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STORY SYNOPSES


Lori’s War (CJ Carella) 
When alien raiders attack a small town on a planetary backwater, it’s up to a traumatized teenage girl and the town drunk – a scarred veteran – to stop them.

Rift (Amy DuBoff)
When Leanna is assigned to negotiate peace with an alien race, she knows something is amiss. But with the future of the Taran empire on the line, she must do everything she can to prevent a galactic war.

Battle Beyond Earth: Liberty (Nick S. Thomas) 
When the secretive Liberty space station comes under attack, a recovering war hero is asked to risk everything to save one of his own trapped on board.

Retreat: A Pike Chronicles Short Story (G.P. Hudson) 
Earth has fallen, and for the last twenty-five years, the crew of the Invincible has been running for their lives. Will a chance discovery in a remote star system hold the answer to their many problems, or will it turn into the catalyst that finally destroys them?

Daughters of Ayor (David R. Bernstein) 
Officer Morrow is alone on an Irradiated salvation vessel with limited access and dwindling rations. The only thing that can make this worse is when an unknown signal pings his ship and he has no way to stop what comes next.

Bloodbag Suppressors (Justin Sloan) 
A young Marine wants more than anything to go fight “goldies,” a hostile alien race. To do so he aimsto join the best of the best—an elite squad made up of vampires, the only race able to truly damage the enemy.

Crash Landing (Ken Lozito) 
Before Kladomaor became the legendary Battle Commander of the Boxan fleet he witnessed the darkest betrayal in his race’s history that plunged them into an interstellar war.

The Teardrop that became a Torrent (Rachel Aukes) 
Critch’s origin story in the Fringe canon. The captain of the Honorless was once known as the infamous Marshal Drake Fender. Experience the pivotal day that led Drake to Aramis Reyne and the Uprising.

The Forever Family (J.N. Chaney) 
A little boy who can fly unaided through outer space. A father with unlimited omnipotence. See what it means to be a family of gods…and then discover the cost.

Space Cadets (HJ Lawson) 
A young pilot’s career has peaked at eighteen, going from the pilot of her very own spaceship to the chief cleaner on the mothership. Just for one mistake, how could she know the aliens’ blood was gasoline?

The Embrose Contract (C.C. Ekeke)
Two female bounty hunters are on the hunt for one of the most wanted space pirates in Lawless Space. But with a payday this huge for a target this infamous, deadly complications are bound to arise. 

The Trenches of Centauri Prime (Craig Martelle) 
Standing in the mud of the trenches, alien or human, we may not be so different after all.

Plenty (Jenetta Penner) 
A young galactic black marker trader’s ship breaks down a day out from his destination (again). Lucky for him a beautiful young girl and her father on nearby space station offer to help.

Planetstrider (Chris Fox) 
Legions are burned to ash. Mechs are torn apart like toys. Their cannons are powerful enough to destroy dreadnaughts in orbit. Now the Vkash clan has brought three of those beasts to a remote, worthless world, and a disgraced warrior will do anything to find out why--and anything to stop them.

Tombstone (Jay Allan) 
Darius Jax is a senior officer and hero of the Marine Corps, veteran of countless battles fought throughout occupied space. But once he was a raw private fighting his first battle on a planet so deadly, so hellish, its own occupants called it Tombstone. This is his story, before fame, before glory.

Last Survivors (Michael G. Thomas) 
Kirya travels to the distant planet Agora on the interplanetary liner, Starlighter. When ruthless killers board the ship, she’s forced to make a fateful choice. Flee with the other passengers, or fight back? And Kirya never backs down from a fight.


Lori’s War

By C.J. Carella

 

Bad things can happen fast. Lori Kinston knew that before the raiders attacked Salvation.

One eyeblink, one loud noise, that was all it took. She could still see the moment her father died, six months ago, as she stood over his headstone on Boot Hill, Salvation’s only cemetery. She saw it every few nights in her sleep. At first, it’d been every night.

He’d been smiling at her one second, and laid up on the ground the next, the sound of the air compressor explosion echoing in her ears. One eyeblink, one loud noise. That was all it took to change the world forever.

Lori looked at the stone slab and the words carved on it. ‘Walter Martin Kinston. 131-166 AFC Beloved Husband and Father. Forever in our hearts.’ She wanted to cry but had no tears left, only a cold empty feeling that she feared might last forever; that instead of having her father in her heart, all she would feel from now on was hollow and alone. She looked at the place where they’d buried Daddy, and wished she could cry.

It was an hour before the school session she had skipped was over, and most adults were at work. The only other person on Boot Hill was the town drunk, Mr. Jacobs, looking at a weathered headstone not too far away. Old Mr. Jacobs, who all her life had done little more than drink to excess and go on occasional rants during town meetings. He was a scrawny, grizzled man with rawhide-rough skin and squinting angry eyes; he kept his sparse gray hair cropped short but only shaved a few times a month. He looked older than most people his age because he spent most of his military pension on booze instead of rejuvenation treatments like normal people.

She only knew him because in Salvation you got to know everybody. There were two hundred and ninety-eight people all told, and everyone without pressing duties showed up to church every Sunday, except for Mr. Jacobs, who maybe attended services once every other month, looking sick and wrung-out every time. Her father had explained to her the man wasn’t sick, but ‘hung-over, or still drunk, more’s the shame.’ The town gossips said he’d left the town at age sixteen, done his Obligatory Service and joined the Warp Marines. He’d come back fifty years later, with a full twenty-five-year pension and no desire to do anything other than drink his days away.

They said he still had another five or six years left before the pension ran out. They said he’d become a drunk because of all the terrible things he did in the Marines. They also said he’d come back for an old sweetheart, only to learn she was dead, and that was why he’d become a drunk. And they also said he’d always been a miscreant, a drunk and a waste of oxygen, and that the Marines hadn’t quite beaten his bad habits out of him. The stories changed, depending on who ‘they’ were, on who saw the oldster walking stiffly down the street on his way to the bar, and who felt the need to talk about him. Lori minded the gossip about as much as she cared about it.

The old man saw her come up the hill but ignored her; his eyes were on the headstone he’d come to visit, and whoever was buried there. Lori wondered if he also felt empty inside, or if he still had tears to shed for the dead. He was saying something, but she couldn’t make out the words. Maybe he was praying, although she doubted it. After one last sidelong glance at the old man, she turned back to her father’s grave.

Nothing changed; she still filled like an empty vessel, and he was still gone. Time to leave. She would be seeing Daddy again soon enough; next time she fell asleep, most likely. Mom would be mad at her for playing hooky, but she’d understand.

She was about to head home when a flash of light blinded her for a moment. A moment later, she heard a big booming sound, louder than thunder.

Even before her eyes cleared, Lori knew it was happening again: something bad, something final.

A cloud of dust and smoke was rising from the top of another hill, the one where the town’s landing pad and customs station were – or rather, had been. There were solid pieces of rock and metal mixed in with the smoke, and she dully wondered how much it would hurt if any of them hit her.

“Git down, girl!”

Rough hands pulled her to the ground and dragged her behind a boulder. Mr. Jacobs had grabbed her. Dust and smoke filled the air, and she heard something heavy smash into the ground not too far from where she’d been standing. Smaller pieces of debris rained all around them.

“Did nobody teach you to duck, child?” the old drunk asked her after the rain of rocks and dirt petered out.

She stayed quiet.

“You’re the Kinston kid, ain’t cha?”

Lori nodded at that.

“Sorry about yer papa. He was a good man,” he went on. He’d said something similar to Lori’s mother at the funeral, but that time he’d been drunk enough they’d all been able to smell the booze on him; a couple of men had asked him to leave and he had.

He didn’t look or sound drunk now. He looked alert, awake, a little scary, even. He peered around the boulder and took another look.

“Those were shuttle-mounted missiles,” he said. “Which means any moment now – there!”

Lori looked up and saw a point of light in the sky, growing larger with every passing second. It slowed down as it passed over the town: it was shaped like a giant egg with two smaller eggs on each side, all painted bright green and yellow. The shuttle fired a blast of energy into the valley where the town proper was.

“They just tagged the Sheriff’s car,” Mr. Jacobs said.

“Did they kill him?” she asked in the same tone she’d ask her mother if dinner was ready. Even now, nothing seemed all that important.

“That was a plasma cannon, a three-incher at least. Yep, he’s dead all right.”

There were more flashes and explosions.

“Goddammit. That was the militia armory.”

Lori didn’t say anything.

“You’re what, fifteen?”

“Fourteen.”

“Wonderful. Just don’t do anything to attract attention, or those pirates will blast us, too.”

“Pirates?” she asked. Before today, Lori never figured she’d listen to the likes of Mr. Jacobs. Funny how things could change in a flash.

“That’s not a human shuttle,” he said. “That means aliens. My guess is, they’re the crew of a passing freighter who saw the Navy wasn’t home and decided they’d rather pillage than trade. Playing pirate, in other words.”

“Pirates,” she said, a little bit of wonder in her voice. She’d watched the vids, heard the stories, but hadn’t thought of pirates as something real, not the way busted-up air compressors were real.

“Yep. Some enterprising bunch is betting the Navy won’t show up for a while, what with the war going on.”

The war was real, but in its own way as distant as tales of pirates, or the goings-on at Old Earth. The news been full of stuff about the Days of Infamy, about planets attacked without warning and big battles in space, but none of that had touched Salvation. They lived in a small farming town on Gordon-Four, a no-account planet on a no-account sector of the United Stars of America. Other than the few locals currently serving in the military, the war had little to do with them. It was too far away to matter. Or so she’d thought.

The shuttle landed on the Town Green and over a dozen colorful figures came out as soon as its rear ramp hit the ground. They all held stubby-looking guns at the ready as they trotted forward, but they didn’t have the same outfits, not like real soldiers. Everybody wore body armor and helmets, but some suits were flat and angular, others curvy and almost organic, and they were painted in garish colors, no two the same. All the aliens had four legs and two arms, though. Same species, then.

“No idea who they are,” Mr. Jacobs said. “None of the majors, though. Nobody we’re at war with, either. Some pissants, trying to make a quick buck and bag some humans along the way. All right, I’ve seen enough.”

He started crawling down the slope, on the side away from town.

Lori watched him go and said nothing.

“You need to run and hide, girl,” he told her. “Aliens ain’t gonna spare you if they catch you.”

“I don’t want to run.”

“What do you want to do?”

She thought about it. For the first time in too long, she felt something other than crushing, numbing sorrow, something that burned hot inside her.

“I want to fight.”

Mr. Jacobs smiled at her. It wasn’t a nice smile.

“Yep, that’s what I aim to do. Could use some help.”

Lori grinned back, and not in a nice way, either.

It was the first time she’d smiled since her father died.

* * *

At first, they ran away from the fight.

Ran all the way down Boot Hill, as soon as they crawled down the steep slope facing away from the town. Lori heard the sounds of battle coming from the other side. It wasn’t like in the vids at all. It would get quiet for a bit, and then a pop-pop-pop sound would start. You had to shoot a lot of varmints around Salvation, so she recognized the sounds: those were rifles and shotguns, the kind all able-bodied citizens of Salvation kept at home or in their trucks. Soon as the pop-pops started, a thunderclap from something else followed, and the shooting would stop. Another bit of quiet, and then the whole thing would start again. In her mind, she pictured men and women uselessly firing their obsolete rifles at forcefield-protected aliens, and getting blasted with energy weapons in return. Each thunderclap meant somebody she knew, someone she’d seen at church every Sunday, was gone.

They slowed down when they reached the woods that grew on the edge of town. He led her up a narrow dirt road that ended between two hills. Mr. Jacob’s shack was near the top of the taller hill. It didn’t look like much, but the door was surprisingly solid, and she suspected the walls were equally sturdy under the faded paint.

“Cost me a pretty penny, but I like my privacy,” Mr. Jacobs said as the door cycled open.

Everyone said Mr. Jacobs was a waste of oxygen. He mostly kept to himself, except for the handful of times a month when he visited the only bar in town and stayed until closing time, drinking and trading war stories with the handful of war veterans who could tolerate his company. He paid for his drinks and didn’t make much of a nuisance of himself, but few people liked him. The good folk of Salvation had no use for the lazy or shiftless.

The interior of the place looked only slightly better than the outside. It was much messier than the Kinston home, and full of smells – stale liquor, tobacco and old unwashed socks – that Lori’s mother would never have tolerated. The furniture was old and frayed. A shaggy rug made with the pelt of a gordy bear – the planet’s largest land predator – would have given the main room a homey feel if it wasn’t so badly scuffed. There were several pictures and holograms on the walls and the mantelpiece over the fireplace. One of them showed a bunch of men in combat armor posing for a picture around the burned wreckage of some sort of military vehicle. Most of the other pics and holos were of a young woman. She was pretty and looked happy in all of them. Mr. Jacobs’ sweetheart, Lori figured.

“Sit down and don’t touch anything.”

She sat on the corner of a sofa that smelled like an ashtray. Mr. Jacobs opened one of the two interior doors and went into another room. She heard him rummaging around.

“Most of the action must be happening over at Lowell,” Jacobs said as he moved things around. “That’s where the bastnaesite mines are, and that’s about the only thing worth raiding this place for. The attack here is a sideshow.”

“What are they going to do to us?”

“Depends,” the old man said from the other room. “In Lowell, they’ll try to scatter the militia and loot the ore processing plant. If the Echo Tangos brought enough trigger-pullers to do the job, they’ll be loaded up and done in about a day. Nothing we can do about that.”

Lori had never been to Lowell, and its inhabitants – which included a small contingent of nonhumans – weren’t welcome in Salvation. The mining town bought most of the crops Salvation produced, but most of that was done on the outskirts, well away from God-fearing people. If there was any truth to the gossip she’d heard, the miners’ den was full of sinners who probably deserved whatever happened to them. And yet she felt ashamed that they couldn’t do anything to help them.

“The shuttle here is our main concern,” Mr. Jacobs went on. He was moving something heavy now, dragging it on the floor. “They took out the local armory and the customs house, so their job here is done. Maybe they’ll run wild around town for a bit, shoot up a few buildings to make us keep our heads down, and then get the hell out. In which case they’ll probably be gone before we can get back there and anything.”

“And if they stay longer? If they stay the whole day?”

“Some aliens don’t like us humans much.”

“They’ll kill everyone.”

“Probably. After they have their fun.”

She’d seen the news footage on the one flatscreen her family had in the den. Five million people had died in the opening days of the war. Millions more had followed. Nobody’d thought the war would get this far, out in the galactic boondocks, far from any action and with no hostiles nearby. They’d been wrong. These pirates might not be at war with the US, but she figured they were going to be just as rough on humans as everybody else.

“What can we do?”

Mr. Jacobs was dragging a long shiny case from the room; it was long and narrow, like a coffin, and made of some sort of light green plastic that looked shiny and new. He pushed a dinner table out of the way and placed the case in the middle of the common room.

“Militia’s probably done by now. I told them that keeping all the mil-spec gear in one place was insane. Now all they have is a bunch of chem-prop sluggers, old .308 guns. Good enough to take out a gordy bear, but useless against forcefields, unless they got plasma-tipped bullets.” He grimaced. “But those are forbidden to civilians, by town ordinance. Morons.”

“So we just hide?”

She was angry at Mister Jacobs now. She’d thought he was aiming to do something about the aliens. Had he lied to her to get her out harm’s way?

The old man shook his head as he unlocked the case’s biometric lock by placing his hand over it. The lid opened with click followed by a hiss.

“Nah. I ain’t hiding.”

“Then what?”

He opened the big case. It was filled with guns and other stuff.

“I’m going to go out there,” he said with a nasty grin. “And I’m gonna kill them all.”

“I want to help.”

“I know. Like I said, I could use the help. But you gotta be sure you want a piece of this.”

He looked at her, really looked at her, his squinty eyes taking her measure.

“Just think about it, girl. This ain’t a game. Good chance to get killed. To get hurt bad.”

Lori thought about her father, the way he’d looked after the compressor blew up. Not a person anymore, but just meat and bones, half his face gone. She kept seeing him in the dead of night. This might just be a way to end all of that.

“I want to help,” she said again.

“It’s yer funeral. Both our funerals, probably, if luck don’t turn our way.”

“I don’t care.”

His expression grew sour. “You better care, girl. Our job ain’t to die for our country. It’s to make the other bastards die for theirs. We may get killed, but being careless means we’ll get killed for sure.”

“Okay.”

Mr. Jacobs pulled a gun out of the case and showed it to her. Lori moved closer to get a better look. It had two barrels, one over the other, the lower one bigger than the top one.

“Infantry Weapon Mark Two,” the old man said. “We called them Iwos in the Corps. Fifty-round mag, plus five fifteen-mike-mike grenades. I liberated one after my discharge, plus a basic load for it. Just in case.”

He handed it to her. It was heavy, much heavier than the rifle they had at the house. She carefully kept her finger off the trigger and looked for a charging handle but couldn’t find it. Mister Jacobs nodded approvingly.

“No manual levers on that baby,” he said. “It automatically chambers a round when you push the magazine in.”

She found a button right by where her thumb would be on the pistol grip. “Is this the safety?”

He nodded. “Push it forward, and it’s ready to fire. Push it another notch, and it fires three-round bursts. You ain’t got an imp on you, do you?”

She shook her head. Most Baptists didn’t, although the church didn’t forbid cybernetic implants, just ‘strongly discouraged’ their use, as her mother liked to say. Most people in Salvation were too poor to afford one anyway, except for those who served in the military. A few of them came back from their time in the service with ‘imps’ and any number of strange notions. The rest didn’t come back at all; some died, but most of them were tempted away by the wonders of the wider universe outside Salvation and Gordon-Four.

“Maybe it’s for the best. Some aliens can track imp transmissions. But without them, you won’t be able to do a lot of fun stuff with the Iwo. Can’t be helped. And the gun’s heavy, ‘cause it’s meant to be used by someone in powered armor. Only got one suit of those, and it won’t fit you. You’re going to have to lug it around on your own, all twelve pounds of it, plus ammo.”

He took another gun out, even longer than the Iwo, with a single slender barrel and a large power pack housed beneath it.

“My pride and joy,” Jacobs said, patting the weapon affectionately. “LSW-7. Laser. Can poke a hole through a medium forcefield and thirty millimeters of composite armor at five klicks. It’s worth more than my entire retirement package. A parting gift from a supply sergeant who owed me a bunch of favors.”

“Is that what you’re going to use?”

“Yep. That was my job in the Corps. 0317: Sniper. Part of FORECON.”

“What’s that?”

“Force Reconnaissance. We went out looking for trouble. Usually found it, too.”

“Like now.”

“Yep. Just like now. Except there were a bunch more guys with me. Going at it alone ain’t smart.”

“I can help.”

He looked at her again.

“I mean it.”

“I know. Just trying to figure out what you can do.”

