the void. I can’t hook the drive up to the core without risking a full meltdown.”

      Boyd stood up. “Strachan. Move out. Close in on the fighters. Wait for my order to attack. You are to land on the approaching fighters and cut out their pilots with your electron bayonets. Stand by.”

      Boyd walked over to the main holostage.

      “Doc, can you load a surveillance drone into one of the drone tubes?”

      “Yes. And we can launch it under its own power, but the sudden appearance of a surveillance drone will light us up like a solar flare.”

      “They will spot us any moment in any case. Better we choose when they see us. Then we have the advantage.”

      “Not much of an advantage,” Hemel said.

      “It’ll be enough. Load and stand ready.”

      Boyd watched the Skarak fighters. They were moving past, but any moment now they would detect the Resolute and her flickering deflection shielding. He hit a button on his communicator, ready to give the orders to the corporal

      “Strachan. Move in on the fighters. I am going to bring them to you. Latch on and kill them. The Resolute will collect you, every last Blue Star. Go!”

      The Blue Star assault teams moved off toward the approaching Skarak.

      “Launch,” Boyd ordered.

      “Launching surveillance drone.”

      The drone raced away from the Resolute. Instantly the sensor range was extended another half a million kilometers. Thankfully there was nothing out there but more of the asteroids in the Belt.

      The instant the drone launched, the Skarak changed heading and started to close in on the Resolute. Boyd tried to steady his pulse. He didn’t have much time, but he had to be patient.

      “I’ve bypassed the main governor,” Thresh said. “Accessing main core power. Distributing power to weapons systems.”

      “Got it. Powered to spitz guns. Targeting Skarak.”

      “Hold,” Boyd said. “I’ve just put our Blue Stars between us and the Skarak. The spitz guns will tear them apart.”

      “Those Skarak will tear us apart if we don’t open fire,” Cronin said.

      “Hold fire, Doc,” Boyd said. “The Blue Stars are deployed and on task. Give them a second.”

      Boyd accessed the enhanced data view from Strachan’s helmet and displayed it on the holostage. The assault team was closing in on the Skarak fighters. The fighters were moving in fast, range finder data counting down rapidly.

      At the last moment the Blue Stars attacked. Reaching out with their suits’ grav fields they caught hold of the Skarak, like grabbing hold of a charging tiger. Several Blue Stars got their grav field off alignment and were sent tumbling aside. Their med data showed a few busted bones and a bad concussion as they tumbled away.

      Strachan secured his grav fields’ grip on his Skarak fighter and drew himself in. The alien opened fire with its crackle beam but the Blue Star marines were too small to be targeted and Strachan moved forward, pulling himself in with the grav field, dancing around the crackle beam with his thrusters.

      He touched down on the Skarak fighter, a dark hull rippling like black tar. He plunged his electron blade into the hull. His team joined him, and they cut deep into the small fighter. Grey ooze spilled out of the fighter. Strachan reached inside and pulled a Skarak soldier out. It thrashed around as it was dispatched with a swift thrust from an electron bayonet.

      Strachan pushed the fighter off its course and aimed it at the distant blue giant star millions of kilometers away. He leapt off and let the Skarak fighter go tumbling, unpiloted, in toward the inner system where it would eventually fall into the blue giant star.

      Boyd watched as all Skarak fighters had their pilot cut out before the craft was sent toward the blue giant star.

      With the last Skarak fighter defeated, Boyd leaned heavily on the holostage and let out a sigh.

      “Well done, sergeant,” Hemel said. “I thought we were done for.”

      Boyd looked at the casualty reports. Several Blue Stars were adrift, concussed or with broken limbs. One Blue Star was missing. Lost in the void.

      “We didn’t come away unscathed,” Boyd said grimly.

      “The assault teams did their jobs,” Cronin said. “And you did yours. You saved the ship.”

      Boyd nodded. It didn’t feel like a victory. He’d lost Blue Stars under his command before but then he had been in the field, fighting alongside them, sharing the danger in equal measure.

      Cronin could read his mood. “Command is hard, sergeant.”

      Boyd walked over to the command chair. He could not let his concern spread amongst his crew.

      “Recall all marines. Find our missing Blue Star. I want every marine back aboard double quick. Copy?”

      “Yes, sergeant,” Hemel said. “Scanning now. Plotting his last knows position. He got bounced off a Skarak and his suit went offline. Most likely he was killed in action.”

      “But he might be drifting out there with a dwindling air supply waiting for rescue.”

      Boyd didn’t want to abandon a man on his first action in command. But he also needed to find Kitzov. The fate of one man was nothing compared to the fate of the entire system, but still it felt like too much to lose.

      “We’ve got him. He’s moving away fast. We can be there in moments if the drive was up and running.”

      “Transferring power to the drive now,” Thresh said.

      Boyd nodded. He felt his head drop with the relief, the exhaustion. How did Featherstone always look so calm under this sort of stress?

      “Let’s go and get our man.”

      The Resolute moved away from the asteroid and began to gather up the Blue Stars scattered by the action against the Skarak fighters. Boyd stepped over to Thresh at the engineering console. Standing next to her now felt like a betrayal of his brother. He had wanted to be with her, but knew he could never feel the same way about her again.

      “Do you have a way we can get hold of Kitzov?” Boyd spoke quietly. “Any old Faction trick you know of?”

      “I know all the old Faction tricks,” Thresh said, bristling. “But, yes,” she softened. “I can send a signal that will get his attention.”

      “You can use the communication console,” Boyd said.

      “It’s not that kind of signal. I can do it right here. A malfunction in the drive field will alert him.”

      Thresh sent out a Faction raider coded message. She accessed the drive assembly and caused it to flare in a random pattern that looked like a drive misalignment. The pattern would be noticed by any Faction ships in sensor range and the message would be relayed to Kitzov.

      “The Skarak are not the only ones to have infiltrated the Union.” Thresh smiled. “The Faction have been on the inside for as long as I know.”

      “All Blue Star marines are recovered and aboard, sergeant,” Hemel said.

      Boyd was almost afraid to ask, but he had to know. “What’s the fate of the one that was adrift?”

      Hemel was silent for a moment. “He didn’t make it. But he died a hero.”

      That’s the way war was. There were casualties. But this was Boyd’s first as a leader.

      “Do you want to set a new heading?” Hemel asked.

      Boyd looked at the region on the holostage. He wanted to head home. He hadn’t been home in almost a year. “Take us to the Sphere.”

      Thresh winced as pain shot through her knee and it buckled. Instinctively Boyd stuck out his arm and grabbed her, stopping her from falling only for her to shrug him off. She leaned heavily on the engineering console.

      “Doc, take another look at her leg,” Boyd said.

      “It’s probably just a med pack issue,” Cronin said. “She needs a replacement. There was a lot of damage. She’ll eat through a few med packs before the damage is repaired.”

      “So do you want to give her a new one?” Boyd said.

      Cronin looked up from the weapons console. “Yes, or I could try and get these weapons systems online. Up to you.”

      Boyd knew he didn’t want to be without weapons if and when he met Kitzov.

      “Don’t worry,” Doc said, looking back to his work, “a med drone can attach a new pack. She just needs to get to med bay.”

      “I know the way,” Thresh said, limping.

      “I’ll take you,” Boyd said.

      “I don’t need a nurse maid,” Thresh said bitterly.

      “But you do need a guard. You are still a prisoner aboard this ship, Thresh,” Boyd replied firmly and somewhat harshly.

      Thresh let out a snort of derision. “Fine,” she said.

      Boyd put an arm around her waist and helped her along the command deck corridor as they headed toward the med bay.

      “I’m surprised they let you back into your beloved Blue Stars,” Thresh said with a sneer, limping alongside Boyd. “I thought they would call you traitor and hang you.”

      “It’s a firing squad for traitors. Hanging is for pirates,” Boyd said.

      Thresh winced as she put too much weight on her bad leg. Boyd stopped.

      “Ok, that’s enough.” He helped her sit down against the side of the corridor. “Wait here.”

      She looked up at him. “I thought I was your prisoner.” She held her wrists together as if manacled and then held them up over her head. “I’m at your mercy.”

      Boyd crouched next to her. “You wouldn’t do anything to make me look bad would you?”

      She looked at him with a mischievous coquettish flutter of her lashes. “Never,” she said.

      Boyd couldn’t forget his feelings for her, but neither could he forget that she had shot his brother dead. Deep down he knew it wasn’t her fault, but the holo-recording of the execution played through his mind every time he looked at her.

      He stood up.

      “Just wait here and I’ll grab that med pack. Back in a few minutes.”

      “And if any of your Blue Stars find me here?”

      “Don’t tell them you are trying to escape. And don’t hurt anyone.”

      Boyd smiled at her, but seeing her face reminded him of all he had lost, and his smile slipped.

      “I’m sorry, Will,” Thresh said looking up at him.

      Boyd looked away, along the corridor. He pointed down at her.

      “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

      Boyd moved quickly and was in the med bay in moments. He didn’t want to leave Thresh sitting alone in the corridor. He told himself it was because she was his prisoner. He didn’t dare admit that he wanted to be near her.

      As he reached up and into a small overhead cabinet for the med pack, the ship lurched suddenly. Boyd felt the thud as something stuck him on the head. His vision blurred and the taste of blood filled his mouth. The med bay swam around him and then drifted to black as the Resolute’s collision alarm sounded, fading into the dark.

      Suddenly Boyd was running with his brother. He didn’t know how he got here, back to the field behind his parent’s old house. He was sixteen and grown up for his age. His brother was twenty-one, tall, and handsome in his new junior officer uniform.

      “Daniel!” Boyd called out as he ran to his brother.

      “Slow down, Will. Save it for the track.”

      “I’m not going to school today. I’m coming with you to the marines.”

      Daniel Boyd laughed.

      Will remembered that laugh. Light and infectious.

      “You’ll be made corporal in the first week when you do sign up. But not today little brother.”

      Then he was inside the house, his mother and father looking at Will and Daniel. A glow around them.

      “That was before, wasn’t it,” Will said.

      “Yes,” his brother said pulling him away. “We’ll always remember them that way.”

      Boyd was then sitting in a crowd, looking down at the marines’ graduation parade. His brother marched alongside his platoon in his lieutenant’s uniform.

      Boyd cheered wildly, proud of his brother.

      Then his brother looked up at him. But he was no longer marching, he was kneeling in the dirt of a Faction settlement. His uniform tattered and dirty from battle. Dirt and blood on his neck.

      A pulse pistol. Thresh holding it. Her hands quivering. And behind her, smirking and cajoling, was Kitzov. Urging. Encouraging.

      “Shoot him,” Kitzov said. He looked at Boyd. “She shot your brother. Who is to blame?”

      Boyd looked at his brother. Daniel was smiling up at Boyd. Calm and friendly. His brother had looked after him and had studied to get into the officer training program. He had done everything for his little brother. All Boyd could do now was avenge his brother’s death and bring the killer to justice. It was the entire reason he had joined the marines and worked so hard to get into the elite Blue Stars.

      A flash from the pulse pistol in Thresh’s hand filled Boyd’s eyes.

      Just as quickly as the visions had started, they faded away. He was lying on the deck of the med bay, Thresh and Doc Cronin kneeling over him. Cronin was flashing a light in his eyes.

      “He took a knock on the head,” Thresh said.

      “He’s coming around,” Cronin said.

      “What happened, Doc?” Boyd propped himself up, his head swimming.

      “You took a knock on the head from some falling equipment,” Cronin said. “It was only a warning shot. A pretty heavy warning. Knocked our forward deflection shield down to fifty prevent. We have found a Faction raider. Or they found us, more like. They want to talk to our commander.” Cronin attached a med pack to Boyd’s head and then pulled him to his feet.

      The med pack settled into place and instantly Boyd felt better. The spinning stopped immediately. The pain was gone, and the sickness was subsiding. He climbed to his feet using Cronin and Thresh for support.

      Thresh smiled at him. “You ok? You have got a thick skull, haven’t you?”

      Boyd adjusted his jacket. He looked into Thresh’s eyes. He saw no malice there, only joy that he was safe. But he could not take away the image of the pulse pistol aimed at his brother.

      He wanted to believe she was innocent—to believe it and move past the pain. But he couldn’t

      “Let’s go meet this pirate,” Boyd said.
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      Boyd looked across the command deck to the main holostage. The image of a Faction raider holding position directly in front of the Resolute filled the image. Boyd walked to the holostage and tapped the control console, activating the communication channel being sent from the Faction ship.

      The pirate, a Faction captain, appeared on the holostage as a full size holoimage. He was clearly a veteran, with short grey hair, a scar over one eye that cut his eyebrow in two, and thick grey stubble covering a firm jaw. His jacket had a sharp military look about it, while most Faction captains were more casual in their appearance. He wore a gun belt and a low-slung holster containing a pulse pistol. His arms were folded across his chest.

      “Captain. You detected our signal?” Boyd said. “Do you know the location of Kitzov? I need to contact him as a matter of extreme urgency.”

      “Your attempts at deception are wasted on me, Union. You think that old Faction signal will let you trick your way past my defenses.”

      “It’s no trick,” Boyd said.

      The Faction captain ignored Boyd.

      “This region is claimed by the Faction. The Union has no rights in the Sphere. Leave or I will destroy you.”

      Boyd felt a sharp pain in his head.

      Hemel stood up at the flight console and called out.

      “The Sphere is still part of the Scorpio system. Last time I checked the Union was the authority here, not you Faction pirate.”

      Boyd turned and gave Hemel a disapproving look. Then turned back to the holoimage of the pirate.

      “You have fired on us,” Boyd said. “An act of aggression against a Union ship. Any other Faction captain would have finished the job by now.”

      “I have target lock,” Doc Cronin said from the weapons console. “All batteries report ready to fire.”

      Boyd shot Cronin a look that told him to keep quiet. Then he looked back to the pirate.

      “It is not a standard Faction move to fire warning shots, not unless you are attacking a freighter and want its cargo intact. I don’t think you’d be firing warning shots at a Union vessel. I think you would be pouring everything you had into us, not waiting patiently for us to talk. I think the only reason my ship’s hull is not glowing white hot from kinetic hail impacts is because,” Boyd paused for the briefest of moments, “I don’t think you have anything to shoot.”

      “You will leave this sector or be destroyed,” the pirate said.

      “I’m not leaving. And as my colleague rightly said, this is all Union territory. A Blue Star ship has every right to be here.”

      “The Union is over,” the pirate said. “The Skarak have invaded the system. Thousands of ships. The Union will be finished in a week.”

      Boyd was stunned at the news coming from this pirate. Was an invasion underway? Was the Skarak invasion here? Had he run out of time?

      Boyd tried to cover his surprise at the news. “If the Union is over it’s the end for the Faction too.”

      “How so?” The pirate spoke without any hint of emotion. “With the Union gone the Faction will be free at last.”

      “Rubbish.” Boyd’s head throbbed. “The Skarak are not just fighting the Union. They want to destroy all life in this system. If you hold out in the Sphere you may be safe for a time, hidden away at the edge of the light. You will survive for maybe a few months more, a few years perhaps, but the Skarak want to dominate the system, and they want all human life to end. They will come for you too. I have seen what they do to Union and Faction people. It is not pretty. Your fate will be the same as the Union.”

      The pirate shook his head, dismissing Boyd’s words as nonsense. “The Faction can hide, and we can fight. We are not weak like the Union.”

      “Oh, please, spare me the patriotic nonsense,” Boyd raised his voice a touch but the throbbing in his head stopped him from shouting. “I have seen the Faction from the inside. I know your best kit is just stolen or reverse engineered Union kit. You don’t stand a chance against the Skarak.”

      "I will live longer than you, Union scum.”

      Boyd closed his eyes. This argument was getting him nowhere. He felt his head spin.

      “Captain,” Boyd began. “I think we have gotten off on the wrong foot here. I am looking for Faction ships, not to destroy them, but to join with them. I am Boyd. Sergeant Will Boyd. I’m looking for Kitzov. I need to speak with him.”

      “Boyd?” the pirate said the name as if he had a distant recollection. Then he remembered. “The traitor. You were on Poledri’s crew. I knew Poledri. Good pirate. Good man. What makes you think I’ll help you?”

      “Because I’m going to help you first. I already know you are out of ordinance or you would be firing at me, not talking. And I have a strong suspicion that your drive systems are down.”

      Boyd saw a flicker of concern rush across the pirate’s face and he knew he’d guessed right.

      “This is a Blue Star ship, and you, as a clearly experienced Faction captain, will know a Blue Star ship when you see one. And you will know that the Blue Star’s stated purpose is to hunt Faction pirates and drag their captains back to Terra for a public hanging. If you had finished shooting you would now be running, using the asteroids of the Sphere to evade and hopefully escape. But here you are, sitting in a face off with a clearly more powerful Union ship. I think you are dead in the void. Out of ordnance, out of drive power, out of options and out of time. I’ve got you on a plate, Captain.”

      “I’ll die before you take my ship,” the captain said without a flicker of doubt in his voice.

      “Lucky for you, I don’t want your ship. I need to speak to Kitzov, which means I need your help. Maybe we can help you get your drive working. Can I send a team over to assist you?”

      “You are not setting foot on my ship with a squad of Blue Star marines. Do you think I am a fool? Forget it.”

      Boyd looked over to Thresh and called her toward him, bringing her in to the view of the Faction captain.

      “This is Enke Thresh, Faction engineer.”

      Thresh waved. “Hi.”

      “Thresh?” the pirate said. “Enke Thresh. I know you. You are one of Kitzov’s favorites. What are you doing on a Union ship?”

      “Long story,” Thresh said.

      “One I’d be happy to tell you in person, Captain,” Boyd said. “Let me and Thresh board your ship and we’ll get your systems up and running, get you underway. Then, in return, you can help us find Kitzov. Two ships working together will be able to find him much more quickly. I have information on the Skarak that Union fleet command needs to hear. And I think if we work together was can defeat the Skarak and bring peace to the Scorpio system.”

      “I don’t trust you, Blue Star. Not one bit.”

      “Or I can blow you out of the void right now. What’s it to be? I help you and then you help me, or I destroy you and try and find Kitzov myself.”

      “Let me come aboard,” Thresh said. Her light tone was calming and persuasive. “I know the systems of a raider inside and out.”

      The pirate nodded slowly. “Just you two. No marines.”

      “Agreed,” Boyd said.

      “It is not agreed,” Hemel said. “You can’t go over there alone. They will kill you the moment you step on board.”

      “I agree,” Cronin said. “You are in command of the Resolute. You must stay here.”

      “No, gentlemen. I am going.” He addressed the captain of the faction ship. “I’m Sergeant Boyd. And what is your name, sir?”

      “Kessler. Captain Kessler of the Phantom Zero.”