“I know how to shoot. My dad taught me, before…” Her words caught in her throat, and that made her mad. It’d been long enough, hadn’t it? Was the sadness ever going to end?

“This ain’t like shooting vermin, or even a charging gordy bear. These varmints shoot back. But you can spot for me, and if everything goes well I’ll do all the killing. I’ll show you what to do, just in case.”

Part of her was relieved she might not have to shoot anybody.

But another part was disappointed.

* * *

The aliens had killed Mrs. Bonilla right in front of the general store.

Lori could see the dead woman as if she was right in front of her and not the better part of a mile away, looking through the goggles Mr. Jacobs had given her. Mrs. Bonilla had been a friendly, plump lady, unfailingly nice to everyone, with a smile always brightening her wide but pretty face. She wasn’t smiling now. Her mouth was open and her eyes weren’t looking at anything. She wasn’t a person anymore. Just a thing that looked like a person.

The thing that had been Mrs. Bonilla was lying on her back. There was a charred hole in her stomach, still steaming in the early spring’s chill.

They were both hiding under funny-looking blankets that made them invisible. ‘Camo blankies’ was what Mr. Jacobs called them. There’d been several of them in the special case. Only the tip of his rifle was poking out from his. She was wrapped up in it so only her goggles were uncovered.

Mr. Jacobs noticed her looking at the dead body. “A particle beam bolter got her,” he said.

“The stubby-looking guns they were carrying?”

“Yep. Short-ranged little bastards – good only at under two hundred meters; the beam scatters after that – but they’ll punch a hole clear through you if you ain’t got a forcefield. But never mind Mrs. Bonilla. She’s beyond help. Find me a tango.”

Lori looked away from the corpse. Tango meant target. It was also half of the name Mr. Jacobs called aliens: Echo Tangos, military-speak for ETs. Maybe that meant all aliens were targets. And being that the first aliens she’d ever seen in the flesh had killed a bunch of people, she figured that was right.

The fighting had mostly died down by the time they were ready. They’d set up two shooting spots on two hills overlooking the town, plus a special surprise for the shuttle. Doing all that plus gearing up had taken time. Mr. Jacobs didn’t look at all like the town drunk anymore. He was wearing a full suit of armor and a helmet. He looked like a Marine. And Lori looked weird, too, wearing the big goggles that Mr. Jacobs said were almost as good as having implants. She was also carrying one of the heavy Iwo guns and a backpack with a forcefield generator on it that would hopefully stop a rifle bullet or a beam weapon for as long as its battery lasted.

Most of the aliens were wandering around town, singly or in pairs. She was looking for a target out in the open, where Mr. Jacobs could shoot him.

“Found one.”

An ET stepped out of the General Store and hopped over Mrs. Bonilla’s body. He was wearing a red and yellow suit of armor, and holding one of their thunder-guns. The alien headed towards the shuttle, walking down Main Street in clear view from their hill.

“I got it,” Mr. Jacobs said, and Lori saw a red dot appear over the alien’s armored chest. That was the rifle’s aiming point, and only she and Mr. Jacobs could see it. The dot wasn’t steady, though. It was moving up and down, all jerky-like. He was going to miss his shot.

The old man started cursing in a low voice, a steady string of words Lori had only heard among the more daring kids in town, or when she eavesdropped on adults having a conversation, and only rarely in either case. Few people cussed out loud in Salvation, and the foul language startled her. She turned towards the old man.

His hands were shaking.

“Goddamn it. Goddamn it to Hell.”

God is listening. Lori’s mother was fond of that saying, and she almost used it on Mr. Jacobs, but she figured he wouldn’t take it well.

The alien made it to the shuttle.

“Been too long,” Mr. Jacobs said. “I ain’t Force Recon no more. I’m an old drunk. Useless.”

“Waste of oxygen.”

He turned to her. “What did you say?”

“That’s what they all call you around town. A waste of oxygen.”

“Maybe they’re right.”

“I want to kill the tangos.”

“It ain’t that easy,” he hissed at her. “They ain’t gonna stand still and wait to be killed.”

“We have a plan.”

It was a simple plan: shoot an alien or two, spring their surprise on the shuttle when it took off, and shoot any aliens left until they were all dead. It all sounded pretty good to her, and no different than the times she and Dad had gone off to shoot varmints, the ugly-stinky furry or feathered critters that liked to eat their crops. Hunting wasn’t like fighting; the things you hunted never got a chance to fight back, not if you set things up right.

“Plans never work out the way they’re supposed to, girl.”

“You’re scared.”

“You bet yer ass I’m scared.”

She turned away from him and looked through the goggles again, magnifying the view. There were other bodies, but she ignored them. They weren’t people anymore.

“I found another tango. Two of them.”

One was wearing green armor, the other a purple suit. The one in purple had a sack slung on his back. Loot, maybe. The sack was stained with blood, and the bulges inside it looked a bit like bowling balls. Except blood didn’t seep from bowling balls.

“Trophies,” Mr. Jacobs said in a harsh voice. He was aiming at the green one, and his hands weren’t shaking anymore.

“Two shots and we’re gone, girl. Be ready.”

She watched and waited.

When it happened, it didn’t look like much. There was a whiney sound when the laser fired and the alien staggered for a couple of steps and sort of sat down on its rear legs, dropping his gun. There was another whine, and the one in purple fell in mid-step; smoke was coming off the side of his helmet. The sack rolled open, and Lori saw there were severed human heads inside. She thought she recognized one of the staring faces.

“Go, go, go!” Mr. Jacobs shouted at her and she snapped out of it. He was crawling backwards down the hill. She followed him. As soon as they were down the slope they started to run.

They were halfway down the hill when it blew up behind them.

One moment, she was running behind Mr. Jacobs. The next, she was flying through the air. And the next, she smashed into something, hard enough to know the breath out of her.

Everything went hazy for a bit. When things came back into focus, she saw Mr. Jacobs’s helmeted face right over hers. She felt a sharp sting on one arm, and something cold rushed through her veins.

“Nano-meds,” he said. “Should kill the pain and keep you moving. Forcefield caught most of the blast, but enough momentum got through to knock you off your feet. Can you run?”

Lori sat up. Her shoulder didn’t feel so bad anymore, and she could move it.

“Let’s go,” she said. She found her gun and picked it up. They made it to the next firing position, already covered with another camo blanket, and crawled under it.

“Look for the shuttle.”

She found it; it was rising slowly in the air. A beam of solid yellow-white light erupted from underneath it and hit the hill where they’d been a little bit before, and another explosion shook the area.

“Time for our little surprise,” Mr. Jacobs said.

It’d taken a lot of work to drag the big tube to another hill and hide it under another camo blanket, but it was worth it. Mr. Jacobs called it a Light Missile Launcher; it fired self-guided rockets. She saw a contrail speed through the air and strike the shuttle amidships; it vanished in a fireball.

“Hope nobody in town got hurt,” she said, watching burning debris fall all over Salvation.

“Any Americans still alive down there are in a shelter or ran off into the woods. Only ones who got hurt this time were the tangos.”

“Good.”

“Yeah, but if any ETs are left, they’ll call up their main ship or the other landing parties. If they’re smart, they’ll hole up in town and wait for reinforcements.”

“You said they are stupid.”

“So far,” he said. “Smart enough to hit our armory, but after that they thought they had the run of the place. Now they know better, though. Keep an eye on the town. Figure some of them got back to the shuttle and got killed, but the rest stayed behind. They’re down there somewhere.”

Lori started scanning the area from their new vantage point. She couldn’t see any aliens, just a big pile of fire and smoke coming from where the shuttle had been. Some of the buildings were on fire, too. She should be feeling bad about it, but all she cared about was making sure all the tangos were dead.

“Nothing. Maybe we did kill them all.”

“We should be so lucky.”

An alien appeared into view as if summoned by Mr. Jacobs’ words. It dashed forward and disappeared behind City Hall, which was still standing, although its roof was smoldering. Others followed suit. Five, six, seven all told. She called them out as she spotted them, but they all made it to cover before Mr. Jacobs could shoot them.

“Looks like only half of them got on the shuttle. And the other half are mad we blew up their ride,” he said. “Let’s see what they do. Keep an eye on the sky, girl. If they send another shuttle, I’m gonna have to shoot it down myself.”

They waited for a good half an hour, but no shuttles or spaceships showed up. Maybe they were scared more missiles were waiting for them. Mr. Jacobs had kept three missiles in his home, but as it turned out only one was in working condition, and they’d just used it. Of course, the aliens didn’t know that.

“If they were going to pick them up, they would’ve done it already,” Mr. Jacobs said. “Them tangos just got left out in the cold. Maybe the rednecks in Lowell are putting up a better fight than we are, and they’re out of shuttles.”

“What are they going to do?”

“They got two choices. Wait and see if their life support runs out before the Navy shows up and shoots them like the mad dogs they are. Or find the rat bastards – us two, in other words – who blew up their shuttle and kill them first.”

“They’ll die anyway.”

“Sometimes your only options are to roll over and die, or die with your hands around someone’s throat.”

The aliens rushed out from behind City Hall, running in several directions, all headed out of town. Lori spotted targets for Mr. Jacobs: one tango went down with a smoking hole through his chest plate; another one took a hit but his forcefield held. The old man missed his third and fourth shots. The six remaining aliens reached the cover of a hill; they would be safe there for now.

“Too slow,” he growled. “Too worn out.”

“What now?”

“Now they come for us.”

Lori thought about it. The aliens couldn’t use Highway 3 – a fancy name for the gravel road that let wheeled transport travel between Salvation and Lowell – because it didn’t lead up into the hills and in any case was in plain sight from their position. There was a game trail that would take the aliens through the intervening hills, but it wasn’t easy to spot if you didn’t know where to look. And then there was a footpath leading up and down each hill. If the aliens had any brains, they’d try to move through the woods instead of using either option.

“You’re probably right,” Mr. Jacobs said when she voiced her thoughts out loud. “We gotta go somewhere we can spot them no matter which way they use.”

“Round Top Hill. We can see the game trail and the footpath from there, and the woods around it are too thick to let them through any other way.”

“You got it. Figure we can get there before they do, if we run.”

He backed a bit downslope before he stood up and lifted his helmet visor.

“Last chance to go home, girl.” For the first time since they’d started all of this, he didn’t look her in the eye. “Six on two ain’t good odds, even if we get the jump on them. Chances are we ain’t walking out of this fight in one piece.”

Lori thought about it for a second. Thought about Mrs. Bonilla and all the other dead bodies. About what was left of her father after the compressor blew up. Her father dying hadn’t been the aliens’ fault, but that didn’t matter. Somebody had to pay for it.

“We’re wasting time.”

The old man looked tired and his face was twisted with pain and fear, but when he looked at her he smiled. There was no joy in that grin, but she found herself responding in kind, showing her teeth in a predatory grimace. He understood about making the pain stop by hurting somebody else. He sealed the helmet and nodded to her.

“Now we run some more.”

* * *

They beat the pirates by five minutes. That was almost good enough.

Lori was breathing hard after lugging the Iwo rifle and personal forcefield, but Mr. Jacobs was panting like a dying dog. He all but collapsed when they reached Round Top Hill and started coughing uncontrollably.

“Are you all right?” she asked him when he was done.

The old man wasn’t doing well, and that scared her. Now that she was finally going to shoot something, her mouth had gone dry and she was out of breath for reasons that had nothing to do with the frantic run through the woods. She wasn’t sure she could actually do it.

“Never mind that,” Mr. Jacobs said. “Get over there on the other side of that tree. Watch that side, or they can flank us. Everything you can see from there, that’s your fire sector. Don’t take your eyes off of it.”

Lori nodded and crawled towards the spot, moving through the leafy underbrush, camo blanket draped over her. She realized she couldn’t see Mr. Jacobs from her new position. He wasn’t that far away, but it still felt like she was on her own. Alone.

“Never mind that,” she muttered to herself, sounding just like the old man.

Sighting the unfamiliar weapon was easy enough. Mr. Jacobs had only let her shoot a dozen times back at his shack, enough to learn the Infantry Weapon’s recoil was much lighter than what she’d felt shooting her father’s hunting rifle. The goggles let her see exactly where the gun was aiming, automatically adjusting for range, windage and elevation. The Iwo all but shot itself, but if she pulled the trigger instead of squeezing it, she would still miss. She breathed in and out slowly – shoot on the exhale, her father had always told her – and waited for the ETs to arrive.

Mr. Jacobs’ laser whined. She turned towards the sound, and that was why she missed the aliens coming in her direction.

Two of them, one in blue, the other wearing bright pink armor. They didn’t see her under the camo blanket, but they were close, and they were running towards the sound of the laser. Lori tried to aim at one of them and realized her hands were shaking. The rangefinder kept changing the numbers as she tried to steady the gun: thirty meters became twenty-five became twenty and she finally put the aiming dot on the blue chest plate and squeezed the trigger after she breathed out. The three-round burst cycled so quickly it was like firing a single shot. The alien’s forcefield sizzled and died and he stumbled, dropping his weapon. Lori frantically swung the Iwo towards the next target.

There was a flash of light when her forcefield stopped an energy blast. She cringed for a moment instead of shooting back. A brighter flash followed; something slapped her goggles away and scratched her face.

At first it didn’t hurt; the whole side of her face and head just felt numb, and she couldn’t see out of that eye. The goggles were broken and the camo blanket was torn up. Lori brought the Iwo up, looking for the tango who’d shot her, expecting to be killed at any moment. Her forcefield had failed; that was why the second flash had been so bright. If she got hit again…

The pink alien was lying on its side like a dead horse, not too far from where the blue one was crumpled. His head was gone. She’d shot him and didn’t remember doing it.

The pain hit her a moment later and it was the worst thing in the world. She couldn’t even scream; her mouth opened but no sounds came out. She tasted blood, lots of blood coming down the side of her face.

She heard the whine of Mr. Jacob’s laser, and a bunch of thunderclaps right afterwards.

Daddy, she thought as everything went black.

* * *

Cold. Something cold and wet was pressed against the side of her head, and the pain was still there but sort of far away, like a fading dream.

Lori was lying on her back and for a moment she thought she was in her bed, that it all had been a bad dream and when she opened her eyes she would see her father and everything would be all right. But that didn’t last long. Even before she smelled the blood and heard Mr. Jacob’s wheezy breathing, she knew that this was no dream but just the way things were.

“Easy, girl. Don’t touch that,” Mr. Jacobs said when she started to reach for the wet piece of cloth covering half of her face – including her left eye. He sounded tired and out of breath, even more so than before.

“My eye.”

“Don’t fret about it. They’ll fix it for you, or grow you a new one.”

Lori tried to nod, but the motion sent fresh waves of pain coursing through her skull. She cried out, and tears began to pour down from her good eye, making everything blurry.

“’S okay, girl. The painkillers take a little time to work.”

“That’s not it,” she said between sobs. Her heart was breaking, and it hurt worse than anything the ETs had done to her. “My Dad’s dead.”

“I know,” the old man said. “I know.”

Mr. Jacobs let her cry for a bit, and after a while he held her hand and that helped.

“Did you get them all?”

He shook his head. “Four came down my way. Moving dumber than dirt. Them pirates musta never attacked someone who fought back. They bunched up real close, the stupid bastards. If I’d had my old fireteam with me… Never mind that. I got two of them, got a piece of another before they ran off, but they got a piece of me too.”

She realized he’d been using only his right hand, and sort of keeping his left side away from her. His visor was up; when she finally looked at his face she noticed how pale he was.

“Let me see.”

“It don’t matter none, girl. Damn forcefield overloaded and they winged me good. It is what it is.”

“Let me see.”

He finally did, and she almost began to cry again. His left arm was gone. She had no idea how he’d managed to drag her out of sight and pour healing gel on her wounds.

“You better not get hurt again. Went through my entire med-kit patching us up.”

She wanted to hug him, but she was afraid of hurting him worse.

“You gotta be ready, girl. I ain’t fit to fight, and there’s still two of them out there. One’s hurt, maybe hurt as bad as me, but either way one or both of them are gonna come gunning for us.”

“Why? Why won’t they just leave us alone?”

“We killed their buddies. Maybe their brothers and sisters, or nest-mates, or clone-siblings. Before they die, they’ll try to collect some payback.”

He sighed. “It’s what I’d do.”

“Reverend McPherson says violence begets violence.”

“Might be right. But you need to beget more violence, girl, or you’re dead.”

It was too much. She shook her head.

“Listen to me, girl.”

“My name is Lori! Lori, you old bastard!”

“Lori, look at me.”

She did. He seemed to have aged years since they’d reached Round Top Hill.

“Lori. If you don’t do anything, they’ll kill you, and then they’ll kill everybody else they can find. A couple good old boys have mil-spec gear stashed away somewhere, but they either got killed before they could get to it, or they’re being sensible and staying put. Stupid thing to do, haring off looking for trouble. So it’s up to us. Up to you, Lori.”

“It’s too much.”

“Bad things happen. Nothing you can do about that. But as long as you’re alive, you have a choice. Let bad things plow you under, or keep on going.”

She shook her head again.

“Listen to me. There was this woman. I left her behind in Salvation when I joined the Corps.”

“The lady in the pictures.”

“Saw them, did you? Yeah, that’s her. Hannah. Finally, I came back, figured I’d surprise her and see what happened. Figured she’d married and raised a family, but now that people live for centuries, that didn’t mean I had no chance. A lot can change in that time. Except soon as I got here I found out she’d been dead for ten years. That was my bad thing. I let it plow me under. Became a waste of oxygen.”

She shook her head again but he wasn’t looking at her; his eyes were on something only he could see.

“I get how you’re feeling, Lori. You don’t care if you live or die, and you want to hurt something.”

“I want my Dad back. That’s all I want.”

“You ain’t gonna get what you want.”

“I know.”

“Lori.”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t let it plow you under. Keep on going.”

She just looked at him. His eyes were half-closed, like he was about to fall asleep.

“If I’d stayed with my Hannah, if we’d had children… I’d be proud if… if you...”

“Mr. Jacobs, I don’t know if I can do it.”

He wasn’t listening anymore. His eyes were closed.

Lori wiped her remaining eye and reached for the Iwo, checked it, and put on Mr. Jacob’s helmet. After a little while, she got to her feet.

And she went hunting.

* * *

Lieutenant Harry Mendoza, United Stars Warp Marine Corps, looked at the tiny figure on the infirmary bed with something that went beyond respect. Awe might not be too strong a word.

“Hi, Lori,” he said gently. “I just wanted to see how you are doing.”

“Doctor said they’ve got to print me a new set of lungs, an eye and a leg. I’ll be all right.”

The lone surviving Salvation sheriff’s deputy had found what was left of the fourteen-year-old girl lying next to a pair of very dead ETs. If the Navy squadron hadn’t sent down a medical team after arriving in the nick of time and blasting the pirate ship out of the sky, she wouldn’t have survived. Small miracle she’d held on long enough for help to arrive. But there she was.