      “I will be coming aboard fully suited and armed. I’ll traverse across and board your ship through the main docking port.”

      “Agreed,” the captain said. “It’s already open. I’ll expect you right away. If you could bring a few spare core shunt coils, that would be useful.”

      Thresh looked at Boyd. “Do you have any?”

      Boyd shrugged and looked at Hemel. Hemel folded his arms and looked straight ahead.

      “Do we have any?” Boyd said, his head throbbing as he spoke. “Tell me, that is an order.”

      Hemel shifted in the pilot seat. “We have spares in supplies,” he said reluctantly. “The Faction raider has the same core configuration as a Union freighter and we use the core shunt coils for our stability field secondary generator.”

      “Copy that, Captain Kessler,” Boyd said. “I’ll bring replacement core shunt coils. How many do you need, sir?”

      Kessler didn’t even pause. “A dozen. Kessler out.”

      The image vanished.

      “A dozen? He is taking you for a fool.” Hemel said.

      “He is panicking,” Boyd said.

      “It didn’t look like panic to me,” Cronin said.

      “No, he is proud. Brave. But he is prepared to accept our help.”

      “You can’t go over there without backup,” Cronin said. “He will take you prisoner the moment you enter his ship.”

      “I don’t think so. He’ll be outnumbered two to one.” Thresh said.

      Hemel looked confused.

      “Main docking bay already open,” Boyd said. “Think about it. Why? And why was he alone on his flight deck?”

      Hemel shrugged.

      “Something tells me he’s had a run in with the Skarak already.”

      Boyd and Thresh suited up and were in the marine deck in moments. Boyd slipped a pulse pistol into his hip holster. A Blue Star marine handed him a container with the core shunt coils.

      “If he does anything, we’ll make him pay,” the marine handing the supplies said.

      “He looks like an intelligent man to me. He’s not going to try anything. We’re his only hope.”

      As Boyd stepped out of the marine deck into the void, he hoped his instincts were correct.

      As he traversed, his suit thrusters pushing him forward, he checked the pistol on his hip. He moved in toward the Phantom Zero docking bay and could see it was already open and completely empty, every last fleck of dust had been blown out. The interior doors were also open, showing Boyd the corridors of the Faction ship. He knew the inside of a Faction raider from his time as an undercover operative aboard the Odium Fist. It was where he had met Thresh and fallen in love with her.

      She was looking beyond the Phantom Zero, away into the void. She raised her hand slowly and pointed.

      “Look, Will. Zoom in and look about three kilometers to the rear of the Zero.”

      Boyd looked and focused with his helmet display. He saw a loose collection of objects tumbling away. As he zoomed in further, he could see they were bodies, a small cluster of about thirty, approximately the standard crew size of a Faction raider.

      Boyd looked even more closely, zooming in to the maximum range his helmets enhanced view would allow. The bodies were falling away from the Zero, tumbling as they went. Most were ridged but a few were writhing, their arms and legs flailing, as if trying to walk or crawl.

      “Skarak flesh drones,” Thresh said. “The Skarak got into their heads. He got them off his ship.”

      “Along with everyone else,” Boyd said.

      “You would do the same,” Thresh said.

      Boyd thought for a moment. Would he? Then he knew that to hesitate was to fail. Right now he had the luxury of second guessing, third guessing, and weighing up a thousand options and alternatives. If the Skarak flesh drones were running riot on his ship, threatening to destroy it, he would have no time to weigh up the options, he would have only seconds to act, if that.

      As he prepared to touch down on the open docking bay, he was grateful he didn’t have to make the decision.

      The outer doors closed behind him. A holoimage of the captain appeared on Boyd’s wrist mounted holostage.

      “The coils need to be installed in the drive room. Then I can get the power back to environmental controls and interior systems. I can’t let you onto the flight deck until you do that. Not without blasting me out into space along with the rest of my crew.”

      Boyd and Thresh walked to the drive room. The small raider drive room was open. The shunt casing was pulled away and coils were missing. A second section of coils were burned out.

      Thresh pointed.

      “Sabotage right there,” she pointed at the missing coils. “And that is how he took back control,” she pointed at the burned out coils. “An overload in the shunt opened all doors except the flight deck, venting the entire ship to the void. Clever trick. I don’t think I would have thought of that.”

      Boyd pulled burned out coils from their housing and slipped fresh coils in place. In a matter of moments, the shunt was flowing again and lights began to blink on. The drive room door powered up and slid shut.

      Boyd jumped, fearing he’d been trapped by the pirate.

      Thresh smiled at him. She tapped the door control panel and it slid open.

      “Just a system reset.” She grinned. “Not nervous, are you? When was the last time you were on a Faction raider?”

      “The Odium Fist,” Boyd said.

      Thresh smiled and pulled off her helmet as the environmental controls filled the ship with fresh atmosphere.

      “Fun times,” she said.

      Boyd pulled off his helmet.

      “Sure. Let’s go meet the captain. Maybe we’ve got more fun times ahead.”

      Boyd walked along the corridors to the flight deck. The Phantom Zero had an identical layout to the Odium Fist, and it almost felt familiar, but every ship had its own quirks, its own unique fingerprint. A hatch grating here, or a panel cover there. It was enough of a difference for Boyd to know for sure he was in someone else’s territory.

      As he arrived at the flight deck security door he paused.

      “Do we knock?” he said turning to Thresh.

      The door slid open with a hiss and rush of air as the pressure rebalanced between the flight deck and the rest of the ship. Captain Kessler was standing there, hands at his side, a pulse pistol in one hand.

      “Permission to come aboard, sir,” Boyd said. He moved his hand over the butt of his pulse pistol in its hip holster.

      Kessler slipped his pistol into its holster.

      “Granted. Come in, sergeant. I think you will want to see this.”

      Boyd stepped into the flight deck. He noticed Kessler was keeping his eyes on him and the pulse pistol at all times. He walked Boyd over to the main holostage. It took Boyd a few moments to understand what he was looking at. The image on the holostage showed thousands of Skarak ships pouring into the Scorpio system.

      “We need to work quickly,” Boyd said.
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      Admiral Tal Selby stepped into the command center of the Eminence. The command center sat deep inside the massive spherical ship. A ship the size of a small moon with the firepower of a dozen or more cruisers. The Eminence and her sister ships, Titan and Goliath, were hugely powerful battleships, but they also carried squadrons of fighter blades, the fast and deadly fleet fighters. The crushing hammer blows of the carriers own weapons coupled with the surgical strike ability of the fighter blade squadrons made the carriers formidable and deadly.

      The huge holo-display in the middle of the command center showed every ship of the Union fleet. A big wing was forming. Never before in the entire history of the Scorpio system had the entire fleet been assembled for one battle. But this was a fight for the very survival of the Scorpio system. All ships were tasked with repelling the Skarak invasion. All other priorities had been rescinded.

      The ships of the fleet were moving through the Belt, the band of asteroids between the orbits of Supra and Extremis. The fleet moved slowly, picking its way through the densely packed asteroids and maintaining its formation. Sporadic encounters with small groups of Skarak fighters did nothing to slow the fleet’s advance. The Skarak fighters were no match for the carrier fleet, but the fighters were not here to slow the fleet; they were merely an observation detail. Every encounter with a fighter meant the Skarak were being updated on the fleet’s progress.

      The moment the fleet cleared the asteroid belt it accelerated and moved quickly out into open space between the orbits of the Gas giants Supra and Extremis, Selby took a step toward the holostage.

      “Show me the Skarak,” Selby said.

      The image on the holostage changed to show the enemy. A massive armada, hundreds of ships, was heading his way. It filled the holostage even at a low magnification. Surveillance posts across the system were running in sync, all scanning the same area of space, relaying the data back to the Eminence.

      The holoimage flickered at the edge of the Skarak armada and a dozen warships vanished from the display.

      “What happened there? Did we engage that flank?” the Admiral said pointing at the holostage where the warships had vanished.

      Senior military strategists and ranking fleet officers overlooked the work consoles all manned by the best operators in the Union.

      “We lost another surveillance cluster,” a surveillance command officer replied. “Thirty drones all operating from a fleet corvette, Sentinel Thirteen. She just went offline. Last transmission is for you, Admiral.”

      Selby let out a sigh. “Put it on the main holostage.” He knew it would be bad news. Maybe the news would embolden the command center crew.

      The image of a young lieutenant commander appeared on the holostage. She was being buffeted around in her command chair, hanging on to the armrests. Sparks were flying about the view behind her.

      “Fleet command. This is Sentinel Thirteen. Skarak fighters are swarming on our position. We took four of the bastards down, but we can’t stand. Abandoning our position. I’ll leave our drones here and hope they can relay—”

      Silence.

      “End of transmission, Admiral,” the surveillance commander said. “We detected a surge of data in the final fraction of a second, but it is too corrupted to make sense out of it. The surge is consistent with a core overload, though.”

      “Can a Skarak fighter really take down a corvette that quickly?”

      “Negative, Admiral,” the engineering commander called out. “Thirteen’s deflection shield and stability fields were intact. We would expect a well-run corvette to make it back to the fleet. The damage…” the commander paused.

      “Spit it out, man,” Selby said in anger and frustration.

      “It was self-inflicted. Sentinel Thirteen blew herself up.”

      “She blew her core to avoid capture,” the Admiral said nodding in approval.

      “If she did, it was extremely premature.” Fleet Intelligence Agent Crippin stepped from behind the surveillance console and joined Selby at the holostage. “That ship could have run for hours. It was sabotage. We’re seeing it all over the fleet.”

      “Skarak sleepers?” Selby asked.

      “We have been following up evidence of infiltration across the Scorpio system. Skarak sleeper agents on board ships and facilities in the Union fleet. We are finding evidence of them in the Faction too. It would seems the Skarak don’t care for the Faction either. We are all just indigenous enemies to them.”

      “Are we in danger from these sleeper agents?”

      “Negative, sir. The Blue Stars have concluded their sweep of the carriers and are moving to the cruisers. All critical systems on the main fleet are locked down. Tactical Intelligence has been vetting Union personnel at critical stations. The Eminence’s core is locked down. All carriers have fresh engineering crews. They are fresh out of training but we can be sure they haven’t been turned into Skarak agents.”

      The lights across the command center flickered.

      “Report,” Selby called out.

      “Secondary power transfer node in the lower hemisphere of the carrier reporting it’s under attack. It’s our own people. Rioting, sir. They smashed a node down there.”

      Selby shot Crippin a withering glance.

      “It can’t be,” she said.

      “Show me,” Selby said.

      The holostage showed a corridor in the carrier’s lower hemisphere filled with Union personnel. They were charging along the corridor, attacking anyone in their way. At the rear a single individual walked with a small device emitting random pulses of blue crackle fire that swarmed over the small crowd, flickering over their bodies and gathering on their heads.

      “It’s a kravin’ Skarak crackle beam emitter. On my own kravin’ carrier!” The Admiral was wild with rage. “How did that get on my ship?!”

      “I…I don’t know,” Crippin said in a fluster.

      Major Brace called out from his chair overlooking the security console. “I am deploying my marines now. Three squads to the location. We’ll have it under control in a moment.”

      A warning signal sounded from across the command center. A weapons commander called out.

      “We’ve got riots in the main mass beam control. Transferring internal surveillance feed to the holostage now.”

      In the corner of the holostage a new feed appeared, a holoimage from the mass beam control room at the forward weapon’s ring. A riot, and again a single individual with a crackle beam emitter.

      “Major Brace,” the Admiral called out. “Do you have a status update on your marines?”

      “Yes, Admiral, section officers are reporting in now sir. Marines are being deployed. We also have reports coming in from two other locations of violence and rioting.

      “Admiral,” Agent Crippin sidled over to the admiral and spoke quietly. “Tactical Intelligence has alerted me to a counter move. We can end this now.”

      The Admiral looked at her suspiciously. “Tell me.”

      She walked to the holostage and tapped the controls.

      “Tactical A.I has located five individuals with Skarak emitters. We know what frequencies to scan, but we can only find them when active. They resonate with all nearby crackle beam emitters, so we know there is one other on board, but it has not yet been activated.”

      “Sir,” the major called out. “New riot report on fighter Blade hanger six.”

      “That’ll be the one,” Crippin said. “Tactical has a suggestion.” She put a schematic of the Eminence on the holostage, a green holographic skeleton of the massive moon sized carrier craft. A network of red lines wound through the green schematic.

      “These corridors link all five Skarak sleeper agents that are creating the riots. We seal these areas and evacuate the effected corridors.”

      “Evacuate them where?” Selby asked.

      “Space, Admiral, through the main cargo dock.”

      “But that will throw everyone in those areas out into the void.”

      “Yes, Admiral,” Crippin said calmly. “My report shows we will lose fifteen percent of the Eminence’s crew.”

      “Fifteen percent,” the Admiral exclaimed. “That’s over two thousand personnel!”

      “Yes Admiral,” Crippin said. “I’ve already authorized the lockdown on the corridors. I can order the evacuation if you don’t want to do it, Admiral.”

      Admiral Selby took a sharp intake of breath. “Execute the evacuation immediately.”

      “Half my marines are in those locations, Admiral,” Major Brace said.

      “Then I hope they have their tactical suits on.”

      “For ship side operations? Unlikely, sir.” Brace could not hide his frustration and annoyance.

      “We knew we would lose people today, major.”

      “But we haven’t even met their fleet yet.” Brace brought his fist down on the security console in front of him.

      “This fight started a long time ago, major. We just didn’t know it yet.” The Admiral looked at the images from the main cargo dock as hundreds of Eminence personnel were blown out into space, out in to the dark and the cold. The image was visual only, the horror unfolding in total silence. The silence spread over the command center.

      “It’s the right choice, Admiral," Agent Crippin said.

      The Admiral stepped forward, hands behind his back. “Inform the other carriers of our status. Inform all ships of the approved strategy for dealing with Skarak sleepers. Now cancel that feed and put the Skarak armada on the holostage.”

      The image changed and showed the armada was closing in. More flank scanning ships were falling back or being destroyed by Skarak fire. The image of the advancing ships became hazy as the surveillance drones were knocked out and data became patchy.

      Then the image became sharp as the armada front moved into range of the Union fleet’s own on-board surveillance scanners.

      “Skarak armada approaching. They will be in weapon’s range in moments. They are sending their masterships against our center.”

      The Admiral watched as the faster Skarak warships moved out to the sides. They had the ships to surround the whole Union center and move on to one of the flanks.

      But the Admiral had a weapon up his sleeve. The Blue Star marines.

      “Let them come at our center,” the Admiral said. He climbed a few steps to the observation platform overlooking the entire command center. The primary commanders were busy scuttling about, but the Admiral was in command of the fleet.

      “They have no finesse, the Skarak. Mindlessly attacking our center.”

      “If they take out one of our carriers they will have significantly tipped the balance in their favor,” Major Brace said.

      “But they will have to move their masterships against our carriers to do that. Deploy the principal fighter wing from all carriers. Support the port flank. The Skarak are trying to weaken us there. Clear the center of cruisers. Let the Skarak think we are preparing our mass cannon.”

      The cruisers in front of the carriers began to redeploy as the orders were passed down from the Admiral to the carrier communication commander, away to the cruiser captain and down to individual pilots. The maneuver was slick as a dozen cruisers moved aside.

      The three carriers formed a formidable front, each with a mass cannon capable of crushing a Skarak warship in a single discharge. The Skarak masterships were powerful, but not impervious to the Union carrier’s mass beams. But there were enough of the Skarak masterships for them to take fire, lose ships, and still move in as the mass cannon recharged for another blast. At best, Tactical Intelligence reckoned the Union carriers could destroy up to ninety percent of the mastership force before the carriers were destroyed. But that remaining ten percent would be enough to overwhelm the rest of the Scorpio system.

      The Admiral watched the masterships close in. Mass beams had a significant range advantage over the Skarak blue fire, but he needed them in close. He wasn’t going to let them get that close before he fired his first shot, and not with the mass cannon.

      “Major Brace. Initiate operation Demon Drop. Send in the Blue Star marines.”

      Major Brace was waiting at the communications console for the order. He passed it down to the Blue Star company commanders in the fleet.

      The Blue Stars were already hanging in space ahead of the fleet. Individual marines almost invisible to a mastership scan resolution. Tiny dots in an infinite void. They moved in squads toward the masterships, each company carried a Demon Detonator.

      “Blue Stars are away, sir,” Brace said. “If this works, we’ll knock out their forward masterships without firing a shot.”

      “Show me.” The Admiral leaned forward.

      The holostage zoomed in on a dark point of space ahead of the fleet. A Blue Star company was advancing on the Skarak masterships, maneuvering across space powered only by their suits. The Demon Detonators were large, the size of a ship’s reactor core. The detonation of a Demon created a mass field that caused any matter in the blast zone to collapse under its own weight, crushing it down to near singular densities. The Blue Stars moved each device forward with blasts from their suits’ thrusters. They swooped in and nudged the Demons carefully, silently forward.

      “Admiral, the masterships have halted their approach. We have Skarak fighters and warships moving against our flank.”

      “Hold the flank,” Agent Crippin said. “The Demons must get through.”

      “The Blue Stars will do it. They have never let us down,” Major Brace said

      “Move reserve frigate squadrons to support the flank.” Admiral Selby stood up and walked toward the main holostage.

      A mass of Skarak fighters were sweeping across the front as if to tempt the carriers to launch their blades to counter them. The blades held their position between the huge carriers and the surrounding cruisers.

      Then the Skarak fighters turned and swept in, diving directly toward the Union fleet, a thousand Skarak fighters or more. The black of space filled with the light from the flickering blue drive flares.

      “Ready defensive batteries. All spitz guns and laser assemblies make ready. Hold the mass cannon.” Selby watched as the Skarak swept in.

      “They are using the Skarak fighters to get us to open up with our primary weapon,” Agent Crippin said.

      “I hope so, unless they are sweeping for our marines,” the Admiral said. “Major, status of the Demon Drop?”

      “The Skarak fighters have not discovered the Blue Stars. The Demons will be on the masterships in moments.”

      The fight on the flank was lighting up the holoimage. A Union cruiser was covered in blue crackle fire, flickering over it from its forward section to the drive assembly. Then the drive erupted and instantly consumed the cruiser in a brilliant flash of superhot plasma.

      Then a second cruiser was struck with the crackle fire as Skarak warships probed the flank. High powered laser beams flickered out and struck the attacking Skarak, burning holes through their hulls, combat drone strikes finishing the job. The flank was lit with weapons fire and the smoldering wreckage of Union and Skarak ships.

      The Skarak fighters dove into range of the carriers’ spitz guns. The three carriers lit up as hundreds of spitz gun batteries erupted, pouring brilliant white beads of energy in a stream toward the fighters.

      The fighters charged on and at the last moment a Skarak warship moved in, pressing forward as the carriers’ fire was absorbed by the hundreds of fighters racing mindlessly to oblivion. The few spitz gun rounds that hit the warship were absorbed by its deep dark hull. With the last of the Skarak fighter shield destroyed, the single warship came under fire from the three cruisers. As the spitz fire lit up the warship’s forward section, the crackle beam struck forward and hit the Goliath before the warship was overwhelmed with spitz gun fire and exploded in an eruption of tortured blue energy lines.

      The resistance on the port flank was failing and the Skarak were pushing into the Union formation.

      Then a Demon detonated.

      A surge of new data streamed into the surveillance console. A huge mass field appeared as the device exploded. Then a second detonation was detected, and a third, each explosion like a perfect, super dense sphere.

      “Report,” the Admiral said.

      “Demon Detonators are activating prematurely. I have a report from a corporal. His sergeant was attempting to activate the Demon early.”

      “Sleepers?” Selby said.

      “Not in the Blue Stars,” Major Brace said. “Surely not.”

      “They are everywhere,” Agent Crippin said.

      “Our position is failing. Operation Demon Drop has failed. The Skarak have detected the devices.”

      Admiral Selby leaned heavily on the holostage. The battle at the port flank was stabilizing and the Union was rushing reserves to fight off the Skarak attack, but it only weakened the reserves.

      “Skarak warships pushing up to the center,” the surveillance commander called out

      “Detonate all Demons,” Selby said. “At least the space time disturbance will prevent them from pursuing us directly. Fall back to Supra. Send a tactical withdrawal signal. The carrier Titan will cover our retreat. All ships move now.”

      The Admiral watched as the Union fleet began to withdraw. More cruisers went up in eruptions of plasma fire as the formation fell back.

      The Skarak formation held at the Demon line, where a dozen of the devices were detonated, creating a region impassible to the masterships.

      Selby stepped away from the holostage and dropped into a seat at the side of the command center, his eyes on the deck and his fingers tugging at the Admiral pip on his chest. He had come away from the first encounter with his secret weapon, operation Demon Drop, rendered ineffective, and his fleet had been given a bloody nose.

      The Skarak were not going to leave it at that. The Skarak had the Union fleet on the run and Selby felt for the first time that he truly was in a fight for his life.
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      A wall of Skarak fighters, hundreds of the tiny mobile craft, advanced ahead of the armada. The warships came next, the long dark ships with their forward rapier clusters glowing with blue crackle fire. Behind the warships came the masterships. As black as space itself, the masterships were only made visible by the glow of the blue crackle fire that flickered lazily over the dark hull and streamed away off the rapiers that stuck out all across its surface.

      As the Union fleet retreated, the carrier Titan stood alone and made ready to open fire with its mass beam. A wide-angle mass beam spread the power of the beam across a wide front. It would cause damage to dozens of Skarak ships, but the beam was designed to slow the advance of the Skarak armada and so give the fleet time to retreat and form up under the protection of the Supra planetary defense platforms.

      A wave of Skarak fighters moved into the blast zone where the Demon devices had been detonated. The Demon line caused the Skarak fighters’ drive systems to tear and shatter. The Skarak fighters erupted in a violent explosion of blue crackle energy that arced around the density anomalies of the Demon line, tracing the outlines of the individual detonations.

      The Titan’s scans showed a turbulent and tortured region of space where the density anomalies from the Demon detonations mixed and merged and caused density ripples in space time, waves and spheres with shard like edges that ripped the oncoming fighters apart.

      Admiral Selby on the Eminence looked at the image on the holostage and heard the report from the Titan’s captain.

      “The Demon Detonators have left a trail of destruction. The very fabric of space is tearing apart. It’s like a string of tiny black holes.”

      The advancing Skarak fleet stopped and began to maneuver around the region of broken space in a desperate maneuver to avoid slamming into the Demon line.

      The Admiral saw his opportunity to hit the Skarak.

      “Their formation is breaking up. Send three squadrons of corvettes in to target their warships. With the masterships falling behind, their warships are vulnerable. Move right up tight to the Demon line and hit those warships as they move around it.”

      The corvettes broke off from the retreat and moved back alongside the Titan. As the Skarak swept around the Demon line, like waves breaking over a seawall, the corvettes fired into the scattered and disorganized Skarak armada.

      The squadrons of corvettes moved in close to their targets, fast and maneuverable, they got into the Skarak formation. The tough little ships targeted the midsized warships with every weapon, getting their hits in before the massive masterships could get into the fight.

      Combat drones streaked away from the corvettes. A coordinated barrage from one squadron struck at three warships simultaneously. All combat drones detonated within a second of each other, their containment fields deactivating and creating a billowing harsh fire that expanded into huge spherical infernos across the hull of the Skarak ships.

      The plasma fires tore into the Skarak hulls, boiling away the strange viscous material in the superhot plasma fire. The three warships broke apart, spilling grey ooze and blue crackle energy out onto space.

      The corvettes moved in, evading warships’ return fire. They targeted the warships at close range with spitz guns and lancing high energy lasers. They moved by squadrons, sweeping across the Skarak warships and, with the attack run complete, the corvettes turned and fled leaving a dozen shattered and boiling Skarak warships in their wake.

      As the corvettes turned, they came under fire from Skarak fighters. Waves of fighters raced in to attack the corvettes, the blue crackle fire blasting out from the fighter’s forward emitters. The corvettes flew in tight formation and each squadron combined deflection shields to create a defensive energy shell. The defensive shell deflected the Skarak blue crackle fire and each squadron was lit by a mesh of deflected energy beams.

      As the corvettes pushed to escape the pursuing fighters, they came into range of the Titan’s spitz gun batteries. Thousands of spitz guns lit up pouring streams of white energy pips across space. With expert targeting the spitz gun fire narrowly missed the retreating corvettes and slammed into the chasing Skarak fighters.

      The Skarak wave was reduced in seconds to a few remaining fighters, but even though the attack was doomed, they raced on, firing at the Titan in a reckless and futile attack. Another micro-second long blast of spitz gun fire and the last of the fighters were ripped apart and only their shattered and burning hulls made it to the Titan, their dark Skarak hulls burning up as they struck the carrier’s outer deflection shield.

      But the Skarak fighter wave was of little to no concern to the Titan. The first Skarak mastership had cleared the Demon line and was turning its primary weapon on the Titan.

      The Admiral clenched his fist as he watched the battle.

      “Get out of there.”

      The mastership and the carrier opened fire within seconds of each other. It could take only a second to win or lose a battle. A crucial second here or there could mean the difference between victory and defeat. The masterships blue crackle beam was thicker than that delivered by any warship, energy lines woven together to create a heavy beam. It struck out and punched a hole a hundred meters wide in the Titan’s hull.

      The Titan returned fire with its mass cannon. The huge multi emitter mass beam punched into the Skarak mastership hull, causing a super dense region that started to collapse under its own weight, dragging matter from the surrounding material. Even as the Titan’s mass beam struck again, the mastership was already tearing itself apart.

      A storm of combat drones leapt away from the Titan and the retreating corvettes, all targeting the master ship. The drones came under fire from a fresh wave of Skarak fighters, blue crackle fire snatching the combat drones out of the void before they could strike the mastership.

      Skarak warships maneuvered in front of the wave of combat drones, exploding the drone warheads with their own hulls. Still ,several drones managed to danced through the defense and struck the Skarak mastership that was collapsing from the Titan’s mass beam.

      The mastership finally tore itself apart, spilling black and grey ooze into space.

      The pursuing warships struck out at the Titan as she limped away from battle. Her grav field was fluctuating from the mastership attack. The warships took fire from the Titan’s array of high energy laser as they strayed into range. Red beams sliced through black Skarak hulls. Fighters swept across the Titan, blasting away with their crackle beams.

      Then a second mastership came around the Demon line, plowing through the remains of the shattered mastership. It opened fire on the retreating carrier. A single blast punching deep into the Titan’s superstructure, blasting down to its central core, almost as deep as the command center.

      The Titan fired every last combat drone, every spitz gun rippling away, lasers flickering over warships. She slowed as her drive systems failed.

      More warships broke under the Titan’s laser fire, combat drones slammed into Skarak ships, and lasers boiled away their dark viscous hulls. Spitz gun fire lit up and raked across one warship after another.

      Then all guns fell dark as the Titan lost power. And then she erupted, her cores exploding deep inside the huge carrier.

      The reserve fighters escaped the Titan before she was destroyed and joined the flight of corvettes as they fled back to join the fleet at Supra.

      The Admiral looked at the flickering image of the remains of the Titan as a pair of masterships advanced through her shattered remains. On the other side of the Demon line came another four masterships, supported by dozens of warships.

      “More Demons,” the Admiral said under his breath. He turned to Agent Crippin. “We need more Demon Detonators. Instruct the Reyes Institute to deliver every last one to the fleet immediately.”

      “That was our entire supply, Admiral,” Crippin said. “The Reyes Institute can’t help us now. Maybe the Blue Stars can board the master ships and destroy them from inside.”

      “How?” Major Brace said. “The Blue Star marines are the elite, but no one has ever got inside a mastership. The best we have ever achieved is planting a Demon on the surface. It looks like the Skarak are wise to that scheme, even if we had more Demon Detonators we could use, I doubt we could even get them close.”

      The image of planet Supra came into view on the holostage. The few ships that Supra’s planetary authorities could muster were in orbit waiting to join the Union fleet. A rag tag bunch of freighters and civilian craft kitted out with bolt on weapons from basic defensive spitz guns to huge asteroid mining cutters.

      “Is that the best Supra can bring to the fight?” Major Brace said. “They look like a bunch of Faction ships.”

      “The defense platforms on Supra’s moons are more than a match for a Skarak mastership,” Agent Crippin said. “If anything comes within a half million kilometers of the planetary defenses it will soon wish it had not.”

      “What’s to stop them from simply going around Supra, staying out of range?” the Admiral asked.

      Crippin joined Selby at the holostage.

      “They entered the system at this point, Admiral,” Crippin said. “They fully intend to approach Supra. If they were only interested in Terra they would have made directly for that planet and entered on a different course. No, Admiral. The Skarak are coming. We will hold them here.”

      Selby didn’t feel so sure. “For as long as we can, but as soon as Supra falls, and Supra will fall, we retreat to Terra for our last stand.”

      “Or,” Major Brace said, “We could abandon the Scorpio system. Our forefathers arrived here from across the interstellar void. We can go too. Find a new home in a new star system.”

      “I didn’t think the marines were the sort to run from a fight.” The Admiral looked Major Brace up and down.

      “We are not. But we look for alternatives to fighting, if the battle cannot be won. There is no glory in utter defeat.”

      The fleet moved into orbit about Supra, the gas giant. Supra sat just beyond the Belt and was the inner most gas giant. The moons around Supra housed several planetary defense platforms, huge, long range, high energy lasers that drew power directly from the magnetic field of Supra itself. At constant full output, the gravity field would power the lasers for as long as the blue giant at the center of the system had fuel to burn. Designed as a deterrent to ward off Faction pirates, it was now going to be tested against the massive Skarak invasion armada. An armada that was heading directly for it.

      The carriers Eminence and Goliath formed up inside the orbit of the moon, Supra Three. The fleet cruisers turned to face the oncoming Skarak, holding within the cover of the planetary defense systems.

      “Put me through to Supra defense control,” the Admiral said. He waited for a moment. He waited a moment more before calling out again, looking over the command center to the communications control.

      The communication commander looked up at the Admiral, his team of operators working feverishly.

      “Yes, Admiral,” the commander said. He tugged at his collar. An operator turned and looked up at the commander. The Admiral could see concern on the young controller’s face.

      “Put me through now, commander,” the Admiral said.

      “I can’t establish contact, sir,” the communications commander said. He leaned forward, over the operator’s shoulder and began tapping at the console himself.

      The Admiral walked up to the holostage.

      “Show me the defense platform on Supra Three,” he said.

      The holostage image zoomed in on the vast defense platform, a town sized structure with a large central emitter.

      The flicker of lights across the array built suddenly to a red fire that ran around the concentric rings of the emitter, growing in intensity.

      “Abnormal energy readings from…” the engineering commander called out.

      “Back us away from Supra Three,” the Admiral said.

      The emitter on Supra Three erupted like a volcano, scattering laser energy in sheets. Then the platform disintegrated and rock from the surface of Supra Three was thrown up and out into space.

      “Planetary defense platforms are going offline on all of Supra’s moons.” A panicked call from the surveillance commander echoed across the stunned and silent command center.

      “The Blue Stars were supposed to secure those defense platforms,” the Admiral said. “I spoke to the Marine General myself.”

      “The Skarak sleepers have won again, Admiral,” Agent Crippin said. “Supra is lost. We must fall back.”

      “There are a billion people living around Supra.” The Admiral said.

      “Not anymore,” Crippin said as the image showed civilians rioting as sleeper agents ran through the crowds with crackle beam emitters, turning sedate civilians into rioting mindless flesh drones.

      “We should have locked down the defense platforms sooner,” the major said. “It was too late by the time we knew we needed to.”

      “The Skarak are well prepared,” Crippin said. “They knew where to hit us, and how to knock out any resistance.”

      “Well, not on this fleet,” Admiral Selby said defiantly. “We are free of Skarak sleeper agents. We have enough firepower to fight them.”

      “But not enough to win,” the major said.

      “We will strike and maneuver, hit them when we can and run before they can retaliate.”

      The vanguard of the Skarak armada moved in closer to Supra, the defense platforms remained silent.

      “Abandon our position,” the Admiral called out. “All ships break formation and make for Terra. Move to fleet final positions. We will hold them at Terra for as long as possible and then we start our guerrilla war. As long as I have one ship under my command, we will fight the Skarak.”

      The fleet began to move off as Skarak fighters swept in close. All Union fleet ships turned to the inner system. They fell into the asteroids of the belt in broken formation, every ship picking its way through the mass of asteroids. The fleet spread out as ships tried to maneuver, slowing the retreat as the fleet was spread out over hundreds of thousands of kilometers.

      Skarak fighters attacked isolated ships. The belt lit up with return fire. The Eminence entered the belt just as a group of Skarak warship fired at her from extreme range.

      “Hold your fire,” the Admiral said, crestfallen and dejected. “They can’t damage us at that range. All they can hope to do is scorch our tails a bit. At least those masterships will have a hard time picking through the belt. It’ll give us time to regroup.”

      “Sir, Admiral,” an enthusiastic weapons commander called out. “My team has come up with a plan to lay space mines and combat drones across our axis of retreat. It will slow the Skarak down, might even make them think twice about crossing the Belt to the inner system.”

      The Admiral knew it was a desperate plan, it could only slow the Skarak and would cause some minimal damage to a few warships. But it was his best chance to use some ordinance. He feared by the time he went toe to toe with a mastership he would only have seconds to deploy his full combat drone arsenal.

      “Good work, commander. Do it. Notify the Goliath to do the same. Expend fifty percent of combat drones and all space mines.”

      The commander looked stunned. “Fifty percent, sir?” It was far more than he had expected the Admiral to assign to the plan.

      “Yes, commander. We might as well make it a good punch if we’re going to throw it. No sense in half measures now.”

      “Yes, sir. It will be a heavy blow. They will take losses. The plan predicts we will disable or destroy twenty percent of their warship capability.”

      “Twenty percent,” the Admiral said quietly. He calculated that the odds against him were reduced but still massively against him.

      “Yes, sir, twenty percent,” the young commander said, his enthusiasm failing.

      “Good work, commander. Congratulate your team for me.”

      The Admiral looked at the holoimage of Terra in the distance. It would be a few hours before the fleet reformed. The Skarak were on their heels, but they could expect little more than a few skirmish attacks from the Skarak fighters, nothing to trouble the fleet, just harass and irritate them, maybe enough that it would cause some ships’ captains to make a mistake and give the Skarak an easy kill.

      The Admiral turned his back on the holostage.

      “I’ll be in my office. Inform me when we are coming up on Terra.”

      The Admiral left. The next time he entered the command center he expected it would be the last.

      The destruction of the Union fleet was only a few hours away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Boyd stood at the holostage of the Phantom Zero. The image of the Skarak armada was at the edge of the display while the main image showed the asteroids of the Sphere as the Phantom Zero and the Resolute picked their way between them. The Skarak armada was vast and terrifying and Boyd could not take his eyes off of it. He was mesmerized by its power. Boyd knew only too well the power of one Skarak ship, the devastation it could bring. There were more ships in the armada than Boyd had thought was possible. The Skarak were truly an advanced species with more hardware at their disposal than the Union and the Faction combined, but he knew that only by working together could they stand a chance of defeating the Skarak.

      The image of the armada was hours old now. They would be closer to the inner system, and maybe they had already engaged the fleet. Maybe the fleet was already gone. He put negative thoughts from his head, he was in command and for the sake of his crew he needed to remain positive.

      Boyd tapped the edge of the holostage and cancelled the image of the Skarak armada. He looked to the search data. The Resolute was matching the Zero’s maneuvers, standing off a couple of kilometers off the Zero’s port side. The pair of ships moved through the asteroids of the Sphere sending out a wide beam Faction code signal. If Kitzov was near, he would hear it.

      “He’s out here somewhere,” Thresh said stepping up next to Boyd.

      “You two, keep apart. I don’t want you two conspiring on my own flight deck,” Kessler called over to them.

      Boyd moved around the holostage so he was standing opposite Thresh with the command chair and Kessler to his left.

      “Are you sure he will respond to these codes?” Boyd said.

      “Just like a Union boy, not to trust a thing we say.” Thresh grinned at him.

      He looked over at Thresh on the other side of the holo-display. The display showed the local area, hundreds of asteroids drifting slowly, some tumbling, here a pair locked in an orbit about a shared central point, a pair dancing through space.

      The holoimage flickered as the power on the Zero’s flight deck fluctuated. Thresh’s face lit up, and her eyes sparkled as she gave Boyd a wink and a smile.

      “There,” Boyd said. He pointed at the sudden appearance of a red dot in the holoimage. A pulsating red dot. “That’s him.” He looked over at Thresh. “That’s Kitzov, right?”

      Kessler stepped down from the command chair and walked over to the communication console. He spoke in a hushed voice before looking up at Boyd.

      “Kitzov is asking for you, Sergeant Boyd.”

      Boyd looked over at Thresh who shrugged and smiled.

      “Put him on,” Boyd said.

      The image of Kitzov appeared on the holostage and the local scans of the asteroids shrank away to the side of the image. Kitzov was standing in front of Boyd.

      Boyd felt a rush of elation, success that he had found Kitzov. Then he looked into that holographic eye and saw the killer of his brother. He looked over at Thresh, but she was busy with a task, tapping away at the side of the holostage.

      Kitzov was grinning, his arms open wide.

      “Little Enke,” he said with excitement and delight in his voice.