The raid on Gordon-Four hadn’t gone well for the aliens, members of a minor species known as the Lobsterbacks due to their red segmented skin. Their main force had hit the mining facility with the goal of seizing a shipment of processed bastnaesite before its scheduled pickup, but they’d received a warm welcome. The miners’ militia had been well-armed and spoiling for a fight; the raiders had been beaten back with heavy losses. A smaller group had apparently decided it’d be fun to shoot up a small town in the boondocks, but the girl and an old leatherneck – former Staff Sergeant Hiram Jacobs had earned his spot at the gates of Haven – had taught them otherwise.

“You’re going to be all right,” Mendoza told the girl. He hoped she’d give the Corps a try when she did her Obligatory Service. She was Devil Dog material, no question about it.

“Thank you.”

Hard to believe this polite child had sneaked up on two armed Lobsterback aliens and blown them up with a full stonk of 15mm grenades. One ET had lived long enough to shoot back, but the girl kept fighting even after a particle beam blast nearly ripped off one of her legs. By the time she was done, the aliens’ remains were scattered over a thirty-foot radius.

“You’re going to get a Medal of Freedom for what you did, by the way.”

“That’s nice.”

“And, ah, have you given any thought about what you might want to do down the line?”

This wasn’t supposed to be a recruiting run, but he might as well plant some seeds.

“I only know one thing for sure, sir.”

“And that is?”

“I aim to keep on going.”
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Leanna Jordis raced down the marble-lined hall past a row of empty, darkened offices. Naturally, the message had come through on her handheld while she was on the opposite side of the Priesthood’s massive administrative complex. Six minutes isn’t enough warning for a meeting, she fumed as she jogged in her heels.

Originally constructed as a monastery, the main administrative structure rose above the coastal cliffs on an island in the southern hemisphere of Tararia, the capital planet for the Taran worlds. As the seat of the Priesthood, the complex was the center of government for known civilization—according to the Priesthood’s senior administrative staff, at least. A sense of entitlement went with the territory, so Leanna knew they weren’t a group who’d take kindly to waiting on an underling like her.

She reached the end of the regal hall, which terminated in a set of ornate double doors leading into the conference room customarily used for classified briefings. The air hummed from an active suppression field around the room, drawing attention to the added security measure. Coupled with the urgent summons, it was clear she wasn’t about to walk into a standard meeting.

After pausing momentarily to catch her breath and secure a loose strand of her black hair, Leanna swung open the door to the conference room.

A rectangular wooden table in a deep umber stain occupied the center of the space, accompanied by seating for eight. The side and rear walls were all tinted glass, affording an expansive view of the surrounding ocean while maintaining complete privacy for the room’s occupants. Five senior advisors dressed in gray suits were spaced around the table; notably, Kalvin, the Interworld Relations department head and her direct supervisor, was absent.

All eyes turned to Leanna as she entered and took a seat in one of the open swivel chairs nearest the door. True to her previous experiences in the room, it was at least three degrees too cool to be comfortable—but maybe that was by design.

“Apologies for my late arrival,” Leanna stated as she placed her handheld on the touch-surface tabletop. The device automatically synced with the brief loaded into the room’s centralized interface.

“Yes, I saw you had a prior engagement, but this couldn’t wait,” Edwin replied from his seat at the head of the table, befitting his role as the advisory council’s liaison with the High Priests. His dark eyes evaluated Leanna from beneath his graying hair and furrowed brow. “We have a situation.”

“How may I be of service?” asked Leanna in what she hoped was a neutral tone. She’d been waiting for a chance to prove herself to the council without having Kalvin around to steal the credit for her efforts.

Edwin let out a slow breath. “Do you remember those old reports about the Bakzen?”

The statement caught Leanna off-guard. She hadn’t heard the name for a long time—not since she’d read through the extensive data packet that came along with her promotion to Assistant Director of Interworld Relations seven years prior. “Yes, I’m familiar with the records. But there hasn’t been any contact with the Bakzen for two centuries.”

“Well, they’re back.”

Stars! Is that what this is about? Leanna searched the faces around the table, noting their grim expressions. “What happened?”

“It started with a series of disjointed accounts from beyond the outer colonies,” Edwin explained while he activated a holodisplay above the table. A star map appeared, highlighted with several points in red. “In isolation, the reports didn’t amount to anything worth mentioning, but there’s just been an incident we can’t ignore.”

Leanna swallowed hard. That could only mean one thing. “An attack?”

“Afraid so,” Edwin confirmed. “On one of our freighters, while it was engaging in relief efforts in the outer colonies.”

“A supply raid, perhaps?” she speculated. “Piracy is a huge issue with food and medicine.”

“This wasn’t piracy,” Rebecca chimed in from next to Edwin. The petite brunette’s normally unflappable demeanor was frayed around the edges, with a slight tremble in her voice and lines around her eyes. “The surviving witness had a very compelling account of the events.”

Leanna hesitated. “What makes you think it was the Bakzen?”

“Telekinesis,” Rebecca stated.

“That’s impossible!” Leanna’s head swam as she began thinking through the implications. Could an entire race possess such abilities?

“I know telekinesis was never referenced in the official dossier on the Bakzen. However, the High Priests have divulged that this attack must have been by the Bakzen’s hand. They’re certain.” Edwin cleared his throat. “Needless to say, this is a complicated situation.”

Leanna fought to organize her thoughts. “That explains while Kalvin isn’t here. Has he—?”

“No,” Edwin interrupted. “He’s attending to other matters.”

She stared at him incredulously. “With all respect, what could possibly be more important? There are aliens knocking on our door and the Director of Interworld Relations isn’t on the front line?”

The other advisors shifted in their chairs.

“The High Priests considered all possible scenarios,” Edwin said after several moments. “They’ve decided that you’ll head up the team.”

“Me?” Leanna didn’t bother to hide her surprise.

Edwin nodded. “This is an opportunity to demonstrate your aptitude. As you know, Kalvin is nearing retirement and his seat will be open on the council.”

Leanna weighed her options. Her entire career had been building toward the directorship Kalvin currently held, and a chance to secure the nomination to replace him was too huge an opportunity to pass up. Nonetheless, it was one thing to broker communications between the Taran worlds and quite another to engage the only known alien race—a group that Tarans such as herself had been trying to avoid for generations. Failure was a very real possibility. But if I’m not successful, I doubt my career prospects will be the least of my worries.

“We’re seeking a peaceful resolution to this conflict before it escalates,” Edwin continued when she didn’t respond. “Your time on Cambion granted you more hands-on experience with unscripted negotiations than anyone else currently on the Interworld Relations team has ever had in the field.”

Leanna found her voice, “But Cambion is one of the preeminent Taran worlds, regardless of its location at the edge of our civilization. The Bakzen…” she trailed off and took a steadying breath. “Do we even speak the same language?”

“The Bakzen sent a universally coded message requesting a meeting,” Edwin revealed. “So, computer-assisted translation shouldn’t be a problem.”

“You must open a dialogue,” urged Rebecca.

“Their opening move was an act of aggression,” Leanna countered. “How genuine is that meeting request?”

Edwin nodded thoughtfully.  “This is an unprecedented endeavor in many ways. But, given the alternatives, we have no choice other than to comply.”

“This may be a trap.”

“It’s a risk we have to take,” Edwin told her. “If we can’t reach an accord with the Bakzen, we’re facing the possibility of interstellar war.”

And they’re counting on me? It didn’t add up. Leanna spread her hands on the tabletop. “Sir, I’d normally welcome any challenge, but—”

Edwin looked her square in the eyes. “This isn’t the time for self-doubt, Leanna. Will you fulfill your responsibilities to this office?”

She nodded and took an unsteady breath. Have they all gone mad? “Yes, sir. Of course.”

The advisors around the table relaxed the slightest measure.

“The meeting with the Bakzen is set for this afternoon at 16:00—hence the part about it being largely unscripted,” Edwin explained. “Three members of the Tararian Guard will accompany you.”

Were the circumstances any different, Leanna would have laughed at the absurdity of the situation. However, the faces of those around her indicated the course was set. At least overcoming the challenging odds would give her a chance to secure her future in the Priesthood’s leadership. “All right. When do I leave?”

“A transport shuttle will be here for you in half an hour; you’ll meet the rest of your team at the spaceport.” Edwin consulted his handheld on the table in front of him. “Actually, make that twenty minutes.”

Leanna’s stomach knotted. “Where’s the rendezvous?”

“Haelo, near the attack site. With any luck, you and your team can make all this go away before it becomes an issue.” Edwin rose from his seat and the other advisors followed suit.

“What’s the optimal outcome of the discussions?” Leanna questioned, the last to stand. “Is it treaty or…?”

“Treaty, trade agreement—whatever will keep us from going to war,” Rebecca said as she made her way around the conference table toward the door. “Best of luck.”

Leanna stood in shocked silence as the advisors began to exit. Field experience or not, nothing could have prepared me for this responsibility. Everyone is counting on me…

“You’d best be on your way,” Edwin said, the last to reach the door. “They’ll be expecting you at the port.”

Leanna wet her lips. “Sir, do I have full authority in these negotiations? If a full-blown war is really on the line…”

“We trust you to do what must be done for our survival,” he replied. “You have proven yourself committed to our cause.”

“But in terms of making concessions—”

“Rest assured, you’ve been granted the authority you’ll need. The High Priests trust your judgment,” Edwin told her. “Stars be with you.”

Holding in a swear, Leanna hurried from the administrative wing to her quarters so she could quickly pack for the journey. She took the opportunity to change into more a sensible dark blue pants suit and flats, then gathered several changes of clothes and some toiletries into a travel bag. Once packed, she took a direct path down to the gardens surrounding the stone building, which led to the shuttle port near the cliffs on the west side of the administrative complex.

The remote location of the Priesthood’s island tended to minimize travel, and, as she approached the port, Leanna realized it had been over a year since she’d left her home.

She had been lucky enough to be granted an internship with the governing Priesthood upon graduating from the University of Tararia, and from there she’d worked her way up the administrative ranks. While her promotion to an assistant directorship had meant a significant career advancement, her permanent relocation to the island had meant leaving behind friends and family for a job that demanded her to be fully accessible at any hour. Though it had been a difficult decision, she had committed to that life and now had to fulfill her responsibilities to her people. If the stakes truly were interstellar war, she had no reservations about giving it her all.

Shortly after reaching the port, Leanna spotted a shuttle approaching across the sea. Designed for atmospheric entry, the aerodynamic vessel was ten meters long with windows down either side above narrow, triangular wings containing stability thrusters. The sleek craft made its final approach and touched down on the paved landing platform.

As the powerful rear engines wound down, a door in the side of the craft slid open and a tall man with dark blond hair dressed in a dark gray uniform stepped out. “Leanna Jordis?” he asked.

“Yes, hello,” she replied and walked up to the vessel.

“My name is Commander Sam Merlino,” he greeted. “I’ll be heading your escort team.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Commander.” Leanna inclined her head. “I hope this mission won’t require much of a military presence.”

He cracked a warm smile that would have caught her attention if she weren’t so married to her work. “You can never be too careful. Come aboard; two others are waiting for us up at the station.”

They quickly strapped into the padded passenger seats and within minutes the pilot had them in the air on a steep upward trajectory.

Soon, the sky transitioned from deep blue to black outside Leanna’s shuttle window. She gripped her flight harness and swallowed, taking slow, deliberate breaths to mitigate her nausea until the artificial gravity kicked in.

“This is so surreal,” she commented once her stomach settled. “I never would have expected to be going on this kind of mission.”

Sam, seated in a passenger seat across the central aisle, glanced toward the pilot up in the cockpit. “We’ll find a way through,” he said in vague terms, indicating that the pilot likely didn’t have security clearance regarding the true nature of the upcoming mission.

Leanna took the hint and they flew the rest of the way to the orbital spaceport in silence. She used the time to scan through the situational brief that had been loaded onto her handheld during the advisory meeting. The brief was frustratingly vague about the specifics of the Bakzen attack on the freighter—not even detailing how many people had been onboard the ship, only that there had been a sole survivor. Any information regarding where the Bakzen had come from and what they had taken was completely absent from the notes. The only clear piece of intel was that the Bakzen had sent a text communication using a universal coded relay; it translated to a request for a diplomatic meeting with precisely four Taran officials at 16:00, adjusted Taran Standard Time.

This is a joke! Why is this so incomplete? Leanna tried to read between the lines but she didn’t have close to enough clues to begin speculating.

With new questions churning through her mind, Leanna turned her attention out the window as they approached the primary spaceport in orbit of Tararia. The sprawling structure was the planet’s primary hub for space traffic traveling between the capital and the surrounding worlds, serving the endpoint or origin for many of the subspace jumps that enabled commerce throughout the civilization. Kilometers of concourses branched from the central access, supporting crafts ranging from small shuttles to impressive cargo ships that could swallow the Priesthood’s entire island four times over. It had been so long since Leanna had been offworld that she allowed herself to marvel at the engineering feats.

Protecting this is what’s at stake, she reminded herself. We can’t let it come to war.

When the shuttle had completed docking procedures, Leanna unstrapped her harness and followed Sam out into the port, travel bag in hand. The metallic, filtered air of the station and a pervasive mechanical hum assaulted her as she stepped onto the station—a harsh reminder that she was no longer in the safe comfort of her home by the sea.

“We have a cruiser waiting for us in the adjacent concourse,” Sam told her as he set off to the left.

“A cruiser? This is supposed to be a diplomatic mission!”

Sam frowned. “It is, but we’re not sure what we’re walking into and a small transport ship can’t offer any tactical support. The cruiser will drop us off in a shuttle at the rendezvous, then wait in the adjacent system.”

Leanna groaned under her breath. “If this goes sideways, one cruiser won’t be able to help us.”

“But it’s equipped for long-range monitoring and can report back,” Sam pointed out. “Let’s hope it doesn’t need to do any more.”

Something in the commander’s tone indicated that he was following a far more complete set of orders than her own.

“Have all the decisions about this mission been made without me?” Leanna asked.

“We’ll go over the details when we’re with the others,” was his only response.

They traversed the broad, glass-lined corridor connecting the two concourses. Panoramic windows arched eight meters overhead, with the view only interrupted by narrow metal supports at ten meter intervals and a thin beam along the apex of the arch. Due to the scale of the structure, they hopped on a moving walkway to expedite their transit through the throngs of civilian passengers.

The cruiser, Leanna noted as they approached, was one of the newer models operated by the Tararian Guard, equipped with the latest weapons systems and defenses. Its hull gleamed with a pearlescent sheen under the station lights, and glowing blue inlays along the ship’s sides highlighted sculptural arches that swept toward the forked protrusion for the jump drive at the aft. Though it was a far cry from the offensive capabilities of a battleship, the ship did have elegance and speed on its side.

I still feel better knowing we’ll have some backup rather than our shuttle being completely alone. She ascended the gangway connecting the concourse to the main hatch in the side of the ship.

Once onboard, Sam led her through the monotone halls to a small conference room adjacent to the Command Center in the heart of the vessel. A woman and a man were waiting for them around the oblong table with a black touch-surface top.

“Sir.” The man at the table inclined his head, lines in his dark features suggesting that his serious expression wasn’t isolated to the present situation. His dark gray Tararian Guard uniform showcased a tone physique.

“Welcome back, Commander,” the woman greeted, evaluating Leanna with her green eyes. Her red, chin-length hair was secured into a half ponytail and she also wore the uniform of the Tararian Guard, tailored to her curves. “We’re stocked and ready to depart on your order.”

“Thanks, Tonya.” Sam tapped the tabletop, bringing up a comm channel. “Matthews, take us out and initiate the jump when ready.”

“Aye, sir,” a man replied over the comm.

A moment later, Leanna detected a telltale vibration through the floor of engines warming up.

“To Haelo?” Leanna asked as she took a seat the table.

“Yes,” Sam confirmed. “So, Leanna Jordis, meet Tonya Ryaen, one of our top strategists, and Markus Wylard, a weapons specialist with our Special Ops.”

Leanna eyed the two Tararian Guard officers. Even if they were to change into the most casual civilian clothes, there was no way either could pass as diplomats. “I’m sure you’re all very good at your jobs, but a weapons specialist isn’t exactly what I’d have in mind for a diplomatic envoy.”

Sam sat down in the chair at the head of the table. “This is as much a fact-finding mission about the Bakzen as it is a treaty negotiation,” he said. “They may have offered a meeting, but we can’t take that at face value.”

Stronger vibrations emanated through the floor as the ship prepared to jump. The shaking intensified for several seconds, then ceased as time appeared to elongate for a moment.

Leanna placed a hand on her stomach until the ship had completed the transition to subspace. “I forgot how strange it feels.” She shook her head. “Anyway, that ‘brief’ was the least complete mission primer I’ve ever seen. Why the secrecy? I’m supposed to be leading this team!”

Sam exchanged glances with the others. “You are leading the negotiations, yes, if we successfully open a dialogue. However, the Guard has its own set of contingency orders.”

“Which are?” Leanna prompted.

“Not pertinent at this time,” Sam replied, suddenly stoic.

Leanna knew that face—the perennial stonewalling between military leaders and their political counterparts. I’d be wasting my breath trying to get anything more out of him now. I can’t believe they’re sending me in without knowing the whole picture. She wiped her hand across her forehead. “All right, well what can you share? I need to have some context if I have any chance at a productive discussion.”

Sam nodded his assent. “Tonya, why don’t you go over the details of the Bakzen attack?”

“Well,” Tonya began, “the Haelo system isn’t populated, but it’s a common stopover point for freighters delivering supplies to the outer colonies—being the outermost beacon in the SiNavTech network. This particular freighter had dropped out of subspace at the beacon and was in transit through normal space when the Bakzen appeared.”

“Just a single shield for defense,” Markus added. “They didn’t stand a chance.”

“From what we can gather,” continued Tonya, “four Bakzen vessels comparable to our battleships appeared practically on top of the freighter—no approach indicated on subspace scans or the SiNavTech beacon network. The ships charged weapons but took no action at first.”

“So how did the freighter respond?” Leanna prompted.

“We’re not sure. There’s a gap in the security footage recovered from the site,” Tonya replied.

Leanna’s heart sank. “Was it…?”

“Completely destroyed,” Markus confirmed.

Sam nodded solemnly. “The one survivor is in rough shape. He was found in an escape pod amid the wreckage—barely conscious. We called in the TSS to evaluate him, but it appears that his mind was broken.”

“That kind of telepathic assault is nothing short of barbaric,” Leanna murmured.

“Yes, horrific stuff.” Sam took a slow breath. “What’s most concerning about the freighter’s destruction, though, is that there’s no residual signature of weapon’s fire.”

Leanna’s gaze flitted across the stoic faces of the three officers. “Then how was the ship disabled?”

“It’s like it was ripped apart at the molecular level,” Markus said. “The TSS confirmed that a coordinated telekinetic attack is theoretically possible.”