      Thresh beamed a girlish joyful smile at the warm greeting.

      Boyd rolled his eyes.

      “And Will Boyd,” Kitzov said. “The sneakiest, and bravest, Union bastard I ever knew.” He was smiling a broad politician’s smile. Kitzov continued with his usual cheery tone and his bright smile. “We do keep running into each other, don’t we?”

      “Kitzov,” Boyd said firmly and diplomatically, burying his growing animosity toward the man. “There is no time to catch up. The people of the Scorpio system need you. I have come looking for you because we need your help.”

      “Need my help?” Kitzov grinned. “And what people do you mean, sergeant? Not the Union. Not the people of the Union fleet. You don’t mean them, do you? Why would I want to help them, my people’s oppressor?”

      “This is not just about the people of the Union, or the Faction. This is not about our politics anymore. This is about all the people of the Scorpio system. Union, Faction, everyone, we are all in danger from the Skarak. I’m sending you these images of the Skarak fleet.”

      “No need, sergeant,” Kitzov said. “I’ve seen the images. I know all about the Skarak, and their attack on the Union. They are not attacking any Faction ships, so I don’t feel the need to concern myself with any of it.”

      “They are not attacking the Faction because you are not in their way, not yet at any rate. You are hiding, hoping the Skarak will ignore you, but they won’t.” Boyd was resisting the urge to lose his temper and start yelling. But that would not help, and then Kitzov, with his cool relaxed manner, would have won. “There are thousands of people scattered across the system who don’t recognize the Union or the Faction. We need to act for them too.”

      “And you think I can do this?”Kitzov smiled and shook his head.

      “You are the leader of the Faction. You brought them together. You turned them from scattered bands of pirates and miners scrabbling for survival on the edge of the Scorpio system into a nation. A proud nation. You gave them pride and hope. Only you can unite the Faction now, only you can convince the Faction captains to bring their ships to the fight against the Skarak.”

      “The fight against the Skarak? Why would I do that? The Skarak are tearing into the Union. I have it on good authority that they have already lost a carrier.” Kitzov gave away a flicker of pleasure at delivering the news. “The Titan has been destroyed.”

      Boyd felt his heart sink and then fill with rage, rage at the Skarak but also Kitzov for seemingly feeling some degree of pleasure from the destruction of one of the Union’s mightiest ships. Boyd had known some marines from his early training that had been posted to the Titan. Any carrier was a great posting for a young marine, better than a garrison in the Belt, the Sphere or even one of the moons around one of the gas giants.

      “The Skarak won’t be satisfied with the destruction of a few Union ships. They want the entire system. We are all in danger.”

      “Not me, sergeant,” Kitzov said. “I don’t feel in any danger, and I have a sixth sense for this sort of thing. I have evaded the Union for years, building up the Faction into a significant and stable political entity. We are the primary authority in the outer system. If I can avoid the Union, I can avoid the Skarak.”

      “The Skarak will find you. They will find every last one of us and they won’t move on until we are all finished. You must see it. You must unite the Faction, call all Faction captains to you. We must join the fight.”

      “Alongside the Union? Never.”

      “We have to stand against the Skarak.” Boyd could feel he was losing Kitzov. His impassioned plea for the people of the Scorpio system was losing to Kitzov’s intransigence.

      “If you are so keen to unite the Faction captains why don’t you call them together yourself? I hear you killed Captain Bellini. Maybe that makes you a leader of the Faction now.”

      “You killed Bellini?” Kessler looked at Boyd.

      Boyd looked at Captain Kessler. He was suddenly acutely aware that he was on enemy territory and had just been revealed as the killer of a popular Faction captain. Kitzov was devious enough to casually drop that Boyd had killed Bellini, marking Boyd for a swift reprisal.

      No sense in denying it, Boyd thought.

      “Yes, I killed him.”

      Kessler looked Boyd up and down with a growing expression of surprise and admiration.

      “You look a bit weak to take down a heavy chunk like Bellini. Good for you, Boyd,” Kessler said, nodding his approval.

      Boyd noticed a flash of disappointment across Kitzov’s face as Kessler nodded his approval.

      “So,” Kitzov went on, hardly missing a beat, “you get the Faction captains to follow you into a fight to the death against the Skarak. You try and convince them to stand alongside our mortal enemy, the Union. I’ll be out here in the Sphere quietly building up my new Faction shipyard.”

      Thresh put the scan of Kitzov’s location on the holostage. A small asteroid had a large Union heavy freighter on the surface. A scan of the asteroid showed it had been mined out and had a sealed atmosphere. A small Faction raider was docked on the upper hull of the heavy freighter. A solid docking clamp was in place and one other appeared to be in construction.

      “He’s turning the freighter into a docking station and the asteroid into a habitat,” Thresh said.

      “Building his new shipyard?” Boyd said. He looked up at Kitzov on the holostage. “You work fast.”

      “When the mighty Union is trying to kill you at every opportunity you learn to move fast. I am already working on construction of a new raider, the first ship of the new Faction.”

      “New signals,” Thresh said. She looked at Boyd. “We have got a group of Faction raiders moving in.” Thresh put the image up on the holostage. A few thousand kilometers out a group of three Faction raiders were moving out from behind an asteroid and taking up an attack posture threatening the Resolute and the Phantom Zero.

      “It looks like you’ve bitten off more than you can chew, Boyd,” Kitzov said. “Surrender to me and maybe I’ll make it quick. Or maybe…”

      Then Kitzov was distracted by something, an operator in his shipyard control room calling him. When he looked back to Boyd his demeanor had changed.

      Then Thresh told Boyd why.

      “More ships approaching. A squadron of Blades approaching through the Sphere.”

      Boyd zoomed out the image and showed the group of blades. More than a match for Kitzov’s few raiders and fledgling shipyard.

      “What are fighter Blades doing out here, I thought every Union ship was with the fleet.”

      “Maybe you brought them here,” Kessler said, drawing his pistol.

      Boyd glanced at the pistol in Kessler’s hands.

      “Do you have a broad spectrum communication channel? Direct it at the lead blade and let me speak to the pilot.”

      “And let you give the blades a perfect fix on our position?” Kessler pointed his pistol at Boyd. “Not a chance.”

      “Channel open, Will,” Thresh said. “You can talk directly to him now.”

      Boyd ignored Kessler.

      “Blade squadron leader, this is Sergeant Will Boyd, Blue Star marines. Hold your approach. Hold position.”

      A loud echoing reply came over the broad spectrum communicator.

      “Negative, sergeant. I have orders to sweep the Sphere for enemy activity. I have the Resolute on sensors. All other ships are listed as threat level red. I have standing orders to destroy threat level red ships on sight.”

      “Hold, squadron leader. I have information on the Skarak that I need to get back to Union fleet command. And I am negotiating with the Faction for assistance against the Skarak.”

      “The Union doesn’t need help from the Faction scum. Moving to attack. Get clear if you can, sergeant. The Blades will attack.”

      “The Union fleet is in trouble, squadron leader.” Boyd knew a calm and controlled response, even when in immediate and deadly danger, was the best response. He’d learned that from Major Featherstone. “The Titan has gone down. But we still have a chance to save the rest of the fleet. You must halt your attack.”

      “My sensors tell me you are transmitting from aboard a Faction ship. I won’t take orders from a Faction ship. I am ending all communication.”

      “Squadron leader, I have information on a Skarak signal being directed to the Scorpio system. I need to get the information to Union fleet command. The Resolute’s communications are down. Relay the information to Union command first before you destroy me. It might be our only chance to defeat the Skarak. For the sake of anyone you have lost, or anyone you might save, relay my data to fleet command now.”

      The image of the blades on the holostage stopped moving, the blade squadron holding position just beyond weapons range.

      “Sergeant Boyd,” the squadron leader said. “I will establish a communication link with fleet command on Terra. Stand by.”

      A flickering and fuzzy image appeared on the holostage of Marine General Lawrence.

      “Link the Phantom Zero’s communications to the Resolute’s systems,” Boyd pointed at Thresh. “Get Hemel to send the Skarak signal information over the carrier wave.”

      “Sergeant Boyd. This is General Lawrence. Make it quick, son, we have a lot going on at the moment.”
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      Boyd straightened up and tugged at his jacket in an effort to smarten himself up. He had never directly addressed such a high-ranking officer. He was suddenly aware he was talking to the very highest Blue Star marine.

      “Sir, I have important information on the Skarak. It should help swing the odds in our favor. The Resolute has discovered a Skarak signal.”

      “The Resolute?” the Major General looked away at the data being streamed to his desk holo-display. “That is Major Featherstone’s ship, isn’t it? That ship has been reported as lost, thought to be destroyed.”

      “We survived, but we took a mighty beating. We are working around the clock to get our systems back online.”

      Lawrence nodded. “And where is the Major?”

      Boyd hesitated for a moment.

      “I have to report that the major is dead, sir.”

      “The battle at the Faction mining asteroid?”

      “No sir, he was murdered. Sergeant Dorik of our own Resolute Company killed him, along with some others aboard. He was a Skarak sleeper agent, attempting to destroy the entire ship. I tried to stop him, and he was killed as I tried to apprehend him. That left me as the highest ranked Blue Star marine aboard and I assumed command.”

      Boyd could sense the General was trying to assess him, sizing him up and trying to get the measure of him.

      “Commander of a Blue Star frigate is hardly the role of a sergeant,” General Lawrence said. “Not even one with as interesting a record as yours, Sergeant Boyd. But we are in the middle of a fight for our lives. We will suffer worse in the coming hours than seeing Blue Star marine sergeants sitting in a command chair. Your orders, sergeant: you will bring the Resolute to the fleet rendezvous coordinates around Terra. Get here fast, we need every ship and every gun that we can muster in this fight. ”

      “I can’t do that, sir. We have to investigate this signal.”

      Lawrence appeared unmoved by Boyd’s refusal and spoke in the same even tone.

      “You will follow my order, sergeant, or you will be on report and I’ll flog the skin off your back.”

      “Too late,” Boyd said, “Featherstone did that already when I disobeyed his orders.”

      Lawrence sat back in his chair.

      “So you have gone rogue,” the general said. “I know this signal is coming from a Faction ship. I thought maybe the Blue Stars had taken it by force, but it appears you are one of them. If we survive this, I will command your firing squad personally.”

      “No sir, I am not rogue. But I have important information on the Skarak. A Skarak coordinating signal is being transmitted into the Scorpio system from beyond. I have seen the Skarak up close, I know how they operate. If we can disrupt or eliminate this signal, I believe we can disorient their ships, maybe we can defeat their armada. I am talking with Kitzov, the Faction leader, right now. With his help I hope to gather as many Faction ships as Kitzov can convince to join us and I will attack the Skarak at its source.”

      The general sighed and nodded.

      “Why not? A hopeless cause, no doubt, but to be honest a hundred more ships in the Union fleet would hardly even slow this Skarak invasion armada down. We are on the verge of total defeat. Take your flotilla and attack them as best you can, sergeant. You will be behind enemy lines. You will be on your own.”

      Boyd felt himself swell with pride. “I am a Blue Star marine, sir. I’m used to being behind enemy lines.”

      Lawrence nodded approvingly. He glanced at his holo-display. “So I see. I have your files here, Sergeant Boyd. Featherstone’s last dispatch has a recommendation that you should be transferred to Forge Farm for officer training. Is that something you could see yourself taking on, sergeant? I understand your brother was a promising young officer. If Featherstone recommended you, I’ve no doubt you could be just as good as he was.”

      “I believe I could be successful in officer training. If I make it back alive, I’ll report directly to the Farm, sir.”

      Lawrence nodded.

      “Tactical Intelligence has been analyzing the Resolute’s files you have just relayed to us. A fresh analysis of the Resolute’s data core by fleet intelligence shows Dorik has been corrupt for years, probably before you even left for your undercover mission in the Faction. He probably didn’t even know he was a sleeper agent. He was as much a victim of the Skarak as anyone.”

      “He was a good Blue Star marine, and a good friend, sir. The Skarak get inside our heads and turn us against our own people. We need to stand together, Union and Faction, if we are going to defeat them.”

      “Spoken like a true leader, Boyd. But we can’t have a sergeant in charge of a Blue Star ship. I am awarding you the field commission of lieutenant in command.”

      Boyd was stunned.

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

      “You now have access to the commander’s office. Get back aboard your ship, lieutenant. You will lead your flotilla from the Resolute. Time is short, the Skarak are approaching the Belt. The fleet has mined the entire area to slow them down, but they will be at Terra soon. I hope you are right about this signal, Lieutenant Boyd. ”

      “Yes, sir. Me too, sir. Can I request the blade squadron that is here with us be permitted to stay with my attack force? We could sure use their firepower.”

      “They are not my ships to assign, but if you can convince their squadron leader to join you, then by all means, take them. If you can convince the Major General of the Blue Star Marines to let you go on some crazy behind the lines operation, then a fighter blade squadron leader should be easy enough. Now we just need a call sign for your attack force.”

      “I will use the designation Featherstone One sir.”

      “Fitting. And a great honor to the major. He was the best of the best. Remember everything he taught you, lieutenant. Get back to your ship. The Resolute is yours to command. Lawrence out.”

      Boyd felt proud and afraid all at once. He looked at Thresh. She was smiling at him. Kessler had his arms folded.

      “It was bad enough having a Blue Star sergeant on my ship. If anyone in the Faction finds out I hosted a kravin Union promotion ceremony I will be lucky to get anyone to follow me into a bar let alone a fight.”

      Boyd stepped over to Kessler. “Will you follow me, sir? I just need you to help me track the signal.”

      “I’ll need a crew, and you have your own ship to run.”

      Boyd wondered how many of his Blue Stars he could assign to the Zero and still keep the Resolute properly crewed.

      “Message from Kitzov coming in,” Thresh said.

      “Ok, you’ve convinced me,” Kitzov held his hands up. He was smiling his brightest smile. “I will join you on this brave and noble mission. I expect the Union will still want me dead, but I have only ever acted for the good of others. Never have I thought of myself.”

      Boyd didn’t believe this new selfless attitude for a moment, but he needed the ships.

      “Great, that’s great.” Boyd said trying not to give away his disbelief. “We will be underway as soon as I can get back aboard the Resolute. And if you can transfer flight deck crew to the Phantom Zero, I know Captain Kessler could do with the help.”

      “Sure,” Kitzov said brightly. “I’ll send the best we can find. Kitzov out.”

      The smiling Kitzov vanished from the holostage. Boyd stepped toward the exit.

      “Good to meet you, captain,” Boyd said to Kessler.

      “You too, Boyd,” Kessler said. “I guess we’ll all be dead in a few hours so we might as well part as friends.”

      “Let’s hope for a long life. People who go into battle expecting to die often find a way to make it happen.”

      “You just want to keep me around to pay you back for those coils, don’t you?”

      “Keep them. A gift,” Boyd said.

      “And all you want in return is for me to follow you into the unknown,” Kessler said with cheeky smile. “What a bargain. I will follow you, but I hope you know what you are doing.”

      Boyd traversed back to the Resolute. When he was alone with Thresh, surrounded by the gathering Faction ships, he opened a private channel to her helmet communicator.

      “Kitzov suddenly seemed very keen to help.”

      Thresh nodded.

      “He is playing an angle, isn’t he?”

      “He is always playing an angle,” Thresh said. “Always looking to get ahead. Maybe he is planning to kill you once we leave the system.”

      “He needs to get in line behind a few billion Skarak soldiers first.”

      Once back aboard the Resolute, Boyd stripped off his suit and headed directly for the command deck.

      Hemel and Cronin stood and saluted Boyd as he entered the command deck. They were both smiling.

      “Congratulations on your promotion, Lieutenant,” Cronin said.

      “I thought bad news traveled fastest,” Boyd said climbing up into the command chair.

      “Guess they’ll promote anyone these days,” Hemel said slipping a candy cane into his mouth.

      Boyd remembered how the Major kept the Command deck casual and friendly. He wanted the same relaxed atmosphere on his command deck.

      “Get the Resolute ready to move off, Jim,” Boyd said.

      Hemel saluted and dropped into the pilot chair.

      “Would you take over at engineering?” Boyd said to Thresh. She was standing in the entrance, reluctant and unsure.

      Thresh nodded. “I’d be delighted to,” she said and took her position at the engineering console.

      As Boyd activated the armrest holo-display he saw a private message from Marine General Lawrence. He hesitated and then tapped the file. The holo-text appeared.

      “Your final order, Lieutenant Boyd. If you succeed in your mission, you are to eliminate the Faction ships before returning to the Scorpio system. Sabotage or direct assault, whatever you think is best. But make sure Kitzov dies.”

      Boyd felt a shudder. He had worked tirelessly to bring the Faction leader to justice, but now he had convinced Kitzov to work alongside him and save the Scorpio system and his attempts to unite the Faction and the Union would fail if he started with an assassination of their leader.

      A message appeared on the main holostage from Kitzov.

      “All ships are ready to get underway, Lieutenant Boyd. So, what is the plan?”
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      “Communications open now, Will,” Thresh said. “Short range only.”

      Boyd looked at the collection of ships on the holostage. The Resolute sat in the center of a small group of Faction raiders and a squadron of fighter blades. He opened a channel to all ships.

      “We are going to trace this Skarak signal and hope we can find a way to disrupt it. All ships spread out so we can advance along the line of the signal at top speed.”

      With the ships spread out to port and starboard, Boyd advanced. Regular reports on the signal strength from across the line of ships enabled the Resolute to stay on top of the signal. With the Resolute at the center of the formation the flotilla headed across the void of interstellar space. The blades flew in a loose formation a thousand kilometers above the Resolute.

      Boyd didn’t know where the signal was leading him. He hoped the Skarak were in a nearby star system or he would never find them in time to disrupt their signal before they utterly overwhelmed the Union fleet at Terra. They could be around any of the local stars, and there were hundreds of them. But the signal was the path that would lead him to them. The Skarak used it to coordinate their forces, it would lead Boyd to them and he would kill them all if he could.

      Boyd tried to focus on the data streaming in from the ships spread out in line, watching the signal strength fluctuate leading to the micro course correction that kept the Resolute and her flotilla on course. But as much as he tried to concentrate, his eyes kept drifting to Thresh. She was busy at the engineering console still attempting to patch up the Resolute’s battered systems. She was working feverishly trying to prepare the Resolute for an encounter with the Skarak.

      As Boyd’s gaze drifted over to her again, he met her eyes as she looked up at him. He felt her look hit him like a hammer blow in his chest. Excitement and fear. Passion and distrust. His heart pounding as hard as it had done in any life-or-death situation he had faced as a Blue Star marine. It was confusing for sure. He wanted her near him, but he couldn’t bear to be with her.

      “I think we can see where we are heading,” Hemel said.