“Stars! That…” Leanna couldn’t think of what to say. The Tararian Guard wasn’t equipped to deal with weaponized telekinesis on that scale, and the rare few Tarans with abilities who training with the TSS were closer to theologists and soldiers. They were on the cusp of a conflict with an enemy they’d have no idea how to fight. No wonder they’re latching on to the Bakzen’s offer for treaty negotiations. This might be our only shot.

“And the supplies on the freighter?” Leanna asked after several moments.

“Taken, it appears,” Tonya replied. “There were only traces of an unidentified organic compound mixed in with the wreckage. The Priesthood said their scientists evaluated it and that it wasn’t a factor in the assault.”

Leanna’s brow furrowed. “Was it ours or theirs?”

“Not a factor so it doesn’t matter,” Markus stated. “We have to stay focused on the mission at hand.”

Sam nodded solemnly. “We’re here to learn what we can about the Bakzen and open a dialogue, if possible. This team was structured to make an assessment from both political and military perspectives—once we know more, we can make an informed decision about how to proceed.”

Leanna gathered herself. “Okay, so we’re facing a space-faring race with advanced telekinetic abilities. And they may or may not have genuine interest in holding a meaningful conversation with us.”

“That’s the heart of it,” Sam confirmed.

“Fantastic.” What kind of “contingency plan” could the Guard possibly have in mind against that?

“The Bakzen set the meeting, so all we can do is show up,” Sam said. “We’ll be there in two hours.”

Leanna folded her hands on the tabletop. “All right, so let’s go over our talking points.”

With that, the team got to work.

By the time the two hours were up and the ship had dropped out of subspace at their destination, Leanna felt like she’d devised the best speech possible under the circumstances. Leanna, Sam, and Tonya relocated from the conference room into the Command Center next door to check in while Markus headed to the hangar to get their shuttle prepped.

The Command Center was circular with a viewscreen spanning the front of the domed ceiling. Manned control consoles lined the outer walls and two chairs occupied the center of the space facing toward the viewscreen.

“Any new Bakzen activity to report in the system, Matthews?” Sam asked as they entered the room.

“Nothing significant,” replied his First Officer, a middle-aged man with olive skin and black hair, from his seat in the right chair in the center of the room. “The monitoring probe showed a scout ship near the star, but it jumped away an hour ago.”

“Strange.” Sam turned his attention to the front viewscreen for a replay of the probe’s footage. Sure enough, a dark ship with angular lines unlike anything in the Taran fleet appeared from subspace and passed by the system’s yellow star—almost as though they were studying it—before disappearing again.

“If there’s nothing else, we should launch our shuttle,” Leanna suggested. “We’re only half an hour from the rendezvous time. If they requested a party of four, then this cruiser shouldn’t be here when they arrive. We need to show we have good intentions.”

“Yes,” Sam agreed. “Matthews, you have command. Pick up what you can remotely during our meeting and report back to Central Command and the Priesthood. Stars willing, we’ll be back with you soon.”

“Aye, sir,” the First Officer acknowledged. “Good luck.”

Sam led Leanna and Tonya to a lift, which descended to the lower levels of the cruiser. They exited and traversed a short hall to a door marked Hangar.

“Let’s go make history,” Sam flashed a smile as they stepped through the door into the cavernous space.

Leanna tried to return his smile, but her nerves kept it from reaching her eyes. “Today will be one for the history books.”

They approached a six-meter-long shuttle in the center of the hangar, which had been pulled out from a row of small transport crafts. Beyond, the colossal outer door to the hangar had been opened, with only a force field separating them from the vacuum outside.

Markus was completing a pre-flight inspection of the craft, presently focused on an apparatus mounted on the underside next to the landing gear. He exchanged a knowing glance with Sam as the commander approached. “Pre-flight check complete. All systems operational.”

Sam nodded. “I’ll fly.”

He took the pilot’s station up front, while Markus and Tonya each took a station on the side walls. Leanna opted for one of the passenger chairs at the rear of the cockpit. Without hesitation, Sam manipulated the controls to seal the hatch and power up the shuttle’s engines. He taxied it toward the outer hangar door.

The shuttle accelerated as it approached the force field. With a final surge of speed, it broke through and banked toward the designated meeting coordinates.

When the shuttle was clear, a blue-green haze began to glow around the cruiser as a spatial distortion formed in preparation for the jump. After ten seconds, the ship disappeared into the ethereal cloud, which dissipated like mist into the void.

We’re not really alone. They have our back just a short jump away, Leanna reminded herself. She checked the time on her console; it was 15:55. “I wonder how punctual they are?”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Sam replied, cracking a wan smile.

In five minutes they had their answer. Space around them glowed with the light of four spatial distortions. Warships began to take shape through the subspace clouds, surrounding their shuttle. Each vessel was twice the size of the cruiser they’d taken to the site, heavily armored and hewn of dark metal that gave the impression it was assembled from disparate parts. The matte finish blended in with the surrounding starscape, the vessels’ outlines only discernable thanks to red lights around key structural points.

The ships took up positions only two hundred meters from the shuttle, dwarfing their tiny craft.

“Stars…” Leanna breathed. We wouldn’t last three seconds if they decided to take us out.

The Tararian Guard officers were clearly thinking the same thing.

“Better start talking,” Sam told her.

“Right.” She took a deep breath and released it slowly with her eyes closed. Once centered, she focused on the view out the front window. “Tonya, please open a comm channel to the Bakzen ships.”

“Aye,” she acknowledged, a slight quaver to her voice betraying her anxiety about being surrounded by the alien enemy ships.

Leanna suppressed a wave her own doubts about the approach while they waited for their communication request to be acknowledged.

A minute passed without any response.

Sam frowned. “Try aga—”

“Incoming call! Voice only,” Tonya exclaimed.

Leanna leaned forward with anticipation. “Open the channel.”

Static sounded for a moment over the hidden speakers in the room and then a deep voice said, “You speak for Tararia?”

Leanna and the others looked at each other with shock. The words had been in perfect New Taran—their standard language—without the computer needing to perform any translation.

Sam motioned to Tonya for her to mute the channel. “The initial communication came through in universal text code. I could see them figuring that out, but how do they speak our language?”

“It’s possible they’ve been intercepting our communications,” Leanna postulated. “Or maybe the communications in past centuries were more extensive than the records indicated.”

“Well, the dialogue is open. It’s on you now,” Sam said while looking to Leanna, worry in his eyes.

I can do this. She took another deep breath and nodded to Tonya to unmute the call. She began her prepared speech, “Thank you for granting us this audience. We are here on a mission of peace. Our peoples first made contact years ago, but it’s time for us to foster a relationship for this new generation. We call ourselves Tarans—”

“We know who you are,” the Bakzen voice cut in, “and Tarans are no friends of ours.”

Not the best start. Leanna remained calm. “Relationships take time to build. We have come here as you instructed, just four of us in this shuttle. This is a chance to get to know one another.”

“You answer to the Priesthood. We don’t need to know anything more.”

I guess I can forget my speech. “Then why did you call this meeting?” Leanna asked.

“The Imperial Director has a message for you,” the Bakzen replied.

Leanna perked up. “Is that your leader? I’d welcome the chance to speak directly with such an esteemed individual.”

Fifteen seconds passed. “Yes, he would like to relay the message directly. We will tether you for a jump,” the Bakzen stated. “Remain in position.”

The call disconnected.

“Going anywhere wasn’t part of the plan,” Tonya protested.

Sam and Markus exchanged glances. “Our orders are to hear them out and assess the situation,” stated Sam.

“Yes, I can’t turn down a meeting with their leadership,” Leanna agreed. “We can make much more progress in discussions with a decision-maker.”

“It also gives us the opportunity to evaluate their core technology and infrastructure,” Markus chimed in. “Their homeworld is where we want to go.”

Leanna nodded. “Which is where, I wonder?”

“Far enough away to warrant a jump,” Tonya replied in a terse tone that underscored she wasn’t pleased with their decision.

“I’m curious how they navigate without the beacon network,” Sam wondered aloud.

“Hopefully we can have all sorts of productive technology exchanges once we get things worked out,” Leanna said half under her breath.

Sam cracked a smile and glanced back over his shoulder at her. “I think you found a theme for your negotiations.”

Within a minute, two of the large Bakzen crafts advanced toward them, stopping a mere fifty meters to either side while the other two moved away and initiated jumps. An energy field extended between the two remaining vessels, ensnaring the shuttle.

“Containment net locked,” Tonya said.

Before Leanna could question the action, an aura of blue-green light illuminated around the vessels—the start of a subspace jump. The swirling light enveloped all three crafts. With a shudder, the shuttle slipped into the ethereal subspace plane.

Leanna stared with wonder out the front window at the dancing ribbons of blue and green light swirling around them. She’s been on plenty of subspace jumps in her lifetime, but rarely did she get to witness the travel from outside the confines of a conference room.

Three minutes passed while the four officers waited with anxious anticipation. Then, a starscape began to show through the subspace backdrop. The blue-green cloud dissipated, revealing a brownish planet surrounded by several expansive spaceports filled with vessels bearing the same rough, dark aesthetic of the Bakzen battleships.

“That didn’t take long—they’re closer to Taran space that I would have thought,” Leanna murmured, taking in the sights.

Sam whistled, looking over the vast spaceport. “I’m impressed.”

“This is at least on par with our own technology,” Tonya observed. “I wonder if we’ll be going down to the surface?” A chime sounded. “Looks like another call.” She opened the comm channel.

“Tarans…” a low Bakzen voice bellowed. “You never should have come after us after you tried so hard to chase us away.”

“Uh, thank you for agreeing to meet with us,” Leanna hastily replied. “Are you…?”

“Yes, I am the Bakzen Imperial Director,” the voice replied. “Your freighter violated our territory. That was a nasty trick to play.”

“We apologize for the misunderstanding,” Leanna responded. “But, that’s a system we’ve occupied for supply distribution for some time. If we can just sit down to discuss this, I’m sure we can come to terms. There’s clearly a lot we can learn from each other.”

“We know what you were trying to do. We won’t let you do it again.”

Leanna glanced at the other officers for an explanation but they shook their heads with confusion. Her stomach knotted. “I’m sure there’s a way for us to resolve whatever injustice you perceive we’ve done to you and work out an arrangement.”

“The window for us to come to terms expired centuries ago,” he replied. “Now is the time to reclaim what’s ours. What you took from us.”

Leanna signaled to Tonya and received acknowledgement that the comm channel was muted. “Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” she asked no one in particular.

“If there’s a deeper history between the Bakzen and Tarans, this is the first I’m hearing of it,” Sam said.

Leanna indicated for Tonya to unmute the channel, then stated, “Whatever past conflict happened, this is a chance to start over. Tararia’s only wish is for peace.”

“So many of us never had a life because of you. You abandoned us.”

The words chilled Leanna to her core. “What do you mean?”

The Bakzen leader let out a coarse chuckle. “Don’t play dumb. Tararia’s laws are unjust. Your tyranny will not be tolerated.”

“I don’t—”

“You were sent here as a pawn, just like they use everyone else,” the Imperial Director told her. “Well, we’ve had enough! It’s time we send a message of our own. The High Priests will understand.”

Bakzen fighters poured out from the belly of one of the battleships, heading for the shuttle.

Markus terminated the call and swiveled to address Sam, “We need to deploy the bomb. Now.”

“You brought a bomb?!” Leanna could barely breathe. So that’s what he was inspecting under the shuttle… “A show of force is not the answer.”

Tonya released a breath between her teeth. “Twenty seconds until enemy contact!”

“My orders were clear,” Markus said. “We must eliminate the Bakzen threat.”

“Sending a bomb will eliminate any potential for negotiations,” Leanna objected. “We have to keep trying!”

“They’re attacking. Sorry, Leanna. This is our only chance,” Sam replied.

Markus made a series of entries on his console.

Leanna watched him work, horrified. “But—”

“It’s launched.” Markus’ tone was flat.

The Bakzen fighters altered course from their shuttle and pursued the bomb speeding toward their homeworld.

Markus shook his head slowly. “After our attempt with the biological weapon on the freighter failed, we needed to get closer. This was our only option.”

Sam’s and Leanna’s faces drained.

“Wait, you never said… We provoked them? Why in the stars would we deploy a biological weapon?” Sam stammered.

Markus ignored the question. “The Bakzen never should have come back.”

“The diplomacy act was all a setup,” Leanna realized. “You knew we’d fail—this was all a ruse to get close enough to send that bomb.”

On the viewscreen, the projectile sped toward the planet, followed by the fighters. Impact was imminent.

Then, the bomb disappeared from view.

Everyone did a double-take—there was no sign of the weapon.

“Was there detonation?” Markus demanded.

“No, it… vanished,” Tonya replied, checking the readouts on her console.

Markus scowled. “How?”

Tonya shook her head. “I don’t have an explanation.”

Leanna fixed her attention on Markus. “What is this really about? Why does the Priesthood want to destroy the Bakzen without giving diplomacy a genuine chance?”

He hesitated. “This conflict with the Bakzen is bigger than all of us. They never should have been allowed to live before.”

Static crackled on the comm. “You’ll never learn,” the Imperial Director growled. “We were made so much stronger than you.”

“You’re in violation of Taran law—” Markus cut off as a violent jolt rocked the shuttle.

The four officers fell out of their chairs to their knees.

Metal groaned as the craft was gripped in an unstoppable telekinetic vice.

“They’re tearing it apart!” Tonya cried.

Leanna gripped the console in front of her as tears filled her eyes. This was never a peace mission—we were all expendable. We were sent here to destroy them and now we’re going to die instead… for nothing.

The Priesthood had used her, betrayed her. The promise of glory and a promotion—none of it was real.

She even would have freely given her life for a worthy cause, her people were everything, but instead she was going to die without ever knowing what purpose her death served. She had been sent into a trap—but for what end? Bitterness clouded her mind as she realized that her whole life had been in service to an organization that was willing to throw her away without explanation.

And yet, she couldn’t help feeling that she had failed her mission, even though it was never intended for her to succeed.

The shuttle lurched again under the telekinetic assault, their screams of terror masked by the groan of rending metal.

A crippling sense of loss overcame Leanna as she gripped the base of her console—trying to hold onto something real and solid as her world disintegrated around her. She had no future, and if the Bakzen followed through on their promise, the lives of her people were about to change forever. Her efforts were in vain.

“Stars, please forgive me,” she whispered.

The hull buckled.

* * *

The report projected above Edwin’s desk said everything he needed to know. “So that’s it.”

Rebecca nodded. “Afraid so.”

His gaze flitted to the horrifying images on the screen—a metal case containing the severed heads of the four Tarans that had been sent to protect the future of their people. The note included with the package read: “Do not deny perfection. Truth will prevail.”

The Bakzen’s statements were true from their vantage, but, like so many conflicts, it depended on the perspective. From his side with the Tarans, Edwin saw the brutal act for what it was: a call to action to settle the conflict between their two peoples once and for all.

They had tried for a swift and decisive end to the conflict, but they had been unable to avert the inevitable. The deaths of their four delegates we just the beginning.

Edwin and Rebecca both stood in silence for a minute processing the news.

“Kalvin is distraught over Leanna’s sacrifice. She had such promise,” Rebecca murmured, breaking the silence.

“He should be happy it wasn’t him,” Edwin replied.

Rebecca shook her head. “This could have been avoided if we’d never let the Bakzen live all those centuries ago.”

Edwin felt faint. “That wasn’t our ancestors’ only mistake. Yet, here we are to clean up the mess.”

“This will be a long and messy war.”

“One that we must win, through any means necessary,” Edwin told her.

Rebecca nodded. “I supposed it was always going to be us or them. To have let them flee before was only delaying this eventuality.”

“Some divides are too great to overcome,” he agreed.

“What happens now?”

“Everything is going to change,” Edwin replied. “This will be a fight for our very survival—not only for this organization, but the Taran race. Our current weapons and ways of thinking won’t win this fight.”

Rebecca looked down. “No more hypotheticals. All our long-term plans will be put to the test.”

It was a truth that would define their existence for generations to come. “Beginning today, we are at war.”
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Chapter 1



“There are no habitable planets in this system,” said Ensign Spalding. “No signs of life.”

Young, strong, and eager to impress, thought Captain Milburn. The new generation. All they had ever known was life on board this ship. Life on the run. Would they ever know anything else? “Very well. This is as good a system as any. Helm, take us out to that asteroid field. We need to replenish some resources. It will help conceal our presence if needed.”

“Aye, Sir,” said Lieutenant Taleb, one of the original crew members. Like him, she too was sporting gray hairs now, if only a few. There weren’t many of the original crew still alive who didn’t have at least some gray. Twenty-five years on the run can do that.

They had done their job, though. They kept the crew alive. Kept things running. Soon this aging ship would be passed down to this new generation. A generation brought up to be skilled and tough. A generation with no memory of Earth, all born on this ship.

“Is the jump gate activation system still down?” said Milburn.

“Yes, Sir. They’re still conducting repairs,” said Commander Johansen, Milburn’s XO, and another of the old, graying, guard. His own son now an adult, and a promising young officer.

“How long’s it been down?”

“Two weeks. Repair crews have been busy putting out other fires, but they’re optimistic that they can get it back online within the next few hours.”

Milburn had almost forgotten what a jump gate looked like. The last time he saw one, an alien invasion fleet poured through it. The Juttari. What sins had humanity committed to bring that scourge down on their heads?

They had been docked when it happened. Most of the crew were enjoying the amenities of Sol’s largest space station. A great city in space. One of the wonders of the Sol System. By the time the crew got back on board, most of the fleet had been destroyed.

His ship, the Invincible, didn’t live up to its name that day. It had been undergoing maintenance, and its weapon systems were offline. There was nothing they could do to help. Even with weapons, they would have been impotent. The aliens were superior in every way, and the fleet was quickly wiped out.

He was a young bridge officer then, with a young wife back on Earth. He wanted to fight. To do anything to stop the aliens from reaching Earth. But they had orders to retreat. Without weapons, they were useless. As they fled, he helplessly watched the destruction of the great space station. For a moment, the explosion even rivaled the light of Sol itself. Tens of thousands of lives, snuffed out in an instant.

The plan had been to retreat, regroup, and return to Sol. But the aliens chased them. For years, they played cat and mouse, as the aliens spread out like a cancer in search of ships like his. With each encounter, they had gotten better at evading the enemy. But with each light year, Earth, and his wife, were further from reach.

At first, the transmissions came regularly, outlining even the most tragic details. Finally, they learned that Earth had fallen. The cradle of humanity, now in the hands of these vicious demons. These Juttari.

Then the transmissions ended. It might have been the distance, or it might have been the conquest.  Either way, Milburn figured it didn’t make much difference.

Fortunately, the colonies had somehow managed to shut down their jump gate. With that one action, the colonists had saved themselves from conquest. Humanity could continue to thrive. There was, at least, that.

But the colonies were more than a thousand light years away. Too far to reach without a jump gate. The Invincible had been traveling for twenty-five years, and had only covered two-hundred-and-fifty light years. Thankfully they hadn’t encountered a Juttari warship in years, but they couldn’t grow complacent.

It was relentlessly drilled into the new generation. The galaxy was filled with horrors, and they needed to remain vigilant. They had to become warriors.

Milburn often wondered if they would ever reach the colonies. They would need to travel another nine-hundred-and-fifty light years to do so. A good ninety-five more years of travel, at least. Could they manage it? Could they keep the ship running that long? Or would they be forced to settle on some planet, or moon, somewhere along the way? He would never know, one way or another. He’d be long dead by then.

“This will do,” said Milburn. “All stop.”

“Aye, Sir. All stop,” said Lieutenant Taleb.

The Invincible came to rest near one of the larger asteroids. The asteroid’s size would serve to hide them in the off chance that a Juttari warship happened to show up.

“Send out the mining teams,” said Milburn.

“Aye, Sir,” said Commander Johansen. “Mining teams are being dispatched.”

From the Invincible’s hangar bay a squadron of small robot spacecraft set out toward the neighboring rocks. There they would begin the process of harvesting the valuable resources hidden beneath the rocky surfaces.

A starship could find most of what it needed within an asteroid, including precious metals, and even water. If they remained in system long enough, Milburn would extend his ship’s prospecting activities to the planets, to shore up their reserves of other necessary supplies.

As the hours passed, Milburn spent his time reviewing the various reports from throughout the ship. While they tried hard to stay on top of repairs, the Invincible was aging, and there were no space docks to service the old bird.

More and more, the reports he received detailed the various breakdowns requiring attention throughout the ship. Every day they tried to catch up, but fell further behind. Repairs were often just patches, to get by while more pressing concerns were addressed. It was a losing battle, though no one dared admit it.

“Captain,” said Commander Johansen. “I’ve just received word that the jump gate activation system is back online.”

A perfect example. They hadn’t found a jump gate in twenty-five years, and had no idea if they would ever find another. In the past, maintenance of the system would’ve been a top priority. Now? It barely made it to the bottom of the list.

“Very well. Go ahead and send the ping,” said Milburn, without looking up from his reports. One more thing he could scratch off his list.

“Aye, Sir. Initiating jump gate activation broadcast,” said Johansen.

Milburn continued studying the dry maintenance reports, thinking how he would give his left arm for a real, fresh brewed cup of coffee.

“I don’t believe it,” said Johansen. “Picking up jump gate activity.”

“What?” said Milburn, almost leaping to his feet. “On main viewscreen.”

The large display that dominated the bridge changed orientation, revealing the shimmering oval taking shape before them. The entire bridge watched in awe. For the young ones, this was the first time they had ever seen a jump gate. Until now, they were nothing more than myth. For the old timers, it was like seeing a ghost.

“I never thought I’d see one again,” Johansen said in wonder.

Milburn was speechless. He had all but given up on finding another celestial portal. Yet now, after twenty-five years, they had, and it was the most beautiful thing he had seen in a very long time.

“What are your orders, Sir?” said Johansen, bringing Milburn back to reality.

“Orders?” he said, stupefied by their discovery.

“Yes, Sir. What do we do?”

Milburn looked at his XO, and a smile began to grow. “We see what’s on the other side.”






Chapter 2



“Sound general quarters,” ordered Captain Milburn. “We don’t know what we’re getting into. Let’s be prepared. And order the mining teams back to the ship.”

A klaxon rang throughout the bridge, and the entire ship. “This is not a drill. This is not a drill. General quarters, general quarters, all hands man your battle stations,” said Commander Johansen over the public-address system.

The mining vessels raced back to the ship.  The ship’s personnel scrambled to their battle stations. Despite the ship’s age, the crew remained efficient. The younger members especially so. Born and raised on the Invincible, they performed their duties with unfettered ease.

“All mining teams are back on board, Sir,” said Johansen.

Milburn sat back in his chair, pulling up a tactical display. “Helm, take us through the jump gate.”

“Aye, Sir,” said Lieutenant Taleb.

The Invincible left its hiding spot, accelerating away from the asteroid field, toward the great portal before them.

“What if the Juttari are on the other side?” Johansen said in a quiet voice.

“Then we’re well and truly screwed, Commander,” said Milburn. “But I don’t think they are. If they were, they would have a presence on this side of the gate too. They wouldn’t leave it unguarded like this.”

“Yes, Sir. Agreed.”

“In fact, the more I think about it, the more I believe we’re dealing with an undiscovered gate. If anyone on the other side knew this gate existed, they would’ve crossed through and established some sort of presence in this system.”

“So, you don’t think there’s anyone there?”

“There might be. I just don’t think they know about the gate. For all we know, there might be a pre-spacefaring race. Regardless, we’re about to find out.”

Milburn held his breath as the Invincible entered the shimmering field of the jump gate, crossing through.

“Report,” Milburn barked.

“We have traveled nine hundred light years, Sir,” said Ensign Spalding.

Nine hundred light years, thought Milburn in amazement. “What is our location in relation to the colonies. Are we any closer?”

“Yes, Sir!” Spalding said excitedly. “Sensors reporting that we are now fifty light years away from the colonies.”

“Ensign, double check your readings,” Johansen snapped.

“I already have, Sir. The numbers are correct.”

“Incredible,” said Milburn, confirming the data with a star chart of his own. “We’ve just shaved seven-hundred light years off our trip. We can reach the colonies within five years. What about our current location, Ensign? What’s around us?”

“The jump gate is situated in empty space, Sir. There is a star system just a half light year away, though. It is also situated along our route to the colonies.”

“How are we for resources, Commander?” said Milburn.

“We can last for another two months, before we start tapping our reserves.”

“Good enough. We can acquire more when we reach that system. Helm, set a course for the nearby star system, ten cee.”

“Aye, Sir.”

The Invincible took off in the direction of the colonies. As it accelerated, an FTL bubble took shape around the warship, allowing it to break the light barrier, and travel faster than the speed of light.






Chapter 3



“Approaching star system, Sir,” said Lieutenant Taleb.

It had been two weeks since they’d come through the jump gate. Things had remained rather uneventful during that time.

“Take us out of FTL once we’re inside the star system, Lieutenant,” said Captain Milburn.

“Sir, I am picking up a tremendous amount of communication activity in this system,” said Ensign Spalding, the sensor operator.

“Communications? Then the system is populated. Is it the Juttari?”

“Negative, Sir. The language has never been encountered before. I am running it through the computer for analysis and translation.”

“A new race,” Milburn said in wonder. “Are they spacefaring?”

“Yes, Sir. I am reading a significant amount of inter-system activity.”

“Any signs that they have FTL capabilities?”

“Yes, Sir. I am reading spatial disturbances that are consistent with FTL travel.”

“Sound General Quarters,” said Milburn. “Take us into the system nice and easy. This is a first contact situation. I don’t want to show any hostile intent, but make sure we’re ready to respond in case they take aggressive action. Commander, what is our weapon status?”

“Missiles are ready to go, and particle weapons are fully charged,” said Commander Johansen.

“Very well, let’s see if the locals are friendly.”

The invincible dropped out of FTL travel in a star system dominated by a yellow star, similar in size to Sol. The system had seven planets, with three showing signs of life and development. Several structures occupied the space between the planets. Brisk traffic moved back and forth between the structures and planets.

“We’ve been spotted,” said Commander Johansen. “Two ships have altered course and are heading straight for us. They’re accelerating.”

“Steady as she goes. We’re just passing through. How’s that translation coming, Ensign?”

“The computer is making some progress, but we still don’t have a full translation.”

“How long until those ships reach us?”

“Two hours at their current speed.”

“Slow us down. Give us some more time until we make contact.”

“Aye, Sir.”

The Invincible reduced speed, maintaining its position on the fringes of the star system. Milburn wanted to make sure he understood these aliens before he had to speak to them.

“Sir, I am reading weapon signatures on these two ships. They are definitely military vessels,” said Spalding.

“Thank you, Ensign. Everyone stay calm. We are an unidentified warship entering their system. Sending their military out to intercept us is the natural response. All we want is to peacefully travel through their space. No reason for any hostility. Ensign Spalding, will we have a translation by the time the ships come into weapons range?”

“I am feeding all the communication to the computer for analysis, Sir. Estimates are that we should have a working translation by that time, although accuracy is estimated at fifty to sixty percent.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes, Sir. Once we are in direct communication with the vessels, the computer will be better able to refine its translation.”

“It’ll have to do.”

Milburn watched the ships draw nearer on his tactical screen. “Still no attempt at communication from the ships?”

“No, Sir,” said Spalding.

“Better for us to reach out first. We’re the ones trespassing. “Send out a standard hail and communication request in their language. I’m assuming the computer has enough data to accomplish that?”

“Aye, Captain. Transmitting hail.”

The muscles in Milburn’s shoulders tightened into knots, as he grew more uneasy. The two ships were closing, but still a fair distance away. They were well beyond the range of the Invincible’s weapons. But that didn’t mean that the Invincible wasn’t within the aliens’ weapons range. In truth, they knew nothing about this race, or their capabilities. What if they were as powerful as the Juttari?

“Sir, the aliens have responded with an audio transmission.”

“Run it through the computer for translation and play it.”

“Aye, Sir.”

“Unidentified vessel,” said the computer’s feminine voice. “You have illegally violated the territory of the Kemmar Empire. Shut down your engines and prepare to be boarded.”

The tension moved from Milburn’s shoulders, to the back of his neck. “Transmit the following message, Ensign. This is Captain Milburn, of the Sol Ship Invincible. We are new to this region of space, and were unaware that we had broken any laws. We apologize if we did not follow the correct procedure. We seek only to establish friendly relations with the Kemmar Empire.”

“Message sent,” said Spalding.

“They don’t sound like the friendly type,” said Johansen.

“Agreed,” said Milburn. “Let’s hope our first impressions are wrong.”

“Receiving response, Sir.”

“Go ahead and play it, Ensign,” said Milburn.

“You dare insult the mighty Kemmar Empire? Power down your engines immediately, or we will fire on you.”

“Insult?” Milburn said incredulously. “What the hell did that damn computer say?”

“I don’t know, Sir. It’s translation accuracy is still at sixty-five percent,” said Spalding.

“Goddamnit,” said Milburn. “Send the following transmission. We apologize for any offense. Our computer made an error in translation. We did not mean to insult you.”

“Aye, Sir. Message sent. Receiving response,” said Spalding, and Milburn gestured for her to play it.

“You will submit to the boarding of your vessel. Failure to do so is a violation of Kemmar law.”

“That’s it? That’s their response?” said Milburn.

“I’m afraid so, Sir,” said Spalding.

“Commander, how long until we are in weapons’ range?”

“Fifteen minutes, Sir,” said Johansen.

“There is no way in hell that we are going to let these creatures board our ship. We didn’t escape the Juttari to become prisoners of these Kemmar. Helm, turn us around, and take us back out of this system.”

“Aye, Sir,” said Lieutenant Taleb.

The Invincible’s navigational thrusters fired, altering its course and bringing the destroyer about so it could return the way it came.

“The Kemmar are firing,” said Johansen. Several concussions followed, rocking the ship, and jostling the bridge crew.

“I thought we weren’t in weapons range yet?” said Milburn.

“We’re not, but they are. They’ve hit us with an energy weapon, although the distance seems to have dissipated it, causing only minor damage.”

“Helm, get us the hell out of here. Ten cee,” said Milburn.

An FTL bubble formed around the Invincible and it sped away from the hostiles.

“Sir, the Kemmar ships have entered FTL. They are in pursuit.”

“These Kemmar don’t take no for an answer. Maintain course. They’ll grow tired of the chase soon enough.”

“Sir, Kemmar ships are gaining on us.”

“What’s their speed?”

“Twelve cee.”

“Increase speed to twelve cee.” Milburn wouldn’t normally push the aging engines harder than ten cee, but he didn’t see an alternative.

“Kemmar vessels are increasing speed. They’re now at fourteen cee.”

“Match speed. Take us to fourteen cee.”

“Kemmar ships now at sixteen cee.”

“Damn it. Take us to sixteen cee.”

“Captain, our engines can’t handle this kind of strain,” said Johansen.

“I know, Commander. I’m hoping it won’t be for much longer.”

“We are dropping speed,” said Lieutenant Taleb at the helm. “Fourteen cee, twelve, ten, eight. FTL is failing. We are dropping out of FTL.”

“Engineering is reporting the FTL engines are down,” said Johansen. “Repair teams are responding.”

“Ready all weapons and bring point defense system online,” said Milburn. “Turn us around to face the enemy. Target the ship off our port bow and fire all weapons on my mark.” Milburn watched the Kemmar warships drop out of FTL on his display. “Fire.”

The gun batteries on the Invincible burst into action. Crimson colored particle beams lanced out at the Kemmar warship, while kinetic weapons fired large projectiles. A volley of missiles joined in the attack, shooting out of their tubes, racing toward their target.

“Particle weapons have scored a direct hit. Kinetic weapons have missed their mark,” said Johansen. “Compensating. Re-firing kinetic weapons. Missiles have been destroyed by defensive weapons. Enemy is firing.”

“Evasive maneuvers,” said Milburn. The ship shuddered as the Kemmar energy beams raked its hull.

“Kemmar ships have launched clusters of what appear to be small autonomous kill vehicles. There are hundreds of them.”

Milburn gripped his armrests, bracing for the devastating blow.

“Point defense system has destroyed all AKVs,” Johansen said excitedly.

“Launch another missile volley,” said Milburn. “Focus our particle beams on their defensive batteries.”

“Aye, Sir. Retargeting particle beams. Launching missiles.”

The Kemmar warships circled the Invincible like a pair of hungry wolves, their energy weapons relentlessly ravaging its hull. Evasive maneuvers were proving futile against the enemy’s long range beams, but the Invincible’s focused fire started yielding results.

“Missiles have scored several direct hits,” said Johansen. “Detecting hull breach on targeted warship.”

“Target the breach with particle beams,” ordered Milburn.

Red beams of high-energy charged protons bore into the damaged ship, exasperating its wounds. The tear grew, and gasses were vented into space, along with equipment and bodies.

“Kemmar warship is retreating,” said Johansen.

“What about the other one?” said Milburn. The jostle of energy weapon impacts quickly answered his question. “Ensign Spalding, send the following transmission. Kemmar warship, break off your attack or we will be forced to destroy your vessel.”

“Aye, Sir. Message sent.”

“Sir, armor plating around deck five is losing integrity,” said Johansen.

“Evacuate the deck, and seal it off.”

“Sir, Kemmar have responded,” said Spalding.

“Play the message, Ensign.”

The transmission played through the ship’s speakers. “The Kemmar do not surrender to pirates. You will have to destroy us.”

“Surrender? Pirates? What the hell is that damn computer saying to them?” Milburn said in exasperation.

“I’m sorry, Sir. The translation is still not perfect,” said Spalding.

Fresh energy beams struck the Invincible. New waves of the autonomous kill vehicles were launched from the remaining Kemmar ship. The Invincible returned fire, hitting back hard with its plasma beams, and kinetic weapons. The two ships stood toe to toe.  They would slug it out in a simple test of strength and endurance.

“Hull breach on deck five,” said Johansen. “Reporting no casualties. Deck successfully evacuated and sealed off.”

Milburn nodded. “Maintain a lock on their defensive weapons. Punch a hole for our missiles.”

“Aye, Sir. Concentrating fire on their defensive batteries.”

“Launch missiles.”

“Missiles away.”

The salvo of missiles raced toward the Kemmar warship. With some of the defensive guns down, several missiles made it through, detonating in bright flashes against the Kemmar hull.

“Direct hit. Detecting fissures in the Kemmar hull.”

“Ready another missile strike,” said Milburn.

“Sir, Engineering is reporting the FTL engines are back online.”

“Belay that order. Get us the hell out of here. 10 cee.”

“Aye, Sir. Entering FTL.”

“Are the Kemmar in pursuit?”

“Negative.”

“Good. Set a course for the jump gate.”






Chapter 4



“Commander, what is our status?” said Milburn.

“We need substantial repairs on the hull. We have a major breach on deck five to seal, and numerous minor fissures throughout the hull. Internally, the battle resulted in significant damage throughout the ship, and Engineering is reporting that the FTL engine needs a complete overhaul,” said Commander Johansen.

“I thought the FTL engine was operational?”

“It was only a temporary fix. Enough to get us on our way, but more work needs to be done, to avoid future problems.”

“How long will that take?”

“Best case scenario, thirty-six hours.”

“Why so long?”

“Like the rest of the ship, the FTL engine is old. Even with regular service, the wear and tear over the years has taken its toll.”

“I see.”

“There’s another problem,” Johansen continued. “We didn’t anticipate going into battle in our prior calculations. Our resources are no longer sufficient to conduct repairs.”

“So, we need to replenish our resources before we can undertake repairs?”

“Yes, Sir. We can still manage some of the minor repairs. But for the major ones, we will need more raw materials.”

“And the closest place to get those materials is on the other side of the jump gate, or in the Kemmar system.”

“I’m afraid so, Sir.”

“Then we have only one option. I assume we have sufficient resources to reach the jump gate?”

“Yes, Sir. Engineering is asking that we don’t put any unnecessary strain on the FTL engine.”

“Contact!” said Ensign Spalding. “Long range scans have picked up an unidentified vessel.”

“Bearing?” said Milburn.

“It appears to be on an intercept course, Sir.”

“The Kemmar?” said Johansen.

“Who else?” said Milburn. “Helm, maintain present course and speed.” Milburn pulled up the contact on a tactical display and ran some calculations. “The bogey’s faster than us. It’ll be close, but at our present speed it will catch us before we reach the jump gate.”

“We’re going to have another battle on our hands,” said Johansen.

“Yes, unless they cease pursuit, or we increase speed.”

“Increasing speed might burn out the FTL engine.”

“Agreed. We’ll maintain speed for now. See to it that repairs are prioritized for combat. We need to be ready.”

“Aye, Sir. Leave it to me.”






Chapter 5



Milburn studied the contact on his display. Ten days had passed since they had first spotted it, and it had stayed with them the entire time. Each day closing the distance a bit more, until it was close enough to clearly make out its dimensions. This ship was larger than the first two, about the size of a battle cruiser. And if size was any indication, it would have significantly more firepower than the Invincible.

In the previous engagement, Milburn found that they were somewhat evenly matched. The Kemmar ships were faster, and their weapons had a longer range, but they didn’t pack as much of a punch. Their armor did not appear quite as robust as the Invincible’s. Perhaps they favored speed, over armor. It was just a guess. Everything was. They knew so little about the Kemmar, and the only certainty was that this ship would catch them.