      Boyd looked away from Thresh and to the holostage. As the flotilla advanced, it became clear that a small yellow star, still many astronomical units away, was the target, the origin of the Skarak signal.

      “Yes, that must be them,” Boyd said looking at the holostage. The yellow star looked strange to eyes accustomed to the fierce blue of the blue giant star at the heart of the Scorpio system.

      “We should hang back and observe them.” Kessler’s image appeared on the holostage from the flight deck of the Phantom Zero. “It works for the Faction against the Union every time. We try and identify any pattern in their behavior. We watch out for any patrols. And then when we find a weakness, we creep up on them and put the blade to their necks.”

      “No,” Boyd shook his head. “The Scorpio system will not survive the Skarak armada for long. We don’t have the luxury of time. We need to move in fast and act fast.”

      Boyd watched the Skarak system draw closer. The Resolute’s surveillance range was huge with the ships of the flotilla spread out wide, all feeding their sensor data back to the Resolute’s systems. The main holostage showed the planets of the system as more data streamed in. The system had a typical layout with large gas giants at the outer edges and rocky planets near the star. But just like all systems, it had its own peculiarities. One inner planet was so close to the star that its rocky surface was covered in molten lava that sloshed around in waves of liquid rock. The next rocky planets were in a binary pair. They were spinning slowly about a shared point, dancing about each other as they orbited the yellow star. The binary planets were of similar mass, although one was slightly larger. Both were blue with huge oceans of liquid water. White clouds scattered across a blue sky. One of the two was noticeable, redder than the other with more land area than ocean.

      Both planets were heavily populated and were covered in clusters of tall structures that were towering high into the clouds. Orbital elevators reached out from the equators of both words. And there were Skarak everywhere on the ground and in orbit.

      The Skarak ships were everywhere across the system. Huge masterships were in orbit around each of the seven major planets of the system. A ring of Skarak structures surrounded one of the gas giants all drawing gasses up from its swirling atmosphere and channeling it into a huge Skarak industrial station. Swarms of Skarak fighters swept back and forth across the system and along the outer system, patrolling, guarding, and watching.

      “All ships, run dark,” Boyd said seeing the Skarak threat. “Drop all power. We will run into the Skarak inner system with momentum alone. No sense getting spotted before we make our move.”

      As the Resolute moved into the Skarak system, the group of Faction raiders turned and ran. Their drive flares burning fiercely for a moment before leaping away back to the Scorpio system.

      “Looks like our new friends got cold feet,” Thresh said.

      “The Silence?” Boyd asked. “What about Kitzov?”

      “The Silence is still with us.” Thresh said. “Phantom Zero too. Kessler isn’t running.”

      Boyd opened a channel to the Silence.

      “Kitzov. Tell those Faction captains to cut all power to their drives. The Skarak will spot them and I don’t think the Skarak will be pleased to see them.”

      “No, Boyd,” Kitzov said. “They follow me because they want to, and I respect their freedom. If they want to leave, they should be free to go.”

      Then a Skarak fighter patrol changed course and moved on an intercept course to the fleeing Faction raiders. The Skarak moved in fast, sweeping past the Resolute, Silence, and the Phantom Zero with their fighter blade escort, all powered down and running dark. The Skarak closed in on the Faction raiders and opened fire. The blue crackle fire slammed into the raiders one after another. It flickered over the ships, gathering over the drive assembly and then fizzling out. The raiders all lost drive power and began to tumble out of control.

      Then the Skarak soldiers leapt from their fighters and landed on the Faction vessels where they started cutting their way in.

      “Look, the raider crews are abandoning their ships,” Thresh said. “They are evacuating. But they’ve got nowhere to go.” She showed the bodies of Faction crew leaving the ships. They began to drift out into the black of space, suit thrusters pushing them away from them, with Skarak soldiers swarming over their hulls.

      “Damn you Kitzov,” Boyd said under his breath. “You could have tried to stop them.”

      A Skarak warship moved up from the system and began scooping up the bodies of the fleeing Faction crew.

      Thresh dropped her head. “I know what the Skarak are going to do with those poor bastards, it would be better if we shot them now and save them the pain and suffering.”

      “No, we will give away our position if we open fire. But maybe we can rescue them without showing ourselves to the Skarak.” As Boyd began to formulate a rescue plan, the first Faction ship exploded. Then a second and a third, until all the raiders that had fled were destroyed. Whether they had been destroyed due to the Skarak attacks or self-destruction, either way it was a relief. They had chosen their fate, as Boyd had chosen his. He had to remain focused on the task ahead.

      Boyd returned his attention to the Skarak home world. One of the two planets in the binary pair was the origin for the signal. He needed to get in closer to be sure. He saw one of the planets had a towering structure that reached up from its north pole high into the atmosphere. It was dark like a Skarak ship’s hull. Boyd was sure that was the source of the Skarak coordination signal.

      The flotilla advanced now in tight formation, the Resolute between the Silence and the Phantom Zero with the blade squadron split into two flights on either side of the formation. They all drifted in, unpowered, dark and silent.

      As the Resolute moved ever closer, drifting unseen past Skarak warships, the origin of the signal was identified. It was as Boyd had suspected for some minutes, the tall, dark tower.

      “There,” Boyd said. “Thrusters only. Put us over that structure.”

      Kitzov appeared on the holostage. “I am putting the Silence right alongside you. Shoulder to shoulder with my Union ally.” Kitzov grinned.

      “You could have told those captains to drop all power,” Boyd said, trying to be diplomatic but he struggled to contain his anger. “They have probably alerted the Skarak to our presence. They will be on high alert now.”

      Kitzov smiled. His holoimage was as fake as he was in person. “I don’t think so, Boyd,” Kitzov said. “The Skarak don’t think for themselves. They are of a single hive mind. They wouldn’t expect one ship out of many to do something different. If anything, the captain that ran away did us a huge service. A heroic sacrifice for the good of the mission. They probably bought us some room to maneuver, and give you time to get ready to play your trump card.”

      Boyd rolled his eyes. Kitzov always saw the bright side, and he was never at fault. He was as self-deluding as he was mendacious. Then Boyd had a cold thought.

      “You didn’t tell them to run, did you?”

      Kitzov smiled. “Now why would I want to do a thing like that?” Then his image disappeared from the holostage as he ended the transmission.

      “To draw the heat off you,” Boyd said answering Kitzov’s under his breath.

      The flotilla moved in and hid high above the planet swarming with Skarak. Most of the bodies moving around on the surface appeared to be a non-Skarak population all converted to Skarak control. As more images were received, Boyd could see clearly the planet was covered in a human population that had been enslaved by the Skarak. Blue crackle fire flickered lazily over the planet surface. The tower rising up from the planet surface, through the atmosphere and reaching up into space, was transmitting the Skarak signal to the Scorpio system.

      Boyd needed to act fast before he was discovered.

      “We have a system hack in progress. Someone is in our data core,” Hemel said.

      “Only me,” Kitzov said as his image appeared on the holostage. “Just checking your status,” Kitzov said. “The Resolute has a full complement of combat drones. Put just one of those into the base of that tower and it should bring the whole edifice crashing down to the planet surface.”

      “Get him out of my systems,” Boyd said to Thresh. Thresh nodded and immediately began locking out Kitzov.

      Boyd stepped toward the holostage, looking at Kitzov. “If we launch a combat drone strike every Skarak in the system will know we are here. If we could be sure that a combat drone strike would bring that tower down then I would have no hesitation in sacrificing my life, and yours, Kitzov, to save the Scorpio system from the Skarak armada. But I don’t know what sort of planetary defense they have. We are going to have to be more careful. This is a job for the Blue Stars.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Admiral Selby sat back in his chair, exhausted. His eyes drifted in and out of focus as he watched the retreat on the holostage.

      The battle for the Scorpio system was being lost. Supra’s moons were lost and the defense platforms had been destroyed, sabotaged by Skarak sleeper agents. The moons were still scattering debris high into orbit as the fleet cleared the Belt and headed to the cover of the Terra planetary defense systems.

      Selby watched the surveillance data from the Belt. The path was strewn with space mines and combat drones. He waited for the first to explode and deal its terrible damage to the Skarak as they picked their way through the asteroids.

      “They are not following,” a commander at the surveillance console called out, part in triumph part in frustration, partly confused.

      “They don’t have to,” Selby said. “They can take their time.”

      Marine General Lawrence appeared on the command center main holostage.

      “Good news, Admiral, I hope. I’ve been in touch with one of our Blue Star frigates. We are about to attack the Skarak home world. We think we’ve found the source of the Skarak coordination signal that is keeping all Skarak on task. Every sleeper, every Skarak soldier, every ship, they are all operating under the influence of the coordination signal. We can knock out as many transfer nodes as we like here in the Scorpio system and we can never disrupt the signal, they have enough nodes to keep the signal spread system wide. But if we take out their transmitter, we will cut them off from their command structures. Major Featherstone and his Resolute Company did it. His ship is moving to the Skarak origin now.”

      Selby looked up.

      “Thank you, Marine General. We could use some good news.”

      He looked at the holostage. The Skarak fleet was sending fighters into the Belt and clearing the space mines one by one. Selby knew the mines were now not going to deal any damage to the Skarak armada but they had at least halted the attack, for now. It was only a matter of time before Skarak fighters cleared the mines and opened the way for the armada to move in toward Terra.

      “I hope your Blue Stars are not wasting their time,” Selby said watching the Skarak operation in the Belt. Then all surveillance from the Belt was lost as the surveillance drones were destroyed by Skarak fighters.

      “All ships, defensive positions, fall back on Terra and get ready to fight for your lives.”
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      Boyd studied the Skarak structure on the holostage. He ignored the images of the humans on the Skarak planet, he could do nothing for them except end their suffering and torment. A blue crackle flickered over the surface emanating from underground near the base of the huge tower. It rippled lazily over the planet in waves, radiating out from the base of the tower, flickering over the ankles of the humans that wandered listless about on the surface.

      The tower was deep and dark like the void of space. The outer edge of the tower could not be fixed by the Resolute’s surveillance systems. It was as if it was made of tar, and the best the Resolute’s sensors could determine was that the tower’s outer edge seemed to be at some point in the dark depths. It was just like a Skarak warship’s hull.

      Boyd reckoned that active sensors might have a better chance at fixing the outer edge, but that would alert the Skarak to his presence and he decided to rely on passive sensors alone. Boyd remembered how he had once stepped through a Skarak hull into a strange dark inner chamber. The Skarak interior seemed to exit partially in another dimension. He had nearly lost his mind in that chamber, but his dedication to his mission had kept him sane and focused. He needed more of that same determination now.

      “What are humans doing down there?” Cronin said leaning forward from the weapons console and looking more closely at the holoimage. He highlighted a portion of the ground.

      Boyd glanced over, momentarily distracted from his task of planning the attack on the structure.

      The ground around the tower was covered in a dark viscous material. Skarak soldiers scuttled about and over the tall tower. Amongst the Skarak walked humans, naked, mindless humans. They were walking in rough undulating circles around the tower, all walking in the same mindless amble.

      “These people have been taken over by the Skarak,” Cronin said. “If I could try and save one I might find a clue to freeing them all.”

      “I fear we do not have time for a humanitarian mission, Doc. We have to bring that tower down. It is our only hope to save those in the Scorpio system. Our priority must be to protect those who the Skarak haven’t captured yet.”

      Boyd looked more closely at the image of the Skarak planet surface. At the base of the tower there was one point where people were walking in through a small entrance. They entered one by one. The huge spiraling circle of people surrounding the tower ended with a single line of people who were entering the tower at a slow and steady pace.

      And chillingly, Boyd could see that at no point were there any people coming out.

      “This is what will happen to the Scorpio system if we don’t stop it.” Boyd refocused on his task and looked at the data he had gathered on the tower itself.

      The scans failed to penetrate into the tower past the strange outer edge, but it was clear that the signal coordinating all Skarak activity at the Scorpio system was being generated within this structure.

      Skarak fighters swept across the surface of the planet at a height of only a few meters, skimming above the heads of the people that ambled about on its surface. The flickering blue crackle fire that rippled over the surface leaped up from the planet to meet the small and fast Skarak fighters as they raced along. It linked everything on the surface and beyond, and it was pulsing outward from the tower.

      “We need to place charges directly onto the tower,” Boyd said standing up. He had all the information he was going to get. Waiting around wasn’t going to get the job done. He needed to make a decision of how to attack. Right or wrong, it was better than doing nothing. “We have combat drones,” he said stepping into the center of the command deck. “We can remove the warheads and carry them to the tower. It’ll minimize the risk of detection and we can place them without risk of them being intercepted or deflected.”

      Boyd marked locations around the base of the tower a hundred meters above ground level and a further set of positions in a line several hundred meters up the side of the tower.

      “We need to take every warhead we have, place them at these locations, and then retreat before we detonate them.”

      “And what if that doesn’t work?” Thresh pushed herself away from the engineering console and walked to join Boyd in the center of the command deck.

      “Then, we escalate matters,” Boyd said. “Our final throw of the dice.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Thresh said.

      “It means I will use every possible means at my disposal to bring that tower crashing down, and the Skarak strangle hold on our system with it. The main core on my ship would punch a hole through the crust of that planet down to a depth of two or three kilometers. If the warheads don’t work, we will bring the tower down with the Resolute herself.”

      Kitzov spoke up, his image flickering on the holostage. “Suicide is never a very good battle plan.”

      “Did you ever send any of your people on a one-way mission before, Kitzov?” Boyd said.

      Kitzov avoided his look.

      “Thresh, get down to the ordnance magazine and start stripping out warheads from every combat drone we have. Kitzov, Kessler, if either of you have any ordnance, get it ready for my Blue Stars to take away.”

      “No,” Kitzov said. Then he smiled. “If you fail to bring down that tower and you insist on ramming the thing with your ship you might be glad to have a couple of well-armed Faction raiders in orbit ready to save your life.”

      “No help here, either,” Kessler said. “I have a hold full of kinetic hail, never used a combat drone. I never wanted to destroy my targets. I always wanted to keep them in one piece so I could board them and take my plunder.”

      “Ok, then just hold position. Maintain orbit and keep hidden. No energy flashes at all.”

      Boyd turned to leave the command deck.

      “Where are you going?” Hemel said.

      “I am going to lead the mission against the Skarak signal tower. And you are not going to talk me out of it this time. If Major Featherstone were here, he would lead the mission. Doc, you have command of the Resolute while I am away.”

      “Not a chance,” Cronin said. “If you are taking all my combat drones, I won’t have much to do up here. I’m coming too, and you will not talk me out of it either.”

      “What if I order you?” Boyd said.

      “We are not in the Scorpio system now, and we are standing alongside Faction enemies. I don’t think the normal rules apply anymore.” Doc folded his arms.

      Boyd smiled. “It will be good to have you at my side, Doc. Hemel, you have command of the Resolute.”

      Hemel spoke up, firm and strong. “Yes, sir.”

      “And if we don’t make it back, I expect you to put the Resolute into the base of that tower and let a main core collapse do the work. Get to safety if you can, but we have to bring that tower down.”

      “The Skarak tower will fall,” Hemel said. “Good luck, sir.”

      Boyd stood in the armory with his assault team, the very best of the best, each waiting patiently to take charge of a combat drone warhead. The warheads were the size of a man and weighed about as much, but could deliver a breathtaking amount of destructive power. A single warhead could punch a hole through a Skarak warship or vaporize an entire asteroid. Boyd was sure these warheads could bring that tower down, leaving no part of it larger than an atomic nucleus.

      Thresh worked quickly with a Blue Star technician to attach grav field generators to the warheads so the marines could carry them easily to the marine deck.

      “Is this going to work?” Boyd asked Thresh as another warhead was carried away.

      Thresh looked up from her work.

      “It’s your plan, Will.”

      Boyd nodded.

      “Thresh,” he began softly. “If I don’t make it back…” he trailed off.

      “I’ll probably get the blame for killing you as well as your brother,” she looked back to her work and attached another grav field generator to another warhead.

      Boyd saw the last of the Blue Stars walk off toward the marine deck with their warhead and waited for Thresh to prepare his own.

      “If I don’t make it back, I need you to rig the Resolute’s core to detonate on impact with the ground. Can you do it?”

      “You really do want to kill me, don’t you?” Thresh said looking at her work. “And after we had been getting on so well.”

      “That was before I saw the holovid of you executing my brother.” Boyd bit his lip. He didn’t want to say it, but it just came out. He was still bitter and confused. He softened his tone. “I know it wasn’t your fault. I know Kitzov made you do it.”

      Thresh handed Boyd his warhead. The heavy weapon floating gently on its grav field.

      “Don’t be too close when it goes off,” Thresh said. “But if you can’t make it to the safe distance outside the blast zone you would be better off being right on top of it than not far enough away.” She looked at Boyd. There was a deep sadness in her eyes. “It will be quicker if you’re close, and there would be no pain.”

      Boyd took control of the warhead. He had so much he wanted to say to her, but there was no time. He simply thanked her for the warhead and walked away. He moved quickly along the corridor and stepped into the marine deck. His assault team was standing in formation, their warheads floating in front of them, pulse rifles slung across their backs. The marine deck inner door sealed once Boyd was inside and then the main outer door slid aside. It moved aside silently and rapidly, opening the side of the ship in an instant. The view was stunning. Skarak warships in orbit above a blue and red planet. Beyond the planet was the twin world, its atmosphere shimmering under the small yellow star. And below the tall tower reaching up from the Skarak planet surface, billowing clouds rolled around it.

      With a wave of his hand he instructed the Blue Stars to move out. They walked to the edge of the marine deck and stepped out into the void, warheads on grav fields in front of them, moving under suit thruster power alone.

      Boyd walked to the edge of the marine deck and stepped out and into the dark. Far below was the Skarak planet and the tower reaching up through the clouds. He adjusted his thrusters and set his heading. Another light thrust and he was drifting down toward his target.
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      Thresh stepped back onto the command deck. The image on the holostage showed the Skarak planet and signal tower. The locations of the Blue Star assault team could be seen moving slowly toward the tower. On one side of the holoimage, inset in the bottom corner, was Kitzov on the flight deck of the Silence. On the other side of the image was Captain Kessler aboard the Phantom Zero. Both appeared to be watching the progress of the assault team.

      Thresh looked closely and saw the personal med data displayed over the tiny image of Will Boyd. She could not feel more distant from him than she did now. He was slipping away from her. Maybe she had already lost him for good.

      Not long ago they had been so close. Their brief time living together, free from Faction or Union, had been a dream time for her. So safe and happy. But she had always known her dark secret, her hidden shame, would be enough to destroy her happiness, their happiness. She had hid it from him for as long as she could. In hindsight, she wished she could go back and tell him from the start, come clean. She might never have become so close to him if she had done so, but maybe she would have been freed in some small part from the pain she felt at her criminal past.

      Kitzov opened a private channel directly to Thresh. Even though he was talking directly to her, and only her, and no others could hear him, he still spoke as he always did; as if he were attempting to convince a crowd.

      “Have you been observing the Skarak on the planet below? Who do they remind you of? Look at them, Enke, they are no different than the Union.”

      Kitzov’s voice was transmitted directly to her personal communicator and he looked at her from the main holostage. She took a step forward, moving closer to him.

      “They take over a world and impose their will. What is the point of freeing ourselves from the threat of the Skarak if we still have to suffer under the tyranny of the Union? We should be free to live our lives as we see fit. Free of the Union.”

      Thresh had always hung on Kitzov’s every word. She had grown up listening to his speeches. The crowds at Faction mines and asteroid settlements cheering him had always made her feel so proud of him. She had been under his spell like so many others. It was comforting to hear him speak now.

      Thresh swallowed hard, remembering what it was like to a prisoner of the Sharak. “The Skarak do not seem capable of communicating with us. I have been under their control and they just want to turn us into slaves. Look at those people down there. What are they doing? Where are they going?”

      “They are feeding the system,” Kitzov said. He highlighted a point at the tower where the humans were entering. “Food. The people mean nothing to the Skarak. The Skarak seem to move from one world to the next, consuming everything in their path. They are spread across the sector, controlling hundreds of star systems. They use the star and any inhabitants to grow their civilization, if you can call it that. Then they move on to the next. They are infiltrating and taking over, converting host species to Skarak slaves. They infiltrate a system. Take over the system. Turn the inhabitants against themselves. Then the Skarak move on and start again. The Union will do the same once they have complete control of the Scorpio system. To be under the control of the Union or the Skarak makes no difference if your body is just going to be ground down to feed the oppressor.”

      Thresh had heard this mantra from Kitzov so many times, that the Union just wanted to manipulate and exploit the hardworking people of the system. It was comforting in its familiarity.

      “Where have they come from?” she asked. She looked up at Kitzov’s image on the holostage.

      “They have come from far away, a different region of the galaxy altogether.” Kitzov said.

      “Just like us,” Thresh said. “Our ancestors came to the Scorpio system from another world. Maybe life just wants to spread, to push into new territory.”

      “Yes,” Kitzov said with enthusiasm. His tone was congratulatory, as if to tell Thresh that she had hit upon a truth that he had known for so long. “And we should go too.” Kitzov lowered his voice and talked quietly, taking Thresh into his confidence. He looked Thresh in the eye. “We have two good Faction ships here with us. This is the Union’s fight, not ours. We should go.”

      Thresh looked at Kitzov. “We can’t leave the Blue Stars out there.”

      Kitzov nodded, seeming to agree with her. He spoke with an understanding and compassionate tone even though his words were of treachery. “Every moment we wait here is another chance for the Skarak to locate us and capture us and turn us into those hopeless flesh drones down there, walking in circles until we enter that tower and meet our end. You do not want to suffer at the hands of the Skarak again, do you, little one? No, we must go, little Enke. I cannot bear to see you captured by the Skarak. And even if we survive this, the Union will hang us both if we ever try and go back to the Scorpio system. Do you really think the Union commanders will thank us for our help? Everything tells me we will be killed. At best they will lock us up and throw away the key. Do you think they will share the Scorpio system with us once the Skarak are defeated, even if they can be defeated?”

      “I don’t know,” Thresh said. She looked at the images of Boyd and his assault team crossing to the Skarak planet. She felt so lost and alone. She looked up at Kitzov for help.

      “You do know,” Kitzov said softly. “In all the dealings you have had with the Union you have been locked up and faced with execution. You have been lucky to escape. Your luck is fast running out. Even when you were on your boyfriend’s ship you were still a prisoner, kept alive at the pleasure of the Union. Do you think a lowly grunt like Boyd can really save your skin? They will hang you, little one, and your death will only be a side show to the hanging of me. They will kill us both and care nothing for who we are. Trust me, Enke, I’ve always done the right thing for you. I turned you into the Faction warrior you are, one of the best. You will be my most important ally when we leave and set up the new Faction world.”

      Thresh looked around the command deck of the Resolute. This was a Union ship, just the sort of ship that had hunted and killed so many of her Faction friends. The pilot, Hemel, was watching the progress of the Blue Star marines to the Skarak tower. He had no care for her, only for his Union friends.

      Kitzov smiled at her. She felt the safe and comforting memory of her time with Kitzov in the Faction settlement, where he had trained her, nurtured her, groomed her for the fight.

      “Come over to the Silence,” Kitzov said. It did not sound like a request, it sounded like an order. “You will command the Silence at my side. Let the Resolute stay here and wait for Boyd.”

      “Boyd,” Thresh said. She felt her heart leap and sink at the thought of him. “We can’t leave Boyd.”

      “He’s a Union soldier. They are selfish and proud and don’t care for us. He will never accept you. You will always be a pirate to him.”

      Thresh nodded. Boyd had been cold and distant since he’d seen the holovid of his brother’s death, since he had seen that she had pulled the trigger.

      She looked up at Kitzov, a tear on her pale cheek.

      The rugged old Faction leader smiled. It was a comforting, warm smile. It reminded her of her innocence, of feeling safe in the heart of the Faction.

      “Go, take a suit and traverse over to the Silence. We are leaving this Skarak hell hole as soon as possible.”

      She nodded as the tear fell from her cheek to the Resolute’s command deck. Thresh moved slowly so as not to alert Hemel. She stepped out of the command deck and soon was running. She entered the engineering stores and took an environment suit designed for ship maintenance work. She stepped into the small airlock in the maintenance bay and left the Resolute.

      As she drifted across to the Silence, she felt Boyd slipping away from her. She had hoped they could have been together, but that was never going to happen. The closer she came to the Silence the safer she felt. As she landed on the hull of the Faction ship, she finally felt at home. Finally she felt safe.
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      Kitzov drifted toward the open marine deck of the Resolute with a squad of Faction troopers. Their pulse pistols were drawn and ready for action. A pair of marine guards standing at the inner entrance fell to a sudden burst of pulse pistol rounds as Kitzov and his troopers touched down.

      Kitzov closed the outer doors, and as soon as the pressure was restored he opened the inner hatch.

      “Hold here and wait for my signal. Kill anyone who challenges you.” Kitzov left the marine deck and stepped out into the corridors of the Resolute.

      As he walked to the command deck, Kitzov couldn’t help but admire the ship. He was alert to every noise. A gentle tap from around one corner and he knew a member of the Resolute’s crew was there. He launched a micro drone and sent it skimming along the deck. The drone feed let him see around the corner. A pair of Blue Star technicians were working at an open control panel. Kitzov stepped around the corner and shot both with a rapid flurry of pulse pistol blasts. They fell to the deck, red spilling out across to composite deck.

      She was a beautiful warship, a fitting flagship for the new Faction. She was more modern and more powerful than the Silence. He was excited that it would be his in a matter of moments.

      The micro drone skimmed along a few centimeters above the deck. The command deck corridor was empty, and the way to the command deck was clear. Kitzov felt his self-importance growing with every step along the corridor.

      Walking into the command deck with a confident stride, he aimed his pistol at the pilot, Hemel. With his finger on the trigger, a warning signal sounded from one of the consoles to Hemel’s left. As he turned, he caught a glimpse of the pistol aimed at him.

      Hemel ducked down into his seat the same instant that Kitzov fired the pulse round. The round fizzed over Hemel’s chair headrest and slammed into the outer ring of the holostage.

      Hemel slid under the flight console and drew his side arm. He aimed blind around his flight chair and loosed off a few pulse rounds that slammed into the command chair, missing Kitzov completely.

      Hemel scurried backward to the holostage. He jumped up onto it and rolled over to the far side, the holoimage of the Skarak planet and the Blue Stars advancing on their target shimmering over him as he rolled.

      He dropped off the far side and crouched in cover, risking a glance to find his attacker. The command deck was empty. The pulse round blast sites on the command chair and his pilot’s seat headrest were still glowing and smoldering.

      A movement on one side of the holostage had Hemel taking aim. A small micro drone darted back and forth, in and out of cover. Hemel knew his attacker was looking at him. He fired a shot at the micro drone, but the tiny drone, no bigger than a pulse round, evaded the shot by darting neatly to the side.

      Kitzov stepped around the holostage and looked down at Hemel. The pilot was aiming in the opposite direction at the distraction caused by the darting micro drone.

      “You lose, Blue Star,” Kitzov said.

      Hemel turned, his pistol held tight to his chest to bring it around fast.

      The pulse blast knocked Hemel back along the deck. Kitzov watched as Hemel gasped for breath.

      Kitzov stepped over and kicked Hemel’s pistol out of his reach. Then, satisfied that Hemel posed no further threat, he stepped over to the pilot chair. He opened a channel to his squad of troopers.

      “Faction troopers to the command deck. I have the Resolute.”

      Kitzov dropped into the pilot’s chair and studied the controls. The flight console of the Silence was similar, if a little older than this one. The Silence was itself a stolen Union ship, just an older configuration. The Resolute was a huge step up in class. Kitzov deserved no less. He stepped away from the flight console and over to the command chair. Pulse round blasts had partially melted the soft seat covers. Kitzov stepped up onto the plinth and turned to look over the command deck of his new ship.

      The Resolute was his.

      The Faction troopers dashed into the command deck and Kitzov sealed the security doors.

      “We’ll wait a few moments for the Blue Star marines and our friend Will Boyd to plant their bombs, and then go, but not before I vent the ship and blast out any Union personnel still on board.”

      He looked at the image on the holostage, the small points of light indicating the location of Boyd and his assault team. They were nearing the top of the Skarak signal tower.

      “We are not running away, my friends,” Kitzov said to the Faction troopers on the command deck. “We are marching proudly to a new future for the new Faction. A new star system awaits us out there. We will build the society we have always dreamed of. Fair and strong and just. Take your stations.”

      Kitzov slowly lowered himself into the command chair. He sat fully upright and placed his hands on the wide armrests. He took a deep and satisfied breath, the smell of smoldering pulse rounds still lingering in the command deck air.

      “Make ready to leave this Skarak system and on to freedom.”
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      Boyd moved to the edge of the Skarak atmosphere and checked his rate of descent. He was about to slam into the atmosphere so fast it would be like hitting liquid rock. He would never survive the impact if he continued with that speed. He slowed his descent with suits thrusters and with his grav field extended out to the Skarak atmosphere. He slowed down to a gentle speed and then felt the resistance of the atmosphere.

      The suits thrusters and grav field stopped him from accelerating and he drifted down to the Skarak signal tower like a leaf on the wind.

      On Boyd’s right was Doc Cronin, a superb medic, and an excellent shipside weapons specialist. In a fight, though, he was among the least able. He was not the worst warrior to ever go into action as a Blue Star marine, but it would be difficult to find a Blue Star with worse stats. His pulse rifle aim could be a little off and he was slow, his top speed sprint barely enough for him to pass the lowest bar on Blue Star trials. But there was not a Blue Star marine anywhere in the service who was more determined and committed than Doc Cronin. He was a legend in a service filled with legends. He was the marine known across the service as ‘Doc’. He hoped it would be enough.

      Boyd gave Doc a hand signal telling him that they should spread out and move in on their target locations. The tower was only a few hundred meters below them. It was deep dark and unlike any tower back on Terra—it didn’t have any windows or landing pads for delivery drones. It was completely sealed apart from the one tiny entrance at ground level. As Boyd dropped past the tower heading to his target site near the base, he could see the tower was so black it looked like a tear in reality to a deep dark other realm. It did not shimmer or shine. There were no reflections in its dark surface. It was like it didn’t exist.

      As Boyd dropped through the thin atmosphere, he slowly started to feel the weight of the combat drone warhead on his back. He hoped Thresh had attached his warheads grav field generator correctly. It felt as if it was getting heavier by the moment. Maybe, he thought, she had decided to kill him too, to sabotage his warhead so he never made it back from his mission.

      As the warhead grew heavier, so the thoughts of her grew and weighed on his mind. He dismissed the thought that she had deliberately set his grav field to fail. He was being unfair to her thinking that. It was not her style. He had no doubt that if she really wanted to kill him, she would do it face to face, not sneakily like a coward. For that, he could respect her, and he would do his best to forgive her past actions as those of someone manipulated, not as someone who simply chose to take life out of bloodlust.

      That thought made everything seem lighter, the mission ahead, the warhead on his back, everything felt a little easier. It was almost impossible for him to forgive, but Boyd knew that he should set the blame where it rightly deserved to be. Not at the feet of someone who was themselves a victim, someone who had acted under duress. The blame was with Kitzov. He knew he could never forgive Kitzov.

      Boyd hated the fact that he needed Kitzov for this mission. He was a smooth operator, and he knew how to get people to do what he wanted them to do, whether it was in their best interests or not. But without Kitzov, right now Boyd would not have assembled the task force capable of tracking the Skarak signal.

      Boyd moved closer to the tower and slowed his descent as he neared his target site. The locations of the Blue Stars on his wrist mounted holostage showed him that every warhead would be at their target location within seconds. It was a well-timed maneuver, executed to perfection by a group of well-trained professionals.

      Boyd came to a halt, his thrusters and grav field holding him steady. The tower was so broad at its base that it appeared before Boyd as a flat surface, not curved like the needle it looked like from space. Boyd hovered less than a meter away from the black surface. He signaled the assault team to detach the warheads and prepare to position them on the tower.

      Boyd looked into the deep dark surface. It seemed to have no outer surface, but it fell away into a far depth. The closer he looked, the more he thought he could see structure within. The blackness swirled lazily like thick tar. The surface appeared incredibly dense and heavy, but it also appeared to not be there at all.

      Boyd activated the warhead, starting the countdown with the detonation set for five short minutes, just enough time for him and his assault team to evacuate the blast zone.

      He moved the warhead toward the tower and gently rested it on the surface. He let go as it was pulled out of his grip. It fell away into the black surface like a stone placed on the surface of a pond. And as the warhead slipped away, it was lost in the black that closed around it.

      Boyd looked at the surface in surprise. Doc appeared on his wrist mounted holostage. He was pointing up to space and their waiting ship.

      Boyd sent an order to the assault team to return to the Resolute as soon as they had deployed their warheads. He paused, hesitating for a moment, and then checked the status of his warhead on his holostage. All contact with the device was lost. The time to detonation was counting down on his holostage, but that was not connected to the warhead itself, just synchronized.

      Boyd put his hand to the tower surface. He instantly felt himself tugged into the material. He had felt this sensation before, when the Skarak had tried to take control his mind. He had resisted them then because he had a mission, and his desire to fulfill his objectives was greater than the pull of the Skarak. He pulled his hand away with huge effort, his mind and muscles straining.

      With his hand free from the grip of the dark Skarak material, he activated his grav field and thrusters. They sent him racing upward. He looked back down to the target site, already a hundred meters below him. He saw the movement at the base of the tower. Skarak soldiers were beginning to climb, hundreds of soldiers were emerging from the dark material all around the base of the tower as easily as if they were stepping from shadow into light.

      Cronin’s voice crackled over Boyd’s helmet communicator.

      “Incoming,” he said. “Skarak fighters.”

      Boyd checked his holostage and saw the group of Skarak fighters racing toward the tower, barely meters above the ground surface, skimming over the heads of the thousands of staggering, stumbling, mindless humans. The fighters reached the base of the tower and turned to head directly upward.

      Boyd knew that laying the warheads had alerted the Skarak. He checked the time. In three minutes he would know if his mission had been a success. But as the fighters closed in, he was not sure he would have three seconds. He pushed his suit thrusters and grav field to full power, and he swung up his pulse rifle. The Skarak were coming fast, and he was going to fight them for every second he could. He was never going to give up.
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      Kitzov saw the Skarak fighters racing up from the surface of the Skarak planet. They were heading for the Blue Star assault team, but once they were finished with them the fighters would come looking for the ships that had brought them. It was time to leave. The plan to destroy the tower had not worked, not that Kitzov ever believed it would. Boyd was as foolish as he was brave. Not a combination that lent itself well to a long and easy life.

      Kitzov opened a channel to the Silence and the Phantom Zero.

      “Skarak are approaching. The plan has failed. I am ordering a full retreat. All ships, signal your redlines to leave. Resolute will be lead ship. Make ready to follow me.”

      The image of Thresh aboard the Silence appeared on the holostage. Now, as Kitzov looked at the flight deck of his old ship, he realized how poor it was. Compared to the Resolute it was an aging old junker.

      “What are you doing on the Resolute?” she unfastened her environment suit at the neck and clipped the helmet on her waist band just above her hip holster. “I have been looking all over the Silence for you. No one told me you had left. I thought I was coming to the Silence to join you.”

      “We will be together, little Enke. You must follow me now so we can go to our new future.”

      “We can’t leave,” Thresh said. “We must wait for the Blue Stars. They are counting on us. Boyd and his team are on their way back now.”

      Kitzov hesitated. Was Thresh too close to this Union boy? He began to feel that all he had done to keep her under his power had been wasted.

      “They had their shot,” Kitzov said, “and we will be finished too if we hesitate. We must leave now.”

      “We are still hidden,” Thresh said, “the Skarak haven’t seen us yet. We can wait.”

      “You are noble and kind, little Enke,” Kitzov said. “But you must listen to me now. We will all be finished, captured by the Skarak. You don’t want them to capture you again, do you? You must follow me, now.”

      “Please, Kitzov,” Thresh pleaded. “Just a few minutes.”

      “Ok,” Kitzov said, finally letting Thresh hear he had given in to her pleas. “But it is too dangerous here. You go ahead, take the Silence and lead our people out of here. I will wait for Boyd and his Blue Stars. The Resolute is best equipped to deal with a few Skarak. You go ahead. I’ll bring Boyd to you.”

      Enke nodded. Kitzov knew he had her. She had been indoctrinated from an early age, convinced that Kitzov was always right and honest, that he only had her best interests at heart. She had been a difficult challenge for him, so head strong, so independent. He had convinced her that she was the most brilliant of all, the pinnacle of all Faction personnel, a leader and probably his heir to the leadership of the Faction. All his time spent convincing her he had her best interests at heart was coming to fruition now.

      “Yes,” Thresh said. Her voice low, her head tipped forward.

      “Be happy, Enke,” Kitzov said. “You do this not for yourself but for others. Be happy you are doing a good thing, the right thing, a hard thing but only someone as strong as you could do it. Go, now. I’ll be right behind you with Will Boyd.”

      Thresh vanished from the holostage. Kitzov watched on the holostage as the Silence began to move off, heading upward from the Skarak system’s ecliptic plain, up into the vast emptiness of interstellar space.