Then what? The way Milburn saw it, they had a few choices. They could take the larger ship on, and hope for the best. Not a great plan, considering their ship’s condition. Or they could simply race to the jump gate. But if the Kemmar were unaware of its existence, which seemed likely at this point, they would give it away. An option Milburn didn’t like. The third option was to just keep going. Even if the ship caught up, it couldn’t stop them. Firing at FTL speeds would be a waste of time. The Invincible could just keep flying until the Kemmar ship tired of the chase.

He settled on the third option as the logical choice. They would continue past the jump gate and maintain course until the Kemmar felt they had chased them off. Likely when they reached the border of the Kemmar Empire, wherever that may be.

They knew so little about this region of space, and its inhabitants. Even the colonies were unaware of Kemmar existence. That made sense since the colonies expanded in the opposite direction. There was enough space between the two that they could continue for a long time without bumping into each other.

“Sir, we have a problem,” said Commander Johansen.

“What’s wrong?” said Milburn.

“It’s the FTL engine, Sir. Engineering is saying that we have to come out of FTL, or we will cause irreparable damage to it.”

“Did you advise them that we have a Kemmar warship bearing down on us?”

“Yes, Sir. They’re aware of the situation. Their response was that either we stop voluntarily, giving us a chance to fix the engine. Or we do so involuntarily, and lose any hope of repairing it.”

Milburn took a deep breath, in hopes of containing his rising anger. “What is the status of our repairs?”

“As per your request, we have prioritized the hull fissures, weapons, and our critical systems. All weapons and critical systems are online. The hull has been repaired and the armor reinforced for the most part. Much of the work we could do from the inside. But work on deck five has only been partially completed. We don’t have enough raw materials for the job. Also, there is substantial work that needs to be done from the exterior of the ship, and we can’t do that while at FTL speeds.”

“How will it hold up in battle?”

“Not well. It is in better shape than before, as the seals have all been reinforced, but is nowhere near an armored hull. We’ve established a buffer around it, so that if we lose the deck we won’t lose the surrounding areas.”

“The breach is on the port side. We’ll just have to make sure the enemy only sees our starboard side. Very well, we’ll have a brief element of surprise. Ready all weapons. I want to open fire the second they come out of FTL.”

“Aye, Sir. All weapons are standing by.”

“Helm, take us out of FTL, and whatever happens, I want you to ensure our port side is always pointed away from the enemy.”

“Aye, Sir. Dropping out of FTL in three, two, one.”

The FTL bubble around the Invincible dissipated, bringing them out of light speed and back into normal space. The move was so sudden that the Kemmar warship overshot them. When they did come out of FTL, they were out of range of Invincible’s weapons.

So much for a surprise attack, thought Milburn. “Helm, close with the enemy. Flank speed. Get us within weapons’ range.”

The Invincible surged forward. Milburn didn’t relish the idea of the Kemmar taking pot shots with their longer-range energy weapons, so he would take the fight to them instead.

“Fire kinetic weapons. Let’s see how their armor holds up against our slugs,” said Milburn. While their particle beams were still out of range, the advantage of projectiles in space was that they would keep going until they hit something. And, unlike missiles, a projectile was almost invisible to a ship’s sensors. In fact, it was this reality that prompted Earth to build warships with armor thick enough to withstand such an attack. Of course, that was when they thought they would only have to fight against other humans.

Ever since the Mars uprising, Earth had been preoccupied with the specter of rebellion. This fear was magnified with the discovery of the jump gate, and the establishment of the colonies on the other side, one thousand light years away. Much of the strategic planning in place was obsessed with putting down a rebellion in the colonies. As such, warships were built to withstand a pounding while asserting their dominance. Human fighting human. It all seemed so foolish now.

The Juttari invasion had proved them all fools. Now, here they were floating in an entirely different region of space, dealing with yet another aggressive alien race. How many more such races were lurking throughout the galaxy?

“Enemy is firing energy weapons,” said Ensign Spalding, as beams of red lanced out toward them from the alien warship.

The Invincible shuddered, absorbing the strike. “Maintain course,” said Milburn, the adrenalin coursing through his veins. “Did our projectiles have any effect?”

“If they did, it’s only minor,” said Johansen. “There are no signs of significant damage to the enemy’s hull.”

Maybe this ship is tougher than the previous ones, thought Milburn.

“Entering weapons’ range,” announced Johansen.

“Fire all weapons,” ordered Milburn. “Target their defensive batteries. Punch a hole for our missiles.” It worked before. No reason why it can’t work again.

“Kemmar ship is taking evasive action.”

“Stay on them. Keep firing.”

Explosions rocked the Invincible as the Kemmar warship returned fire with its many batteries. Even with the thicker armor, the Invincible had a difficult time standing up to the extra weapons, and energy beams punched into the human ship in multiple locations.

“Hull integrity is weakening.”

“Keep targeting their defensive weapons. Helm, show them our underside. Let them shoot at that for a while.” Built to better withstand atmospheric entry, the ships bottom plating was substantially thicker than the rest of the hull.

The Invincible tilted away from the Kemmar ship, absorbing the onslaught on its belly. They continued to return fire with the gun batteries that remained in firing position.

“Have any of our missiles gotten through?” said Milburn.

“Negative, Sir. None got past their defensive weapons,” said Johansen. “They’re launching AKVs.”

The Kemmar warship let loose a cluster of tiny kill vehicles. Numbering in the hundreds, they raced toward the Invincible, like a swarm of locusts. As they closed in they hit the fiery shield that was the Invincible’s point defense system.

“All AKVs have been destroyed,” said Johansen. “They’re launching another wave.”

“They’re trying to overwhelm our defenses,” said Milburn. They’ll get through sooner or later, he thought.

“Point defense shield is holding. Here comes another wave. This one is much larger than the first two.”

“The first two waves were tests. This is the real attack.”

The AKV swarm converged on the Invincible, enveloping the human ship, and finding its weakness.

“AKVs are getting through our point defense shield,” said Johansen. “There’s too many of them. AKVs attacking deck five.”

The successful kill vehicles found the hull breach on deck five, and proceeded to crash into the remaining portion of the deck, detonating on contact.

“Seals are failing.”

“Is the buffer still in place?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Blow the deck.”

“Aye, Sir. Blowing deck five.”

Explosive charges put in place while sealing off the deck were detonated, destroying the entirety of deck five, along with hundreds of enemy AKVs. The blast’s shockwaves reverberated throughout the ship.

“Report!” said Milburn, his restraints straining to keep him in his seat.

“Buffers are still in place,” said Johansen. “Surrounding decks have sustained considerable damage. No breaches reported. Sensors are reporting that several of the Kemmar’s defensive batteries have been destroyed.”

“Launch missiles. Target the gap in their defenses.”

“Missiles away. Kemmar are taking evasive action.”

“Match course, and keep firing. All available weapons.”

The Invincible stayed with the enemy warship, the full weight of its arsenal targeting one precise area of the hull. Plasma beams and energy weapons lit up the void, as the two vessels exchanged fire.

“It’s working! Sensors are picking up a breach.”

“Keep firing. Crack them open.”

Missiles, plasma beams, and projectiles relentlessly pounded the Kemmar breach. As it grew, the Invincible’s missiles penetrated the enemy ship, detonating inside. Explosions destroyed large swathes of the vessel, the existing damage soon transformed into large gaping wounds spilling into the vacuum of space.

Milburn studied the outcome in amazement. This massive Kemmar ship, greater in size and firepower, had clear structural weaknesses in its overall design.

“Picking up FTL disturbance. They’re trying to escape,” said Johansen.

“Keep on them.” Even if they couldn’t chase them into FTL, he wanted to inflict enough punishment to ensure they wouldn’t return.

With the breach now encompassing a fifth of the Kemmar hull, an FTL bubble took shape around the enemy ship, and they were gone. Cheers erupted on the bridge, and Milburn himself felt a pang of relief and satisfaction in the victory. We were lucky, he thought. They were slow to adapt to our tactics. That won’t happen again.

“Helm, set course for the jump gate,” said Milburn. “Go to FTL as soon as Engineering gives us the green light.”

“Aye, Sir. Setting course for jump gate.”






Chapter 6



“Final repairs should be completed this week, Sir,” said Commander Johansen. The XO stood before Captain Milburn, who sat at his desk, studying a star chart of the Kemmar side of the gate.

Milburn looked up from his display at Johansen. “Good. Seven months is far too long to be sitting here.”

“The repair work was extensive, and we needed to mine the resources first.”

It was true, but Milburn worried that his crew was becoming complacent in the relative safety of this system. Safety, of course, was an illusion. The Juttari could appear at any time. The Kemmar could discover the jump gate. Anything could happen. Complacency was the great invisible enemy. “Yes, it’s a shame we have to dismantle our mining operations. They’ve proven extremely productive. But, it’s high time we strike out for the colonies again.”

“About that, Sir. Some of the crew have expressed concerns about traveling through Kemmar space.”

“It’s to be expected after our last attempt. As are the cobwebs.”

“Sir?”

“We’ve been sitting here too long, Commander. Cobwebs have set in. The crew will bounce back once we resume our mission.”

“That’s the thing, Sir. Many of the crewmembers have expressed a desire to stay.”

“Stay? Here? What the hell are you talking about?”

“Under the circumstances, many have come to believe this system is our best hope for the future,” said Johansen. “We haven’t seen a Juttari ship in years, after all.”

“That doesn’t mean we won’t.”

“No, Sir. It doesn’t. But why would we? There is no reason for the Juttari to come out this far. We’re two-hundred-and-fifty light years from Earth, and they don’t know this jump gate exists. Nor do the Kemmar. Of all the star systems we’ve encountered so far, this is the safest bet.”

“It sounds like you share this view, Commander.”

“I’m keeping an open mind. Permission to speak freely, Sir.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’m tired. So is the crew. In a few years, the new generation will start having babies of their own. This ship is not big enough to accommodate expanding generations. We could settle down here. This system has plenty of resources. We could establish a colony of our own.”

Milburn couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Establish a colony? Here? Are you joking, Commander? Have you even bothered to look around? This is an inhospitable star system. Not one world here is habitable, and we are hiding in an asteroid field. What kind of life would that be?”

“A better life than one on the run in an aging starship.”

“I see. I understand your son has recently become engaged to be married. Could this have something to do with your new perspective?

“I would be lying if I said it didn’t. But it has also helped me see things in a different light.”

“I understand. But, I think you’re missing the point. The colonies are only fifty light years away from the other side of that jump gate. There are Earth-like planets there. Cities. Humans. The last of our civilization. Are you saying you just want to give up on that, for the safety of some desolate rocks?”

“Only fifty light years,” Johansen said sarcastically. “Five years of travel through hostile space.”

“Less. I’m sure the Kemmar Empire does not encompass the whole region. If it reached the colonies we would have known about them.”

“Yes, but we don’t know how much territory they control. It could be five light years, or it could be thirty-five. We just don’t know.”

“I thought we went over this. If we travel through their space at FTL speeds, there isn’t much they can do to us.”

“No. Not at FTL. But what happens when it is time to replenish our resources? What if we’re in Kemmar space when we drop out of FTL?”

“We defeated the Kemmar the last time. We’ll handle them again.”

“And in doing so we lost an entire deck. After the last battle, we came here to lick our wounds. Those repairs took seven months to complete. This time we’ll be in enemy space with no jump gate to escape to.”

“Okay, but what if Kemmar space is not as large as you assume? What if we make it through, and can resupply without incident? That’s a possibility too.”

Johansen frowned. Milburn saw the worry etched on his XO’s face. The weariness. Age was taking its toll on all of them. That, compounded by the trauma of losing Earth, and the long years spent running for their lives. He understood how Johansen felt. And he couldn’t fault him for it.

“You’re right,” Milburn continued. “This is not about us. Soon the new generation will start having families of their own. Don’t they deserve something more? Don’t they deserve the opportunity to live life with their own kind? On an abundant planet? Don’t your future grandchildren deserve to live on a human world?”

“Maybe. But they also deserve something more than death. Life here might be hard, but the new generation is tough. They could live out their lives here in relative safety, as could their children.”

Milburn had heard enough. He rose from his chair, and straightened his uniform. “Thank you, Commander. Your concerns have been noted. Please ensure that the ship is fully supplied, and ready to resume its voyage once repairs are completed. Dismissed.”

Milburn saw a flash of anger in Johansen’s eyes before he stood at attention. “Yes, Sir,” he then said with a salute.

No sooner had Milburn returned the gesture, than Johansen was out the door. He stared after him as he left. Would he need to find another XO?  But after this many years, he decided he would give Johansen the benefit of the doubt. Johansen didn’t have to agree, so long as he continued to follow orders. The Invincible was a military vessel, not a democracy.






Chapter 7



“Activate jump gate,” ordered Captain Milburn. Repairs were finally complete, and all mining operations had been dismantled, and brought back on board. They had spent seven long months in this star system, and Milburn couldn’t wait to get moving. The colonies were out there, and he would make damn sure they reached them.

“Jump gate activated,” said Ensign Spalding, the shimmering portal suddenly taking shape on the main viewscreen.

Milburn smiled. “Helm, take us through the jump gate.”

“Belay that order,” said Commander Johansen from behind.

Milburn spun around to face his insubordinate first officer. “You better have a damn good explanation for countermanding my orders, Commander.”

“Captain, as Executive Officer of the Invincible, I hereby relieve you of command.”

Activity on the bridge ceased, as everyone watched in quiet astonishment. Milburn jumped to his feet. “Have you lost your mind, Commander? You don’t have the authority to relieve me.”

“I do if safety of ship and crew is at stake. And you taking us through the Kemmar Empire puts the safety of ship and crew at stake.”

“That’s absurd. This would never stand up to a board of inquiry.”

“There is no board of inquiry, Captain. Now, will you step down voluntarily, or will force be necessary?”

“Marines!” Milburn barked. “Commander Johansen is under arrest for mutiny. Take him into custody.” The two Marines flanking the entrance to the bridge remained motionless. Milburn looked at them incredulously. “Marines. I gave you a direct order.”

“They will not follow your orders, Captain. They are loyal to me. Marines, place Captain Milburn under arrest.”

Milburn couldn’t disguise his shock when the Marines marched up to his command chair, scowling incredulously as one of them said, “Come with us, Sir.”

Bewildered and unprepared, Milburn was too proud a man to fight two young Marines. “Very well. This is mutiny,” he said, eyeing Johansen, then each Marine. “You won’t get away with it.”

“I believe we just did,” said Johansen.

The Marines firmly grasped each of Milburn’s arms, and escorted him off the bridge. Four more armed Marines waited in the corridor. Two took position in front of the escort, and the other two covered the rear.

“That traitorous son of a bitch had this all planned out. How did he recruit the six of you?”

There was no response.

“At least tell me where you are taking me.”

“We’re taking you to your quarters, Sir. You are under house arrest until further notice.

“House arrest, huh.” Milburn took a good look at the six young men. The new generation. So full of promise, he thought bitterly. Then again, the only thing these men have ever known is life on this ship. Life on the run. They never experienced life on Earth. Never felt Sol’s rays touch their skin. They had no idea what they were missing. Life in this system probably seems like a vacation to them. Commander Johansen had taken advantage of their ignorance, and fears. How many more had he turned?

When they reached his cabin, one of the Marines accessed the control pad to open the door. The two escort Marines took him inside, and let him go. Before leaving, one of them said, “Your door will remain locked, and two sentries will be standing guard outside. Your command privileges have been revoked. You no longer have access to the ship’s systems. You have comm access to Commander Johansen, but will not be permitted to communicate with anyone else on this ship. Do you have any questions?”

“None that you can answer, son.”






Chapter 8



Captain Milburn gazed out at the system’s binary star from the window in his cabin. Two stars circling each other in a lethal celestial dance. A steady stream of light flowing from one to the other, one star slowly sucking the life out of its partner. Fitting that Johansen chose this system to turn traitor.

Glancing away from the stars, he noted that the mining teams had already been dispatched. Johansen was going to need those resources to build his colony. Of course, it could be done. The mining communities in Sol had done the same for centuries. It was a difficult way of life, but not an impossible one. Without options, it might even be desirable.

But there were options.

The colonies were within their reach. Why settle for a meager existence on an asteroid, when you had a chance at a real life, on a rich planet? Johansen was a fool. A fool who had outsmarted him and took control of his ship. How could I have been so blind, he thought.

How many crewmembers had Johansen persuaded? How far would they follow him? Was the crew so deeply divided? A power struggle was the last thing they needed. What hope did humanity have if they were constantly at odds with each other?

He wondered how this would play out. Would Johansen keep him locked in his cabin indefinitely? Or would he take some other action? A mock trial maybe? It wouldn’t be wise for Johansen to keep him around. So long as he was alive, he would be a threat to Johansen. No, Johansen would have to get rid of him somehow. The question was, how long would it take him to reach that conclusion?

A muffled sound outside his cabin caught Milburn’s attention. He heard it again, and stepped cautiously to his door. He wished he had a weapon. The first thing he did when they locked him up was to try and retrieve his sidearm. Of course, it had been removed from his quarters. There wasn’t much he could use to defend himself. Not against his armed Marines.

The door slid open and Major Rand, commander of the Invincible’s Marines, stepped inside. Rand was another of the graying old guard, although his piercing gaze, and lean, muscular physique lent him a more youthful appearance. Decked out in full battle armor, and carrying an assault weapon, he presented a doubly intimidating sight.

Milburn sighed. “So, Johansen got to you too.”

“I beg your pardon, Sir?” said Rand.

“I was wondering how he got the Marines to do his bidding. Now I know.”

“Are you suggesting that I would dishonor myself and my uniform by taking part in a mutiny?”

“You mean you’re not siding with Johansen?”

“I most certainly am not!”

“Then what are you doing here?”

“Isn’t it obvious, Sir? I am here to help you take back the ship.”

A broad grin spread across Milburn’s face. “Major, you don’t know how happy I am to hear you say that.”

“I was tipped off to Johansen’s plans, but couldn’t act until I was sure who was in support of his mutiny. I chose to wait and find out, while briefing the Marines whose loyalty was not in question. When Johansen struck, we were ready.”

“Was there bloodshed?” said Milburn, instantly understanding Rand’s implication.

“I went to great lengths to avoid killing anyone, but there were injuries. That couldn’t be helped under the circumstances.”

“Damn it! Sol falls to an alien invasion, and we’re fighting each other out in the middle of nowhere.”

“Agreed, Sir. But we really should get moving.”

“You’re right. Has Johansen been tipped off to your actions?”

“We did our best to prevent it, but the fact that his men haven’t reported back must have caused concern.”

“Alright. Then there’s not time to waste.”

“Follow me, Sir,” said Rand, turning and stepping back out into the corridor.

Milburn followed, and found a corridor teaming with Marines similarly in full battle armor. He didn’t miss the two Marine sentries, lying on their stomachs, gagged, hands and legs hogtied behind their backs. “What are you going to do with them?” said Milburn.

“I was going to lock them up in your quarters, if that’s alright with you, Sir.”

“By all means. Go right ahead.”

Rand nodded, and the two men were locked inside the Captain’s quarters.

A Marine handed Milburn a plasma rifle. Feeling its cold metal, and weight in his hands, he started to feel in control again. “What’s the plan, Major?”

“We take the bridge. Johansen has seized key areas of the ship, but the bridge is the most important. If we capture the bridge, and Johansen, the mutiny will fall apart.”

“Sounds good to me. Lead the way.”






Chapter 9



“This is the Captain. The mutiny is over. Stand down and I promise you’ll be treated fairly,” Milburn said, crouching behind a bulkhead. Around the corner was the entrance to the bridge, and four Marines defending it.

“You are not in command of this ship, Captain,” a Marine shouted back.

“Listen to me, son. You don’t need to do this. We can work things out.”

“Sorry, Captain. You’re not taking the bridge without a fight.”

“Forget it, Sir,” said Major Rand. “There’s only one way we’re going to get on that bridge.”

“This is ridiculous,” said Milburn. “We can’t just fire on our crew.”

“You heard them, Sir. There is no other way we are going to take that bridge. You tried.”

“Bullshit. There’s got to be another option. Those Marines are just kids.”

“I know, Sir. I trained them.”

“They’re not traitors. They’ve just been duped by Johansen. I know we have to take back the ship, but we can’t just cut them down.”

“Leave it to me, Captain. They’re wearing battle armor, just like us. My suit is still synced with theirs. I can monitor each suit’s integrity, and each Marine’s vital signs. We have to take them down, but we won’t kill them.”

Milburn knew the Major was right. Those men were not going to back down, and they had committed treason. There was only one course of action, no matter how much he loathed it. “Okay, Major. It’s your show.”

Rand started barking out orders, and his Marines burst into action. The corridor erupted in a melee of plasma bolts, and explosions, as the two groups engaged in a see saw battle for control of the corridor.

The defenders were well trained, but were also young, with no real combat experience. Major Rand’s force outnumbered them, and had enough of the battle hardened older Marines to tip the scales in their favor.

When the fighting was over, Milburn stepped out into the corridor and breathed a sigh of relief. The young Marines had been injured, but none had been killed. Major Rand had stayed true to his word.

“Fire in the hole!” one of the Marines shouted as the doors to the bridge were blown open.

Milburn raised his weapon, and stormed the bridge alongside the Marines. They quickly took control of the room, disarming the mutineers, and taking key positions. Milburn only had one thought in mind, and made a bee line toward Commander Johansen, weapon pointed at his head.

“Well done, Captain,” said Johansen. “But it won’t do you any good.”

“Shut your mouth,” Milburn barked, closing the distance between them until his weapon was mere inches away from Johansen’s forehead.

“All of this could have been avoided, if you had just listened to reason.”

“Reason? That’s what you call this? The aliens are not enough? We have to turn on each other too? What the hell happened to you?”

“I want a future. That’s what happened.”

“We have a future. In the colonies.”

“No, Captain. That is not a future. It’s a death sentence.”

“That is your opinion, and your opinion doesn’t count for anything anymore. Take him away.”

The ship shuddered violently to the surprise of everyone on the bridge. “Report!” shouted Milburn, fearing the worst. “What just happened?”

“That is the FTL engine, Captain,” said Johansen, a calm grin spreading across his face.

“The FTL engine?” said Milburn, realization dawning on him. “What did you do?”

“You think you’ve won, Captain. But I never expected to hold the ship indefinitely. I knew Major Rand and others would remain loyal to you, and help you regain command. You see, command wasn’t what I wanted. What I want is a future for my grandchildren. And their best hope for one is here, in this system. So, I rigged the FTL engine with explosives.”

“You destroyed our FTL engine?” Milburn said in disbelief.

“Yes, Sir. I did. Like it or not, we are staying in this system.”






Chapter 10



Captain Milburn stood by the window in his ready room on the Invincible, looking down on the habitation domes below. They had accomplished much in the last few years, and most of his crew now lived down on the asteroids. Another generation was being born down there. The second generation after the fall of Sol.

He himself remained on board the Invincible. The old bird still needed a Captain, and a crew. While the crew rotated between the ship and the colony, he stayed aboard full time. This was his home, and moving down to the colony felt too much like defeat. Besides, he had not been beaten yet.

“How long do you think it will take?” he said. “How long until all memory of Earth is lost?”

“I don’t know, Sir,” said Major Rand, who like him chose to live aboard the ship full time. “It might not be forgotten. Maybe the idea of Earth will become a legend one day?”

Milburn turned from the window. “That will be a sad day.”

“Agreed.”

“How’s the training going?”

“Good. They’ll be ready when the time comes.”

Milburn nodded. “Engineering is making progress. They say they will have low light speeds soon.”

“Hopefully it will be enough.”

“It will,” said Milburn. “The intelligence our drones have gathered over the last few years has been invaluable. We know the Kemmar trade routes, and how frequently they send out patrols into the area. The freighters are not fast, and have few defenses, if any. We shouldn’t have much difficulty catching one.”

“My team will be ready to board them when we do,” said Rand. “With any luck, we’ll find what we’re looking for.”

“We will. Sooner or later, we’ll fill Engineering’s shopping list. And when we do, we can finally head for the colonies.”

“It’ll be hard to convince them to leave.”

“I know. And the longer it takes, the harder it will be. But we must try. This is no life for Earth’s descendants.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“We’ll make it to the colonies, Major. Until then, we’ll have to be Reivers.”

“Reivers?”

Milburn smiled. “An old story my grandmother used to tell me. ‘We are Reivers,’ she used to say. Apparently, she traced her ancestry back to the Border Reivers. They lived along the border, between England and Scotland, from the thirteenth to the seventeenth century. They were raiders. There’s no evidence, but I’m sure they were descendants of the Vikings. Anyway, they would cross the border and raid the farms and towns there, and then cross back with their plunder.”

“And we’ll be just like them when we cross through the gate, and board the Kemmar freighters.”

“Yes, we will.”

“Reivers,” said Rand. “I like the sound of it.”
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Prologue

The year is 2513. War has come to the Alliance after hundreds of years of peace, a war like no other. An ancient enemy that had long been forgotten has returned. Bolormaa, the scourge of the universe, a brutal Queen who rules with an iron fist and claims to be immortal; a fact that so far appears to be true.

The call to arms was answered by many throughout the Alliance, including resurrected and ancient champion of Earth – Mitch Taylor. A United States Marine Corps officer who rose up to not only lead Earth to victory against the Krys hundreds of years ago, but a man who personally defeated their leader in combat. Now the Krys people fight alongside humanity against this ancient enemy. Bolormaa and her kind, the Morohtans.

One such Krys is Babacan. An officer in Mitch Taylor’s unit, Babacan was one of the strongest and bravest representatives of his people. Like all Krys, he towered over the humans, enabling him to pursue paths most men would not dare to tread. A fearless and irreplaceable asset to Taylor, he was badly wounded during their last mission together. A disastrous operation to rescue fellow Alliance marines and soldiers, an operation that nearly cost Babacan his life. Now he is recovering from his wounds on the Liberty 3 station. A remote medical facility and lay up location for many of the Alliance forces. Babacan has yet to regain consciousness from his near-death experience.

 






Chapter 1

Babacan’s eyes shot open. Gleaming white and in deep contrast to his deep, dark blue skin. He had no idea where he was or how he’d got there. Except he was lying in a hospital bed in a well-lit and sterile room. It smelt of bleach and similar cleaning fluids. He remembered being in a gunfight, protected by a mighty armoured and powered suit, but it was like a dream. He didn’t recall how he got from there to this bed, assuming his mind wasn’t playing tricks on him. He did remember whom he’d been facing. Humans, and for whatever reason, they had been his enemy. The door seal opened, and he lay back, pretending to once more be unconscious.

Two sets of footsteps rang out, and by the lightness of their tread he could tell they were not his kind.

“The patient continues to recover well,” said one.

“It is a miracle he is even alive,” replied the other.

He felt a touch on his neck, and his right-hand clenched into a fist. He tried to stay calm, with no idea what he was facing. A moment later he felt a needle prod into his collar. That was enough. He shot bolt upright and backhanded the man who had stuck him with the needle. His strength knocked the man off his feet, and he crashed against the door he had just used to enter. Babacan leapt off the bed, ripped out the needle, and stared at it with disgust before tossing it away.

“Uhh…I…please,” stammered the man who still remained standing.

He looked terrified, but Babacan wasn’t interested in his feelings. As far as he was concerned, he was one of his captors. The human backed up against the wall and looked at a nearby panic button, considering whether to press it. Babacan rushed forward, grabbed him, and hurled him across the room. He smashed into the far wall and fell to the floor, unconscious. He peered out of the door, checking to see if he was indeed in a hospital ward, and saw two guards approaching, no doubt to investigate the ruckus he’d created. He looked around for some sign to indicate his location, but found nothing. Only medical patients, and all were human, as were the staff.

Something thumped the button on the wall behind him. The man he’d struck had reached the alarm, and he thought to strike him again, but it was already too late. A siren wailed, its strident tones echoing around the ward.

“Hey, you, don’t move!” yelled a guard.

He darted out of the door, turned away from the guards, and ran. He burst out of the hospital and into a hexagonal shaped corridor. It looked like the interior of a large star ship. Crewmembers were walking back and forth, ignoring him as if seeing him was of no surprise at all.

“Halt! Stop right there!”

The guards were chasing him, and he raced away as fast as he could run. He rounded a bend and found himself face-to-face with another guard, but the weapon he carried was merely a stun baton. Babacan thrust his hand up between the weapon and the man’s head before he could use it, and locked his arm. Yanked him around and shoved him face first into the wall. The man let go his weapon and relinquished it to Babacan, who carried on running.

He didn’t recognise anyone he passed. All he could think of was to get back to Colonel Taylor and the other familiar faces. He needed to find his unit, and he couldn’t trust anyone until he had found them. He held the stun baton ready to strike, expecting some of those he encountered to challenge him, but no shouts of alarm rang out. Nobody viewed him as a threat, nobody tried to stop him, and that struck him as strange. Instead, they moved out the way, merely surprised he was in such a hurry. He repeatedly glanced over his shoulder, as if expecting to be shot in the back by at least one of the humans he’d passed. Yet no shots came.

He was searching for a sign, a way he could get out of whatever and wherever this place was. A landing pad or docking bay, something, anything, but as he rounded another bend, he came face-to-face with a man armed with an assault rifle. The first proper weapon he had seen yet. He stopped and waited.

“Hey, take it easy. We aren’t here to hurt you,” said the man.

Babacan was suspicious and had no idea how he should react.

“My name is Captain Alex Woods, Marine detail to the Liberty 3 Station.”

He waited for him to go on.

“Do you remember your name? Or how you got here?”

Still he would give nothing away, and he stayed silent.

“Babacan, that’s your name. Do you remember what happened?”

He shook his head.

“You were hurt, hurt real bad. You are here to recover.”

He heard someone closing in fast from behind, and he started to move.

“No, wait!” Woods yelled.

Too late. The woman was coming at him with another stun baton. He pushed her aside and hit her with his own weapon. Light fizzled from the head as it struck her, and she went down, spasming as the power surged through her body. Another man came at him, and Babacan grabbed hold of him. He threw him at the Captain, who collapsed under the weight of the body. Babacan recovered fast, and began moving away before they could recover.

Light showed up ahead, and his hopes of getting away surged, but as he drew nearer, it was nothing more than a viewing port looking out into space. Several Alliance ships lay docked nearby, so the Captain had spoken the truth, they were indeed aboard a space station. He didn’t know if it was Liberty 3, as he’d never seen it before. He was mesmerised by the view, trying to establish it were real. Or merely a projection to trick him.

“Do you believe me now?” Captain Woods asked.

Babacan whirled, surprised he’d caught up with him, and even more surprised he hadn’t heard him coming. Woods held his rifle low as if he had no intention of using it.

He decided to speak. “The last thing I remember I was fighting people like you.”

“But you were also fighting alongside humans, isn’t that correct? You are one of Colonel Taylor’s unit.”

“Yes, I realize that,” he replied at last. Offended they’d even asked him what was so obvious, “Tell me, why am I here?”

“I told you. You were badly wounded, and you have been here recovering ever since.”

“Where is Taylor?”

“Hell, I don’t know. He’s probably chasing Bolormaa.”

Babacan turned to face the Captain.

“Chasing Bolormaa? I think you will find it is the other way around.”

He shrugged. “Either way, there is no reason for you to run. It’s great to see you up and about, but you aren’t ready to go back into the line, not just yet.”

Babacan grimaced. “What would you know about such things? What action have you ever seen out here?”

“More than I care to recall.”

“How can I know what you say or any of this is true?”

He sighed. “I was informed you might be like this.”

“Your orders were to keep me under control?”

“Yes.”

“You could just as easily be the enemy tricking me,” he said spitefully, “How would I know otherwise?”

“I promise you I am not. What can I do to convince you?”

“Let me leave this place. Allow me get back to Taylor.”

“And we will, just as soon as the doctors confirm you fit for duty.”

He was already shaking his head.

“I am fit, and I am not going back to that hospital bed.”

“Then let the docs at least have a quick look over you, to make sure you have recovered. They have taken great care of you up to this point. I assure you, you are lucky to be alive.”

They both fell silent, as neither seemed to be getting the response they wanted. Abruptly, a light flashed on the datapad on the Captain’s arm, and a siren echoed around the ship.

“Damn, what is this?” he muttered to himself, as he hurried to check the information on the screen.

“What is it?” Babacan asked.

“Our sensors read unknown energy signatures. Someone is jumping in, and they don’t have Alliance transponder codes.”

Lights flashed beyond the viewing window. Jump gates opened, and four large warships burst out; flat, black shadow-like objects that could only mean one thing. Crab shaped ships, with talon like protrusions on the hulls. Two craft opened fire on an Alliance frigate waiting in orbit over the station. A beam of light pierced the vessel, carved it in two, and it burst into flames.

“Morohtans,” said Woods in disbelief.

 






Chapter 2

“Wait!” Captain Woods shouted.

Babacan was already moving, even quicker than before. The calm atmosphere inside the station had gone. Alarm sirens clamoured, and the crew hurried to man their stations. Their faces wore morbid, frightened expressions, as though they were going to their deaths, and there was nothing they could do to prevent it. Harsh vibrations shook the deck beneath his feet as the station weapons batteries opened fire. No hesitation, no negotiation. Not with this enemy. They’d long ago learnt the lesson. It was kill or be killed.

Massive gunfire slammed into the hull, violently rocking the entire station, and a direct hit exploded close behind him. He heard a cry of pain. For a moment he kept on running and didn’t look back, but soon he stopped. Maybe Woods was legit. Maybe he was an ally, and Babacan would never leave an ally behind. He heard a violent coughing, and went back to find the Captain beneath a pile of debris that had descended from the roof. The officer was stunned and trying to push the fallen material off him. Babacan lifted it with ease and hauled him to his feet. His rifle was on the ground, and he picked it up, too, thrusting it into the Captain’s arms. Woods looked surprised.

Babacan addressed him firmly. “If you want to live, you’ll leave now.”

“I can’t leave.”

“Then you’ll die.”

Woods coughed as he tried to clear his throat and recover his senses. Babacan propped him up and helped him to a small bench where he could rest.

“I am leaving here. I have to go back. There is somewhere I need to be,” said Babacan.

“You can help us here.”

“Help you? Do you have a few hundred well equipped marines, and the support of a fleet to back them up?”

Woods shook his head.

“Then there is nothing to be done here. Good luck, Captain.”

Gunfire echoed down the corridor. Which meant the breach was a boarding action, more than just gunfire. The enemy was here, and Babacan knew his time was running out. He turned back to Woods.

“Last chance, will you come with me?”

He could already see the answer and didn’t ask again. He quickly checked the signs on the walls around him, found what he wanted, and ran to the nearest docking bay. His last hope was to find a ship equipped with a jump drive, and he would take the opportunity to fly it out. He wished he had a weapon, but he had none. He’d thought about taking Woods’ rifle for just a moment, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. Not now he believed the officer was the ally he claimed to be.

Several armed personnel rushed past an intersection that lay ahead. Like the Captain, they didn’t carry anything like the weapons and equipment a fighting man needed to be in this war. The front line regulars used powered suits, and they carried with them enough armour to stop a sizeable weight of small arms fire. In addition, the suits gave them the strength to match many of the more powerful enemies they would encounter. As well as allowing them to deploy more powerful weapons, unlike the rifles these men and women carried. Babacan sensed they were racing to their deaths, but he didn’t feel bad for them. Death was the reality of war, and this one was no different. To a certain degree he still believed in the old Krys motto. Soldiers were merely expendable.

He reached a small docking bay, but it was empty, although two shuttles waited

inside, unmanned and unmoving. He peered around. He was suspicious, for it seemed too good to be true. Both looked ready to go, and both would allow him to fly out of the station. They were compact, stubby craft with small wings and clear-glass cockpits. No armour and no weapons, but he didn’t care. No way was going to be able to fight his way out. He had to run.

Although no weapons were in sight, and neither did he need one, he wanted one. He had no idea what was coming next. He rushed towards one of the shuttles, ready to hightail it out of the station. Reached the door and hit the release. The portal dropped to reveal a ramp into a ship that appeared ready to carry him away. He stepped up the ramp, but something made him stop at the top, a last chance to consider what he was doing. It was then the voice rang out.

“Babacan.”

He recognized the Captain who’d chased after him, and he turned.

“I am not staying, Captain, but you can still come with me.”

“Maybe if you understood why I plan to stay, you wouldn’t be so hasty about running.”

He edged into the craft as if to continue, but his curiosity was getting the better of him. He stepped back out to talk to Woods.

“What do you have to tell me?” he demanded.

“The station may be finished, but I have a duty to perform before it falls.”

“Spell it out.”

“There is someone else aboard this station, another Krys soldier like you.”

“What of it?”

“I need to ensure he makes it out.”

“Why?” he asked, surprised he would care so much.

“Not long after you were wounded, they brought another Krys here in a bad way, much like you. He has been recovering, but unlike you, he is not yet ready to join the fight.”

“It is every man for himself now. Before long, this station and everyone aboard will be dead or captured. We must all fight to survive.”

“But this wounded Krys, he is different. I know you would fight for him.”

“Tell me why.”

“Because it is Sarik. One of your people’s most important Generals, the right-hand man to Lord Jafar himself. You owe him your allegiance.”

He was astonished. “Sarik? Sarik is here?”

“Yes, his crew couldn’t get him back to their own territory. It was too dangerous, and he was too weak. This is a sanctuary, or at least it was. Another week or two, and Sarik would have been good enough to move. I have no idea if the enemy were aware he was here or not. Maybe that is why they targeted us.”

“They target everyone,” he grunted, “Bolormaa only wants one thing, the destruction of every people that does not submit to her will.”