      Kitzov saw the Blue Stars rising up toward the Resolute, Skarak fighters closing in behind them. Then he saw a Skarak warship gliding silently through the black, rounding the planet and moving in, its primary weapon glowing with the fierce blue crackle fire, ready to strike.
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      Thresh watched the events on the Skarak planet on the holostage of the Silence. She stood in the center of the flight deck, a pilot and a flight engineer her only company. They seemed more interested in what lay ahead than what was behind them. They had escaped the Skarak planet and were noticeably relieved.

      Thresh watched Boyd and his team racing up from the planet, rapidly closing in on the Resolute. The team was flying upward and facing back, firing at the pursuing Skarak fighters. They narrowly avoided the Skarak blue crackle fire aimed at them. They were more accurate with their pulse rifles, but the pulse rounds were having limited impact on the nimble Skarak fighters. And those Skarak fighters were closing in fast.

      She felt her heart sink as she saw she was abandoning Boyd. But Kitzov had promised to stay and collect them. He was only sending her away for her own good. But then a cold feeling came over her and for a moment she was unable to breathe. It was like she had just woken up from a very bad dream. Realization crept in from the edges of her mind. At first she tried to push it away, but it bombarded her and made her feel sick to her stomach. She was lying to herself. She had been manipulated by Kitzov. She finally realized that she could not trust him.

      And neither could Boyd. Thresh knew she was the Blue Stars’ only real hope of rescue from the Skarak planet. Then she saw the Resolute and the Phantom Zero move away from the planet confirming what she knew deep down. Kitzov was not to be trusted.

      She opened a channel to the Resolute as it began to move off, climbing up from the ecliptic and away from the Skarak planet.

      Kitzov appeared on the holostage.

      “Kitzov, what are you doing?” Thresh said. “We can’t abandon Boyd and his team!”

      “I understand, but we have no choice,” Kitzov spoke with a tone of genuine concern and regret.

      Thresh didn’t believe he was sincere. He was saying whatever he could to justify his treachery.

      “Skarak warships are moving in. Boyd fought and he lost. No one will miss him more than I will, but we must go. I only want to save you, Enke.”

      “I won’t do it,” Thresh said. She felt a shiver of fear and excitement as she defied Kitzov. “I won’t abandon him. He’s trying to save us all.”

      “Can you not see the warships moving in?” Kitzov tone changed subtly and had an edge of frustration.

      Thresh saw the true nature of Kitzov, all he wanted to do was have his own way, and now that the pressure was on, his politician’s tone was slipping away.

      “We have to leave,” Kitzov said. “You are nearly clear. Get the Silence out of here and we will rendezvous far from Skarak controlled territory. We can remember Will Boyd and honor him with a Faction medal of courage.”

      It was the first time Thresh had heard of such a medal. Kitzov was trying anything to get Thresh out of the Skarak system and leave Boyd behind. Thresh saw the Phantom Zero moving off, following the Resolute up from the planet. She cut Kitzov off the holostage.

      She turned her back to the holostage and looked at the pilot. His face was set grim. She knew he wasn’t going to obey her order to return to the Skarak planet. He was heading to safety and she could see he wouldn’t be persuaded to head back into danger for anyone, let alone a Union Blue Star marine.

      She didn’t have time for a debate, she had wasted enough time.

      She drew her pulse pistol and blasted the faction pilot with a low yield pulse. She turned to the other flight deck operator at the engineering console.

      “Your pulse pistol,” she said. “Toss it. Slowly.”

      The Faction operator drew the pistol in a swift move, bringing it up to fire. Thresh fired, blasting him with another low yield pulse. He staggered backward and then slumped forward over his console.

      Thresh climbed up into the command chair and sealed the security doors, then she transferred flight controls to the her chair. A holographic flight console appeared in front of her.

      She immediately turned the Silence about and hit the main drive sending the ship directly back to the Skarak planet.
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        * * *

      

      Kitzov held back his anger at seeing the Silence heading back. He had been so sure Thresh was under his control. As he moved up from the planet he was heading toward the Silence. They were on course to pass each other within a few meters. It was going to be close.

      A wave of Skarak fighters turned to intercept the Resolute and a huge warship was closing in. Kitzov saw the danger. The Skarak now knew where his ships were. He needed to make his escape perfect.

      “Captain Kessler,” he said to the leader of the Phantom Zero. “Good to see a Faction captain who knows when to do the right thing. Follow me and keep it tight. We can lose these Skarak. I have a trick up my sleeve. Get ready to cut power and go dark.”

      He tapped on his wrist mounted holostage. An image of the Silence appeared. His ship, the flag ship of the Faction for so many years. But now he had a new flag ship. The Resolute would serve him very well as he established his new Faction. He watched the approaching Silence and the range finder counting down on the small holostage. He activated a personal code and then watched.

      When the Silence was just alongside the Resolute and the Phantom Zero Kitzov transmitted his code.
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        * * *

      

      Thresh felt the explosion rock the Silence before she heard it. The deck plates began to quake. Alarms from the engineering console filled the flight deck.

      Thresh jumped down from the flight deck and ran to the engineering console. She pushed the Faction operator aside, he slumped to the deck. She checked the cause of the alarm. The Silence was erupting plasma from one of the lateral power conduits that fed power around the ship. The hull had been ripped away just forward of the drive section. The ship was flaring plasma like a solar arc flare.

      “This is the Silence,” Thresh said on an open channel to all ships. “We are going down. We’ve taken a hit. We are going in.”
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        * * *

      

      The Blue Stars were still climbing, their thrusters and grav field generators pushing them away from the planet. The assault team was firing at the Skarak fighters closing in on them. They were concentrating their pulse rifle fire on one Skarak fighter at a time, but the Skarak were in close now and their blue crackle fire was starting to land on target, knocking Blue Star marines from the sky.

      “Time to stop running and attack,” Boyd said. “Move in and take the fighters out with your bayonets.” Boyd turned and led the way, grabbing a Skarak fighter with his grav field. He was pulled in fast, firing up his electron bayonet as he went. He hit the fighter hard and it knocked the wind out of him. He thrust his bayonet in through the cockpit cover, the Skarak soldier within looked up. It was impossible to read the insect like features, but Boyd was sure he saw surprise and panic there. He stabbed down with his electron bayonet and cut through the windshield.

      With the fighter out of action it slowed its accent. Boyd stood on the top of the cockpit looking for his next target. The Blue Stars were spread out as the fighters performed wild maneuvers trying to fling them off their backs.

      Then Boyd heard Thresh’s emergency transmission. He looked up and saw the tiny point of light falling toward the planet. He zoomed in his view with his helmet’s visor, and saw the ship falling, damaged and out of control.

      “Thresh, this is Boyd. You are erupting plasma. You haven’t taken a hit, you are erupting from the inside out.”

      The data on Boyd’s wrist mounted holostage showed him the Resolute and the Phantom Zero were moving away. Skarak ships were closing in on the one target they could see, the Silence.

      “This was no accident,” Thresh said. “This was deliberate.”

      “Skarak sleepers?” Boyd said.

      “No, something designed to cripple but not destroy the ship. This was Kitzov. The Skarak are closing in, they can’t see the Resolute or the Phantom Zero anymore, only the Silence.”

      “He sabotaged his own ship?” Boyd said trying to understand.

      “No, he must be aboard the Resolute.”

      Boyd opened a channel to the Resolute. “Hemel, come in. Jim, can you hear me? Resolute, respond!”

      There was no answer.

      Boyd had no time to curse Kitzov. An alarm sounded on his wrist mounted holostage, the timer countdown for the warheads. He looked down at the tower. There were no explosions. The tower still stood. It was still sending out its coordination signal.

      “Listen to me, Thresh,” Boyd said. “The warhead attack has failed. You are our last chance to end the Skarak signal and the attacks in the Scorpio system. Put the Silence down at the base of the tower. Can you do that?”

      “I can. I have control of the Silence, just about. It was good knowing you, Will. Thresh out.”

      The Silence entered the Skarak atmosphere at high speed, burning a trail across the blue sky. The ship was heading directly for the base of the Skarak tower. She was moving so fast that the plasma fire was stripped away and the Silence fell like a meteor.

      Boyd watched the ship slam into the tower at the base. It hit the black Skarak tower and stopped suddenly, like a stone hitting thick wet mud. And then the ship was drawn in slowly, enveloped in the thick black shadow, consumed and drawn in slowly like a stone sinking into molasses.

      Boyd watched as the Silence was sucked into the Skarak tower.

      He was still standing on the back of the fighter as it started to fall. He steadied himself as the Skarak fighter began to tumble back down to the planet. He stabilized the ship under him, stood on it watching the tower. He waited for the Silence to explode, for her core to collapse and punch a hole in the planet that would bring the Skarak signal tower crashing down.

      Nothing.

      He tried to contact the Silence. There was no response.

      Boyd opened a channel to Doc who was clinging on to a fighter.

      “I am going to try and get to the Silence. We have to make sure that her core is set to collapse. If the crew has been killed in the crash, then there’s no one to set off the core collapse.”

      “Is that the real reason?” Cronin said. “Don’t you just want to try and save your Faction girlfriend?”

      “Are you with me or not?” Boyd said.

      Doc shrugged. “Why not. Looks like we are trapped here anyway. I’ve got nowhere else I need to be.” He jumped off the fighter he had just finished off and dropped down to the surface with Boyd. The Blue Stars all responded that they were with him too and they fell in formation, following Boyd back down to the Skarak planet.

      Boyd opened a channel to the surviving fighter blades. “Move in and keep these Skarak fighters off us. Give us chance to get in that tower.”

      The blades fired up their drives and dove back into the Skarak atmosphere. They avoided the Skarak crackle fire and struck with their forward mounted laser assemblies, slicing the fighters apart. More fighters came racing across the ground.

      “Keep them off us,” Boyd said as he came closer to the planet surface. Dropping like a stone, he fell under the influence of the planet’s natural gravity with his thrusters pushing him. He judged his braking point, trying to make it as late as possible, reluctant to lose any speed until absolutely necessary. The dark ground was racing up to meet him fast.
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        * * *

      

      Thresh picked herself up off the flight deck and stood at the engineering console. Why was she still alive? The Silence was unpowered. Even if the Silence had her deflection shielding, and the hull stability field fully powered, the impact at that speed should have vaporized the ship and set off a catastrophic core collapse.

      She scanned the surroundings. The Silence was sitting just inside the Skarak tower. The ground level was vast and empty apart from the stream of people walking at a steady ambling pace from a small entrance toward the center of the tower.

      Halfway up the tower directly above the center point was a large single Skarak. This Skarak alone was almost as big as a warship. A Skarak queen. She was attached to the walls of the tower with long tendrils of dark Skarak matter. She was reaching down with long insect arms and snatching up the naked humans that walked in at a steady pace. She fed them into her abdomen in a mechanical rhythm.

      Thresh saw the pilot who was lying on the deck where she had shot him down started moving, he groaned and moved slowly as if waking from a drunken stupor. She fired another low yield pulse round into him and knocked him to the ground again. She fired another into the engineer too just to be safe.

      She knew exactly how to rig the ship to explode for real, to turn the Silence’s core into a fusion bomb, a small, short lived star capable of hammering a city sized hole in the planet’s crust. She didn’t know how powerful these Skarak really were, but nothing could withstand the force of a core explosion.

      A Faction trooper burst into the flight deck. He saw the fallen Faction crew and Thresh at the engineering console. Thresh raised her pistol. The Faction trooper was young, Kitzov liked them young and impressionable. He was looking at her, and shook from fear and betrayal.

      “He left us,” he said.

      “Yes,” Thresh agreed. She lowered her pistol. “And not for the first time.” It had happened to her before, but only now could she see clearly that every iota of Faction loyalty she thought he may have had was merely a selfish, self-centered desire for power and control. Kitzov was no more loyal than any pirate of the deep black, but every bit as self-serving as the worst of them. She tapped on the console and prepared the reactor for overload.

      “Take those two men and get out of here,” she said. “The Silence is done being quiet, she is about to make the loudest noise you’ll ever hear.”
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        * * *

      

      Boyd touched down on the planet surface. It was a dark and desolate waste land. The Skarak tower was only a few meters away. Its dark surface was strange and mesmerizing. Boyd fired up his electron bayonet and plunged it into the tower.

      “Hurry,” he said to his team. “The Skarak will come for us any minute.” He cut away at the tower. His team was hesitant and locked in a trance looking at the dark tower. “Blue Stars! Bayonets. Now.” Boyd roused them. “I’ve done this before. Trust me, we can get through. I need to get to the Silence, and then…” he trailed off. Everyone knew what came next. “Then we play our ace. We will win this battle, this war. Even if we’re not here to see it, we know that victory will be ours.”

      The Blue Stars fired up their bayonets and they plunged their fizzing blades into the thick black surface.

      Then the Skarak soldiers came. They came across the desolate plain toward Boyd and his team.

      The blades swept in from high above and raked the ground with spitz gun fire, tearing up the ground and the Skarak soldiers who were rushing toward Boyd and his team. A group of Skarak fighters chased off the blades, firing as they closed in. A blade was struck and went down, spinning and alive with cracking blue fire. It exploded as it hit the ground away in the far distance.

      More Skarak soldiers were coming. They were gathering the aimlessly staggering humans with them as they came, and soon a mass of Skarak and human bodies were charging toward Boyd and his team at the base of the tower.

      Doc Cronin turned to face them.

      “Blue Stars, on me. You keep going, Lieutenant. Get to the Silence. We will hold them off.” Cronin took a knee and put the pulse rifle to his shoulder.

      Boyd looked around for the lieutenant, and then realized that Cronin meant him. He was the leader of these marines. But Doc Cronin was a leader too, and he was giving Boyd a chance to get the job done.

      Cronin fired a stream of pulse rounds. The assault team lined up alongside him in a tight formation, concentrating their pulse rifle fire. A wall of white fire flashed across the Skarak planet surface toward the approaching enemy.

      “Go, Will,” Cronin said as he walked toward the oncoming Skarak. “Take the tower down. Go!”

      Boyd cut more furiously, and he could feel the strange material weaken and give way. He pressed forward, and the more he cut, dragging his blade back and forth, the more he felt the resistance fall away. He stepped forward, pushing his body into the material. He pushed through the thick walls of the tower and was soon walking forward surrounded by the thick and heavy black.
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      Boyd pressed on, not sure if he was moving at all. The material surrounded him was like thick tar, and it felt as if he were adrift in a vast empty space.

      Then he emerged on the far side. He was thrown forward, expelled from the dark material. He found himself in a wide open space. His suit’s environmental readings told him the air was just about breathable, but he was not about to take off his helmet. A thick haze obscured the far view, but his enhanced data view on his visor showed him the location of the Silence nearby.

      He ran toward it.

      The tower was hollow and reached high up, disappearing in the hazy darkness. Far above, he could make out the shape and movements of a huge Skarak creature that was snatching up people who walked mindlessly forward.

      Bodies of Faction crew lay on the dark ground around the ship. Some were further away from the ship than others, those who had fled the furthest.

      He reached the hull of the Silence and looked for a hatch, a way in. He moved along the hull until a hatch opened just above him. A hand reached down to grab him. He recoiled instinctively.

      “Boyd, get in.”

      Thresh reached out again and this time Boyd reached up to her. He moved up with a pull from Thresh and a light burst from his suit’s thruster jets.

      Closing the hatch behind him, he pulled off his helmet. He stepped up close to Thresh, close enough that he could feel her warm breath on his face, igniting a fire in the pit of his stomach.

      “Miss me?” she asked sarcastically.

      He wanted to say something back, something equally sarcastic, but he stopped himself. He had already wasted too much time grappling with his feelings for her and what she had done. Now there might not be much time left. He didn’t want to waste whatever little they had left if his plan didn’t work. Or if it did.

      He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close, closing the gap that was between them. He could feel her chest heaving against his, her breath just as ragged as his own. He looked into her eyes and hoped this wouldn’t be the last time he held her. “I couldn’t leave you.”

      He leaned in and gently kissed her, taking the moment to feel her warm, full lips against his. His heart ached as Thresh pushed further into him. She loved him and he knew it.

      Thresh pulled away and held Boyd’s face in her hands. Her forehead pressed against his.

      “Coming here is going to get you killed, Will. I am about to set the core to overload.”

      Boyd nodded once. “Good plan. Let’s do it.”

      “Together until the end, is it?” Thresh led the way.

      “Let’s try and make sure that our end is a long way off.”

      The thumping noise on the outer hull began to grow louder and was coming from all over. Boyd looked up.

      “Can you show me the outer hull?” Boyd asked.

      Thresh accessed the Silence surveillance node on a corridor console.

      The hull was crawling with Skarak soldiers all trying to cut their way in to the Silence with focused blue fire from their personal weapons.

      “We need to work fast,” Boyd said.

      Thresh ran ahead and flung open the drive room hatch, pistol held out.

      The drive room was empty.

      “The crew have already fled,” Thresh said.

      “They didn’t go far,” Boyd said. “I found them outside.”

      Thresh stepped up to the primary core console. She hesitated for a second and looked at Boyd.

      “Do you want to die here or out there?” She asked, her hand hovering over a sealed panel.

      “Can we be sure the core will detonate if we leave?”

      Thresh mulled it over. “We can seal the drive room. It’ll take the Skarak a few minutes to break in. We can set a short fuse on the containment field collapse, but we won’t have long.”

      “I will take a chance at living,” he held out his hand. “I have seen what it is like to be dead.”

      Thresh gave him a confused look.

      “It was life without you,” Boyd said. “It was worse than death, in fact.”

      Thresh couldn’t help but laugh. “When did you get so sentimental, Boyd?”

      Boyd winked and blew her a kiss. He loved their back-and-forth banter. Even in the middle of a stressful situation it was still there.

      “Get ready to run,” Thresh popped open the panel.

      “Your leg?” Boyd said. “Will you be able to run?”

      “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

      Boyd shrugged.

      “I guess not. Do it. Let’s blow this thing.”
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        * * *

      

      Admiral Selby could not sit down. He stood at the holostage and watched the Skarak armada close in. Every fiber of his being told him he should turn and run, but he overcame his fear and bravely stood his ground, facing the oncoming Skarak armada. If he could not stand in the face of the Skarak threat, then how could he expect any of his officers to stand their ground? If they did not stand, then all would be lost. However hopeless it seemed, he would stand his ground.

      The masterships at the center were flanked by hundreds of warships. Thousands upon thousands of the small fighters patrolled the fringes of the Skarak formation.

      “They are intent on hitting the center of our formation,” Selby said in a strong and clear voice. He could not let emotion out now. If he showed any hint of fear it would spread throughout the command center and could quickly build to full blown panic. That would be as disastrous to the fleet as any Skarak attack.

      “If we break, we are finished. Launch combat drones. All ships across the fleet, launch everything on my command. Target the masterships. We can deal with the warships and fighters if we can first knock out their masterships.”

      The fleet responded and all ships were quickly ready to fire. Selby gave the order.

      A thousand combat drones were deployed in an instant, racing away from every ship in the fleet. Only the squadrons of fighter blades did not have combat drone launch capability, they waited for their chance to attack. Every launch tube deployed a combat drone, and all tubes were reloaded in seconds as the entire fleet reported ready to launch a second salvo.

      Selby didn’t hesitate. He needed to strike now and strike hard. He ordered the launch. The second salvo of drones was deployed and raced off after the first.

      The two carriers launched a hundred combat drones in each salvo and still had enough drones for a third and final salvo. The cruisers carried a maximum of twenty-four drones, but many had already been deployed to the Belt to slow the armada.

      A third salvo launched and raced in toward their targets just as the first salvo neared the massive Skarak masterships.

      The masterships began to glow with blue crackle fire as the first salvo moved in. A sudden blast of blue fire erupted from the masterships, fine lines flickering out across black space that reached into the wave of combat drones.

      The drones instantly lost power, their drives cutting out as the blue fire flickered over them. A moment later they detonated.

      The salvo of combat drones created a wall of superhot plasma boiling in the vacuum of space. The second salvo raced into the plasma wall.

      “Can they make it through?” Major Brace shouted.

      But just as Selby was about to answer the major, the masterships came bursting through the plasma fire. It billowed aside as they came through. They fired again, their blue crackle fire rippling over the second salvo, destroying it as easily as the first.

      The holostage reported damage to the Skarak masterships. Selby looked at the data hoping for good news. The damage was superficial, moderate at best.

      The third smaller salvo moved in before the masterships could fire their crackle beams. The drones slammed into the massive ships and collapsed their warhead containment on impact.

      Huge detonations from the combat drones boiled away sections of the masterships they struck. Half a dozen masterships were smashed, blue crackle fire rippling over their dark hulls as they slowed. But behind them came a second wave of masterships, still outnumbering the fleet carriers. The damaged masterships pressed on ahead of the second wave.

      “They are just going to take the fire so the second wave can get in close enough to use their primary weapons.” Selby looked at the holostage. The wall of plasma fire was cooling and expanding showing the third wave of Skarak, the warships and fighters.

      “Tighten up formation,” Selby said. He highlighted a mastership. “All weapons, target this mastership and open fire.”

      The fleet erupted with weapons fire. High powered lasers on the extreme of their effective range lanced out. Spitz guns from every ship raked the mastership with thousands of energy pulses a second.

      The mastership glowed white hot under the assault and then erupted. Selby had already selected the next target.

      “Fire.” He clenched his fist and he yelled the order.

      Again the fleet erupted with fire and it tore the second mastership apart.

      The Skarak advanced, bringing their blue crackle fire into range.

      Selby gave the order to fire on a third mastership. And then the Skarak opened fire.

      All Skarak ships blasted the fleet with their crackle fire weapons. The blue fire slammed into the Eminence and flickered from one ship to the next. Selby watched the holostage. It flickered and then it finally went blank. The lights across the command center dimmed and then went out. Selby reached out to the holostage for support as he stood in total darkness. Then a dull blue glow lit the command deck and he saw the faint blue lines of crackle energy flickering over the walls, ceiling and deck of the command center.

      Selby heard the first yelp of pain as the blue crackle fire touched his foot. He was consumed momentarily by pain before all went black.
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        * * *

      

      Thresh tapped a few commands into the holo-display under the panel and then closed it again. She dashed to the drive room door, limping slightly.

      “Better move, Will. We only have three minutes.”

      Thresh sealed the drive room hatch behind them and fused the controls. She melted the composite with her pulse pistol electron blade, welding the door shut. Boyd opened a nearby secondary maintenance access hatch. He waited for Thresh to catch up before he dropped through the hatch and down to the tower ground surface below.

      Outside the Silence, Boyd could see through the haze that the walls of the tower were crawling with Skarak soldiers. They began to move in.

      “Let’s go up.” Boyd grabbed hold of Thresh, clipping a safety line from his equipment belt to hers. “The tower is thinner at the top and we might find it easier to cut our way out. And I won’t have to watch you try and run.” He grinned at her as he activated his grav field and pushed them away from the ground, her legs wrapped firmly around his waist.

      Thresh set her grav field too, and the pair flew upward even faster. Skarak soldiers were leaping off the walls of the tower toward them. Boyd and Thresh held each other close and fired over each others’ shoulders, dropping the Skarak soldiers that leapt toward them.

      Racing upward, they moved past the Skarak queen. She snapped at them as they flew, her huge mandibles missing their feet by a fraction of a centimeter as they raced upward.

      The top of the tower became narrow. Boyd aimed upward and fired at the black Skarak material that tapered to a point above them. The pulse rounds struck the dark tip of the tower. Thresh fired at the same point, but the material absorbed the pulse rounds, holding on to its utter blackness.

      “Just power through,” Boyd said. He fired his thrusters and accelerated toward the black tip of the tower.

      Boyd struck the tip hard and he sank into it. Pushing forward with Thresh in his arms, he burst out of the top of the tower just as the ground far below began to rumble. Fire and debris erupted all around the tower base as the Silence core exploded.

      The tower dropped away from them, slowly at first and then more rapidly, disappearing into a crater on the planet surface, hot lava spilling up from the planet depth, consuming the tower as it fell.

      Boyd felt his upward momentum fail. With the tower falling away, there was nothing for his grav field generator to push against. His thrusters kept him climbing, but he was moving slowly. He looked up at empty space only a kilometer away.

      “How are we going to get away?” Thresh said.

      A bright flash in the sky over head caught his eye. His holostage lit up.

      “It’s the Zero,” Boyd said.

      The Phantom Zero swept, and Boyd felt himself caught up in a grapple field and then pulled away. He clung on to Thresh, taking her hand in his and they were drawn up into the belly of the Zero.

      A wave of Skarak fighter craft came in at speed from high above the Zero. Boyd pulled his pistol, for all the good it would do. Then he saw that the Skarak fighters were falling out of the sky, falling down to the ground.

      “We did it, Will,” Thresh said. “Look, the Skarak are falling everywhere.”

      Boyd looked down, zooming in with his visor. The hordes of mindless humans that were milling about aimlessly on the surface appeared to be waking up, looking around, wondering where they were. The Skarak soldiers on the planet were falling lifeless to the ground and Skarak fighters were falling from the sky.
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        * * *

      

      Selby woke up to a flickering emergency light. Groans were sounding across the command center. Agent Crippin was at the holostage. Selby climbed uncomfortably to his feet, his head throbbing like he’d been rammed by a carrier.

      “Holostage systems coming online,” Crippin said.

      Selby gripped the side of the holostage, his legs weak. His fingers tingled. The holoimage was flickering badly as the colors were out of alignment, giving a multi layered image. The system was almost completely fried. But the image that was being displayed showed the Skarak armada adrift. Thousands of ships, large and small, drifting and tumbling aimlessly in space. Some had collided with others, and they were all falling toward the Union fleet.

      Then the command center lights came up fully. The holostage image flickered and refreshed to show a clear image.

      “Systems report,” Selby said.

      The command center was coming back alive, concussed operators manning their stations, commanders calling out status. All systems were coming back online, and the Eminence’s sensors showed the Skarak were unpowered and adrift.

      “Put me through to the fleet,” he said. Then, when he was connected with all ships, he gave the order. “Break formation, move in and take the bastards out. Move fast before they wake up again.”

      Selby staggered over to the command chair and dropped into it. The holostage showed him the entire fleet advancing on the Skarak armada. Fighter blades were the first to the fight, and their forward mounted lasers struck into unpowered Skarak warships. The laser blasts punching clear through the Skarak hulls from one side to the other, Skarak soldiers and grey ooze spilling out into space.

      Then the frigates and cruisers joined in, lasers and spitz guns flickering, tearing the Skarak ships apart.

      Dozens of Skarak ships were burning wrecks when the carriers Eminence and Goliath moved in. Their mass beam crushed Skarak ships one after another, moving freely through the tumbling Skarak ships leaving a trail of destruction.

      “They are finished, Admiral,” Agent Crippin said. “Well done, sir.”

      Selby looked at the holostage. The Skarak had been more than a match for his fleet. He did not fully understand how or why, but somehow the fleet had survived.

      “Don’t thank me, Agent Crippin,” Selby said. “Someone has managed to bring them down just in time. Contact Fleet Intelligence for me. I want to know who we have to thank.” Selby turned and staggered off the command center. “If you need me, I will be in my office.”
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        * * *

      

      Boyd and Thresh collapsed onto the deck of the cargo bay of the Phantom Zero. They pulled off their helmets and heaved for breath, sucking in the stale air of the Faction raider. Boyd turned his head to look at Thresh lying next to him. Her hair was sticking to her face. She turned and smiled at him.

      “Nothing like nearly getting blown to bits to make you feel alive,” Boyd said, wiping her hair from her face.

      Thresh grinned her wide, joyful smile. Then her smile dropped.

      “I love you, Will,” she said. She was almost pleading.

      Boyd steadied his breathing.

      “I love you too.”

      They sat up together, drawing close, closer than they had ever been.

      The cargo bay inner door slid open with a screech of badly maintained composite. A rush of air blew in as the pressure equalized suddenly.

      “I thought you deserved a rescue.”

      “My team,” Boyd said, looking up at Kessler.

      Kessler shook his head.

      “I haven’t been able to locate them. The blades swept in to give them cover, but they were hopelessly outgunned. They held off a fierce assault, gave you the time you needed. Brave chaps those Blue Stars.”

      Boyd dropped his head.

      “You have no idea how brave. What is the status of the Skarak?”

      “All ships in the system are unpowered. Floating in the void.”

      “And where is Kitzov?” Boyd asked.

      “Right alongside us. He has taken control of the Resolute. He’s asking for you to be taken aboard.” Kessler pulled his pulse pistol. “I have to insist you come with me.”

      Boyd and Thresh were hauled to their feet by a group of Faction troopers and marched across the ship to the docking bay. The Phantom Zero was attached to the Resolute by a soft seal tunnel.

      Boyd recognized the marine deck of the Resolute. Standing there was Kitzov and a squad of Faction troopers.

      Boyd moved forward with the help of a gentle nudge from Kessler. He stepped onto the marine deck of the Resolute. So familiar to him. It felt as much like home as anywhere ever had.

      “How do you like the look of my new ship, Will?” Kitzov said with a grin. Then his smile dropped. “Kneel.” Kitzov pointed at Boyd and then down to the floor. “On your knees, Union scum.”

      “You backstabbing, selfish, traitor!” Boyd spat the words out. “You are not fit to lead. I challenge you for the captaincy of the Resolute. Under Faction law I can claim leadership of this ship from a weak and incapable leader. I call knucks.”

      Kitzov laughed. “Shoot this scum.”

      “He calls knucks,” Kessler said. “It is the pirate way.”

      “Put him down on the deck, Kessler,” Kitzov said.

      Boyd waited to feel the butt of a pulse pistol on the back of his neck any moment. It didn’t come.

      “He can’t call knucks.” Kitzov looked at Boyd. “You can’t call knucks. You are Union, not Faction.”

      “He looks Faction to me,” Kessler said. “After what he just did down there, he is welcome in the Faction as far as I am concerned.” Kessler looked over at the troopers. “You know Faction when you see it. Does Will Boyd get to call Knucks?”

      The troopers lowered their rifles.

      Kitzov pulled a pulse pistol from the back of his waistband and brought it up swiftly, taking aim at Boyd.

      The blast of a pulse pistol near Boyd’s ear caused him to flinch. He turned to see Thresh, a pistol in her quaking hand.

      Kitzov looked down at the pulse wound in his chest. The pistol dropped from his hand. He crumpled to the deck in a pool of traitor’s blood.

      Boyd placed his hand over the top of Thresh’s pulse pistol and eased it from her grip.

      “It’s ok,” Boyd said, soothing.

      Her eyes were bloodshot, and she was holding back tears. “He made me do it, Will. He made me do it. I didn’t want to kill your brother. He made me kill lots of people. Can you forgive me? I didn’t want to do it.”

      Boyd pulled her close.

      Kessler waved the Faction trooper back along the boarding tunnel over to the Phantom Zero.

      “Do you want to keep that?” Kessler pointed at Kitzov’s body.

      Boyd shook his head.

      Kessler called for assistance from a pair of Faction troopers who carried the dead body of the former Faction leader away.

      “The Resolute is yours, Will Boyd. If you need any crew, just ask and I’ll see who I can spare.”

      Boyd nodded. “Thank you, captain,” he said. “I think I can handle her alone.” Boyd straightened up and gave Kessler a smart salute.

      Kessler grinned and returned a casual salute before he walked over to the Phantom Zero.

      Boyd took Thresh’s face in his hands. He wiped away her tears with his thumb. “It’s ok, we will heal together.”

      Thresh nodded and buried her head in his chest. The hardest part of healing is granting forgiveness to the one who hurt you. Boyd had done that, they had both done that. They were going to be okay.

      Boyd kissed her. He never wanted to let her go again.
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      The inner system was littered with Skarak vessels. All were unpowered, tumbling lazily about the planet of Terra. Union mining vessels had joined with the fleet and were cutting into the hulls of the ships, breaking them apart piece by piece. The shattered remains of the massive Skarak armada were being thrown toward the giant blue star where they were destined to burn up in her fierce fire.

      The Resolute moved out of the Sphere and entered the Scorpio system. The ship linked to the Union relay station on Lastone. Within a matter of minutes a Union frigate was racing in on an intercept course.

      The Commander appeared, bold and confident, on Boyd’s holostage.

      “Clearance codes. The inner system is under lockdown to all approaching craft. Identify yourself or I will engage you.”

      "This is Lieutenant Will Boyd in command of the Resolute, returning from the Skarak system. It looks like we knocked them out.”

      “Lieutenant Boyd. Welcome back. The entire fleet knows about your actions. You have been hailed a hero, but we were not expecting you back.”

      “The Skarak are finished?” Thresh asked, standing next to Boyd.

      “Yes. They had launched their final attack and then they just stopped. It was the craziest thing. They just lost all power. They had us, we were finished, and then they just stopped.”

      The Phantom Zero moved out of the Sphere and came up behind the Resolute.

      “Alert, Resolute. Faction ship on your six. Fall back to the inner system, I’ll handle these pirates.”

      “Stand down, commander,” Boyd said, a smile on the edge of his lips. “These are not pirates, this is Kessler. If it wasn’t for Captain Kessler and his people, we would not have defeated the Skarak.”

      A pair of Union fleet cruisers were moving in at high speed.

      “The Union have all defensive and weapons systems active,” Thresh warned.

      Kessler appeared on the holostage next to the commander.

      “I was never convinced the Union would welcome us back, Boyd. Stand by for action. It’s about time you picked a side.”

      “Pick a side?” Boyd said rolling his eyes. “When is anyone going to choose to be on my side?” Boyd could feel himself become furious.

      The cruisers moved in.

      “Task Force Featherstone One. This is Captain Krief of Union cruiser Sheppard. Welcome back. I have orders to escort you to Terra. And I have a blanket pardon for all Faction personnel that acted with you. Is Kitzov with you?”

      “Kitzov,” Boyd looked at Thresh, “he didn’t make it. Kessler is leader of the Faction. He can speak for them.”

      Kessler appeared on the holostage.

      Captain Krief saluted Kessler. “It is an honor, sir. Thank you for your part in this battle. If you follow me, sir, I will lead you to Terra.”

      Kessler looked a bit taken aback. He returned the salute. “You are welcome, Captain. Can I expect a gallows welcome back on Terra?”

      Kreif laughed. “No sir. Not a bit of it. All Faction personnel involved with Task Force Featherstone One have been reprieved. You are to be welcomed into the Union with full pardons for any criminal activity you may have been involved in.”

      “But we are not Union,” Kessler said. “We are Faction.”

      Kreif sighed. “I guess we have some negotiating left to do, but can I assume we are not enemies, Captain Kessler?”

      Kessler smiled. “Friends it is then. My daddy would beat me blue if he knew I was making friends with the Union.”

      Boyd turned off the holostage and turned to Thresh. “So what are a Union boy and Faction girl going to do in this new world of friendship and cooperation?”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Thresh joked.

      Boyd jumped up into the command chair.

      “Pick a star, any star.”

      Thresh raised an eyebrow. “Really, Will Boyd?”

      He smiled. “Why not? You up for another adventure?”

      Thresh laughed and checked the stellar records picked up on route to the Skarak system. She selected a red giant star with a large blue planet orbiting in the habitable zone. It had standard gravity and atmosphere.

      “There might be people living there already,” Thresh said, “but that forest moon could be a good place to set down for a rest.”

      “A little camping trip on a forest moon,” Boyd said. He turned the Resolute around and powered up the drive.

      “Lieutenant Boyd,” Captain Krief appeared on the holostage, “you are requested to attend a formal officer commissioning ceremony at Forge Farm. Set your course for Terra, Lieutenant.”

      Boyd looked down at Thresh. She turned off the holoimage of Kreif and ran to the Engineering console.

      “Giving us all speed. Let’s get out of here.”

      Boyd felt the drive kick in. He felt himself pressed back in his command chair, and his heart leapt as the Resolute powered away. He stood up and looked at the holostage view of the vast open space ahead beyond the Scorpio system.

      He stepped down from the command chair and into the middle of the command deck.

      “Did you just steal a Union ship, Will Boyd?” Thresh said as she stepped around the console to join Boyd. “Guess there is a little bit of Faction blood in you after all.”

      Boyd slipped his arm around Thresh and drew her close. “I’m not Faction, I’m not Union, I am just Will Boyd.” He looked into Thresh’s eyes. “I want to leave all that behind. I just want to get to know you a bit better. Might be easier to do that if there isn’t anyone shooting at us.”

      “Get to know me a bit better?” Thresh said with a smile. “Just a bit?”

      Boyd kissed her. He felt so excited and calm at the same time. She was so special, and he didn’t want to be apart from her again. Whatever he did from this day forward, he wanted to do it with her at his side.

      “We have a lot of history to deal with,” Thresh said. She looked down to the deck.

      Boyd pulled her close. “It is our future I am interested in.” He kissed her again.

      Thresh lay her head on Boyd’s shoulder. They both looked at the holoimage of the stars.

      “Let’s see what’s out there.”
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      Thanks for reading the books in the Blue Star Marine Boxed Set. I hope you enjoyed the series.

      If you could take a minute and leave a review on Amazon, that would be really awesome. We truly love hearing from readers.

      And be sure to check out all of our books on Amazon.

      
        
        amazon.com/James-David-Victor/e/B073XH6BF6/

      

      

      

      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.
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