“Perhaps so, but why would they board us? With their weapons and ships they could have laid waste to this station without ever stepping foot aboard.”

His argument was convincing, but Babacan took another look back into the shuttle. Seeing the cockpit and the flight controls. The freedom that was within his grasp.

“Please, you know we need you,” pleaded Woods.

“No, what you need is a miracle.”

“Isn’t that the business you and Taylor and the rest of his men are in? Miracles? Or so everyone says.”

“There are no miracles.”

“Then you must be a real bad ass, so here is your chance to shine.”

“You talk like I want a medal pinned on my chest…I don’t.”

Gunfire erupted nearby, and a shot hit Woods. He staggered forward, racing towards Babacan to take cover in the shuttle as more shots landed around his feet. He hit the side of the craft hard, his arm bleeding from a wound, and Babacan checked him fast out of force of habit.

“You were lucky.”

“Lucky? I just got shot.”

“And you are still alive.”

“I won’t be alive for much longer if you won’t help.”

Again he refused. “Come with me, and we can escape together.”

“No, I am not leaving. I won’t leave without Sarik.”

Babacan couldn’t help but feel a little ashamed. A human was willing to stay and fight against seemingly impossible odds to help one of his own kin, when he would not.

Woods tried a last time. “So what’s it gonna be? You lot have a reputation for being the toughest in the Alliance. Are you gonna run from a fight now?”

Babacan groaned. There was no escape. He couldn’t get out of the situation Woods was putting him in. He bowed to the inevitable.

“All right, let’s do this.”

He hauled the Captain to his feet, and that was when they noticed the hole in the receiver of Woods’ rifle. On the one hand he was lucky the round hadn’t been a little higher or lower, as it would have killed him. However, it was little relief now when he faced the enemy with nothing but his sidearm. With a sense of foreboding, he drew it out and made it ready.

“This just keeps getting better,” he muttered, “How many are there?”

“Two, I think.”

“What kind?”

“Morohtan warriors.”

That was the last news Babacan wanted to hear, and confirmed his assessment of the situation. They were doomed.  Morohtan warriors were the toughest foot soldiers in Bolormaa’s army, four-legged creatures with a humanoid upper body. They wore thick armour and were more intelligent than most of the soldiers in Bolormaa’s armies, made up from many of the different races she had conquered. They were horribly outgunned.

He looked at Woods. “They haven’t seen me yet. Retreat to the other shuttle, and stay there,” he said.

“What are you gonna do?”

“I’ll figure something out. Go!”

Woods tossed his wrecked rifle out into the open to attract their attention and rushed for the cover of the second shuttle. Automatic gunfire drummed its eerie echo as they tracked the weapon he had thrown, and then they turned their fire on him. Shots spattered the ground behind him as they tried desperately to track his run. He didn’t return fire, there was no point. They would not bother to take cover, and he stood little chance of penetrating their armour from the front with his puny sidearm. He made a final leap for cover as a further hail of bullets hit the cockpit of the craft, and he tumbled behind the hull.

Woods breathed a sigh of relief. He was safe for the moment, but it wouldn’t last long. He was praying Babacan lived up to his reputation, the stories people told about him that made him a legend. The Krys were far stronger and more powerful than any human, and he was one of the finest of the Krys people. Woods peered around the corner of the craft. Only to see the muzzle flashes of the two enemy weapons, and he ducked back behind cover. The glass of the cockpit had shattered into thousands of pieces that cascaded over him.

Babacan paced quietly around the ship he had intended to use for his escape. He was kicking himself for not leaving when he had the chance, but he kept asking himself what would Taylor have done. He already knew the answer. Taylor would stand and fight, and more important, he wouldn’t leave a friend behind. Not ever. He didn’t know Sarik well, but well enough. Enough to know how important he was to the war effort, and Captain Woods also seemed like a good man.

Gunfire echoed around the small docking bay, and he heard the heavy footsteps of enemy soldiers closing in on Woods for the kill. He searched around for a weapon, anything he could use, and found a large wrench located in a mounting bracket on the wall. He took it down and smiled as he hefted it. The tool must have weighed almost twenty kilos. Not ideal, but it would have to do.

Woods worked his way around the shuttle to flank the two enemy warriors as they came closer, and he emerged in their rear. They were close to his position now. He pointed his pistol around the corner and fired several desperate shots. One actually impacted an enemy, a direct hit, but the shot just bounced off its thick armour. Another shot zipped past the enemy, narrowly missing Babacan’s face. Woods stopped firing and ducked back into cover, as the next salvo from the enemy hammered around his position.

Babacan took the opportunity. He leapt out, rushing towards the enemy who were oblivious to his presence, his footsteps drowned out by their own gunfire. He held the wrench in his two hands and swung it against the first creature’s back legs. Sweeping them out from under it so it collapsed on its back. He didn’t waste any time, and swung the wrench back round, smashing it down onto the soldier’s helmet. The thick, fully enclosed helmet couldn’t withstand the massive blow, and it caved in. The Morohtan died instantly.

Babacan was aware the other creature would be on him at any moment, and he was almost too late. As he turned, the barrel of the enemy’s weapon struck him so hard it threw him off his feet, and he lost his grip on the wrench. He hit the deck hard and slid two metres before coming to a halt. The enemy had its weapon trained on him now, and he could do nothing. Before the creature could open fire, several shots rang out. Woods had leapt from of cover and fired repeatedly into its back. It stumbled, and his rounds had some effect at close-range, hitting its weaker rear armour. Then it turned to face him just as his magazine ran dry.

Babacan saw the opportunity and was on his feet in no time. He grabbed the weapon dropped by the dead enemy and hauled it up to his hip. It was heavy, and still connected by ammo and power feeds to the dead creature’s suit. He squeezed the trigger and kept it held down. A dozen shots hit the enemy solder in the back and ripped through its armour. It twitched and turned as each round dug in deeper until finally Babacan released the trigger. The room was silent, until the creature crashed to the deck to lay between them.

“Woods?”

The Captain emerged from the cover he’d jumped behind when the firing started. Babacan let the weapon drop. It would be no use to them, as it was useless without the enemy’s suit it was connected to. Woods looked shocked, although he was reloading his pistol as he stepped out.

“Last one I have,” he said, slamming the magazine into the pistol.

Babacan nodded. “If we are going to do this, we need the tools to do the job.”

“Armour, weapons, we can get it all.”

“Okay, lead the way, Captain.”

“It won’t be easy.”

“Nothing in war is easy. But what choice do we have?”

 






Chapter 3

Woods darted across an intersection as gunfire spat around them. The smell of electrical fires assaulted his nostrils. He held his pistol close to prevent an enemy grabbing it as they passed many intersections, even though it would offer them little defence if they met the enemy again. He gestured for Babacan to follow him.

“We got lucky back there, didn’t we?”

“It wasn’t luck that let us win. We did it, we won.”

The situation had been a perfect setup, and they realized it was one they were unlikely to be able to repeat. They glimpsed movement ahead. An enemy warrior ran past in the distance with its gun blazing, and several more followed. They both sunk back into the cover of a support beam, hoping the enemy would not come their way. Footsteps came from another side of the junction, and they both froze. They were getting louder and coming right at them. They repositioned themselves ready to pounce on whoever or whatever it was. Woods’ heart pounded so hard in his chest it almost drowned out the approaching footsteps.

Two figures rushed past, spotted them, and stopped. They raised their weapons just as Woods did the same. Both groups froze, and Woods breathed a sigh of relief. It was a man and a woman in Marine uniforms, just like Woods.

“What’s going on here Cap?” asked the woman, “Do you know what’s happening?”

They were both young and looked inexperienced, as though they hadn’t seen a fight before. There was blood over the man’s face and shoulder, but it didn’t look like it was his own. More gunfire echoed around the station, and screams rang out as soldiers ran from the unequal combat, and others fell to the enemy.

“We’re getting cut to pieces here,” said the man.

Woods nodded in agreement. He didn’t have anything to say that would calm their nerves.

“What should we do?” asked the woman.

“We have a duty here,” he replied, “We are gonna get Sarik out.”

“Sarik? He’s probably dead by now. If the enemy came for him, they’ll have him.”

“This fight wouldn’t be on-going if that were the case,” replied Babacan.

“How would you know? Who are you?”

Woods gestured to the Krys. “This is Babacan, part of Colonel Taylor’s unit. If anyone knows how to fight this enemy, it’s him.”

It was enough to shut them up.

“This is Private Riley and Corporal Flores.” Woods pointed at the man and woman respectively.

Riley grimaced. “Yeah, nice to meet you and all, but how are we gonna make it out of this place?”

“I just told you, we are going for Sarik. That is our job.”

“To hell with our job. We have to get the hell out of here before we all die,” protested Flores.

Babacan wanted to agree with her, but he wasn’t going to contradict Woods.

“You’ve been here before, what do we do?” she asked him.

His reply was brief and blunt. “Whatever the Captain orders, he is in charge here.”

“Bullshit, you’ll get us all killed,” snapped Riley.

Babacan grabbed him by the collar of his uniform, lifted him off his feet with one hand, and smashed him against the bulkhead. It was enough to knock the wind out of him, and he was clearly as surprised at the rough treatment as the rest of them. He fought to reach the weapon slung over his chest, but Babacan locked it in place with his other hand.

“You will follow the Captain’s orders until he relieves you of your duty, or you die in battle, got it?”

Riley was shaking in terror, astonished by the massive strength Babacan had displayed.

Woods grinned. “You have never faced a Krys before, have you?”

He didn’t reply, still too stunned. Babacan gave him a hard stare. “If you think this is strength, you haven’t seen anything yet. A Morohtan warrior will tear your limbs from your body.”

“Enough, he gets it,” Woods insisted.

Babacan didn’t look satisfied, but he put him down anyway. Riley gasped for air and looked to them for sympathy, but he was disappointed. A voice roared from a nearby corridor, and it sounded more like an order than a war cry. Woods pointed to a doorway, and they slid through it as quietly as they could. Babacan didn’t like having to hide, but he had no weapon or armour. He felt naked in the face of the enemy. A strange and unusual feeling for the Krys, as they were physically more powerful than most intelligent life forms in the universe.

They hunkered down behind tables and chairs, praying if it were enemy they would wander past. Riley was shaking with fear and looked to be at breaking point. Woods didn’t blame him, but he could give them away and get them all killed if he made a noise. None of them could reach him to silence him. All they could do was wait and hope. The heavy footsteps drew nearer, and at last a figure appeared. A huge armoured creature, and it stopped and peered in through the doorway. The lighting was low, and none of them moved or made a sound.

Babacan recognized the creature instantly, and he could see Woods had come to the same conclusion. A Juggernaut, as Taylor’s men had come to call them. The most heavily armoured of the Morohtan warriors, and impervious to all but advanced heavy weapons that necessitated a powered exoskeleton to allow a human to carry them. Even then, they’d need to shoot at close-range and hit the rear armour. Otherwise, they’d just scratch the paintwork. Babacan was well aware if it came into the room and engaged them, none of them would survive.

Eventually, it moved away, and Riley let out a sigh of relief, but then they heard more footsteps, and another enemy creature strode past the open doorway. This one was not like the others. It was taller and decorated with elaborately gilded and blackened armour. It was also empty-handed, as if arrogantly assuming nothing could harm it. It also moved on, and they waited for the sound of the footsteps to fade before getting up.

“What in space was that?” Riley asked.

“One of their officers,” said Flores in horror.

“A high-ranking officer,” added Babacan.

“What the hell is he doing here?” asked Flores.

“I only wish I knew,” replied Woods.

Babacan didn’t like it. Something about this attack was suspicious, yet there was nothing he could do about it. All he could do was keep moving forward and try to survive.

He looked at Woods. “You said they are here for Sarik?”

“That is my best guess.”

Babacan felt he was not telling him everything. The Krys were a simple and straightforward people, but not stupid. Gunfire rang out nearby, and this time from Alliance weapons. Riley rushed excitedly towards the door, but Babacan grabbed hold of him and hauled him back.

“Get off me!” he protested.

Babacan struck him across the face with the back of his hand. He didn’t much like his tone, let alone his insubordinate manner. The man landed on his back with a crash, clearly stunned. They heard another burst of Alliance gunfire, but a volley of shots roared out from enemy weapons to drowned it out. Several single shots rang out, and then the guns fell silent. Listening while they could do nothing was worse than horrific, but none of them were under any illusions. Right then, survival meant hunkering down and not making a sound. Hiding from the enemy. This could not be their fight, even if they wanted it to be.

“What can we do?” Flores whispered.

Riley was back on his feet and creeping into cover. He had learnt his lesson and didn’t doubt Babacan anymore, but looked to him for answers. But Babacan deferred to Woods.

“Captain, this is your space station and your mission. What do you want of us?”

Riley looked irritated that Babacan was still not taking charge, but he didn’t dare question him a second time. He looked away, as if afraid of being struck again.

“We need a plan or we are all gonna die,” said Flores.

“The Captain has a plan,” Babacan grunted, “I suggest we let him stick to it.”

Woods grimaced. “I wouldn’t say it’s a plan. It’s just an idea.”

“Come on, you know it is more than that. You risked everything, desperate to get me to help, and you say it is all for Sarik? A Krys you probably never even met.”

“I met him, sure I did. I wouldn’t say I know him well, but I did meet him, and I know how important he is to this war effort.”

Babacan groaned, as if not entirely convinced.

“I didn’t even know he was aboard the station.”

Woods sighed. “Of course you didn’t, Private. That information is way above your pay grade.”

“All well and good,” Flores said, “But seriously, how much time do we have left? Won’t they just blow this station to hell once they have what they want?”

“Yes, they will, which means we don’t have long.”

“So let’s stop wasting time and get moving.”

Woods looked to the other two for confirmation. Although he obviously didn’t have confidence they would follow him. Why? It worried Babacan. Something wasn’t right. Something was not as it seemed.

“Let’s move.”

 






Chapter 4

Babacan carefully reached across the body of a dead marine and detached his rifle from its sling. He searched around for more magazines, found none, and went on to the next body. Woods followed, finding a weapon to replace the one he’d lost.

“What are you doing?” Flores asked.

Babacan shook his head and grunted, realising she had never been in combat before.

His reply was blunt. “They don’t need them anymore. We do.”

“But…I know that man. I used to…”

“Whatever he was is gone. Unless you want to follow him, stop complaining.”

Woods was in agreement, and they scavenged what ammunition they could find. They were not encouraged. Both realized their weapons would be of little use if they came up against the Juggernaut officer that had passed them.

“So what now?” Babacan asked him.

“We move, quickly and quietly.”

Babacan nodded. “We don’t have long. If we do not find Sarik in the next fifteen minutes, we should leave, or we will never make it out alive.”

“We’ll find him. We have to. And we’ll get him to safety.”

Riley looked sullen. “What good is throwing our lives away if we can’t save him?”

Woods frowned. “We have to keep trying.”

Then he moved off without another word. The gunfire was dying down and had faded into the distance. “They must have cleared the area,” he murmured.

“Why?” Riley asked.

“Because they have killed everyone who stood in their way and still not found what they came for, what they want,” replied Babacan.

A harsh truth, and one they had to face. The Captain led the way, but as he stepped through another doorway, he crashed into someone and fell. He landed on his back, but with his rifle aimed up and ready to fire. Babacan leapt through the opening a second later to support him, but he lowered his rifle when he found a dozen of the ship’s crew. One was an officer, and the only one among them carrying a weapon. They all shared a common expression. Terror.

“Thank God,” said the officer, a woman.

“Lieutenant Freebury?” Woods asked, barely recognising her.

She was a short black haired woman with a slight French accent. Her face was bloody where it looked as though glass had showered over her face.

“Captain Woods, what are you doing here?”

“Trying to help.”

Babacan said nothing, but he was suspicious.

“Don’t we need to keep moving?” Flores asked.

Freebury nodded. “Damn right we do. We need to get the hell out of here, right now.”

Woods was already shaking his head as he got back to his feet.

“Negative, we have a mission to complete, and we cannot deviate from it.”

“What are you talking about? Do you want to go down with the ship?”

“Liberty 3 is no ship,” he protested.

“You know what I mean. Anyone who doesn’t make it out soon will die. This station is lost.”

They looked to Woods for guidance. He was the highest-ranking officer there, but he in turn glanced at Babacan. Flores jumped in before he could speak.

“These crewmen need our help.”

He didn’t look happy, but the look on their faces was desperate, and he was stuck for words. Finally, he said, “We have a mission to do. We must go on.”

“To hell with that. It’s time to go,” Freebury snarled.

“We will help them, surely?” asked Flores.

Woods sighed as he checked the map on his pad.

“There is a diplomatic hangar not far from here. We may find something airworthy there. We’ll escort you that far, but then you are on your own.”

“What’s your problem? The battle is over. We should get away with our lives before it’s too late.”

Babacan didn’t understand it. He couldn’t believe the Captain would risk so much for an alien he barely knew. Even for a human, that sounded stupid.

Freebury spoke again. “Any of you who want to come with us, you should come now. You don’t owe anyone anything here. In fact, yeah, you do, you owe it to those who have died to get out of here and keep on living.”

Woods grimaced. “I wish we could go, but our work isn’t done.”

“What is wrong with you?”

“We are fighters, we are marines, and this is our job.”

It was obvious she didn’t believe what she was hearing.

“We have to move. We don’t have much time,” said Woods as he led them away.

They wound through several rooms, cutting across the station to reach their destination. Several times they stepped over bodies. Each room had corpses littering the deck, and they tried to ignore them as best they could. Soon they reached a hangar and found three ships stationed there. More bodies lay strewn about where others before them had tried to reach the ships to get away. There was no sign of their attackers.

“Last chance, Captain. Come with us. There is no reason to stay.”

Woods’ mind was made up, although Riley was adamant he wanted to go.

“If you want to go, do it,” he said as the others rushed to the nearest craft.

Riley at least dropped his head in shame as he walked away. Few blamed him for deserting, but Babacan did, a characteristic of the Krys that was in his blood. They were a tough people.

Half the crew had boarded the ship when gunfire rang out from across the hangar bay, and shots whistled among them. Babacan and the others were quick to return fire at two enemy soldiers. They had entered through a side door, as if they’d followed and tracked them. They were more lightly equipped than the other creatures, but faster. One sprinted for cover, but Babacan tracked him, riddling him with gunfire. To his relief, several of the bullets penetrated and the creature went down. The other raced for cover, but a burst from Riley struck it in the face before it could reach safety.

The body dropped to the ground, and as the echo of the gunfire died down, it was replaced by the groans and screams of the wounded. Three of the crewmen had been hit. One was dead, and the other two wounded, including the Lieutenant. They helped her to her feet, and she aimed her pistol towards the enemy fallen as if about to add her weight of fire. She was dazed and losing a lot of blood, but she held her fire, awaiting orders.

“Get out now, go!” Woods yelled.

“Thank you.”

Her voice was weak as they carried her aboard. Riley looked lost in his own personal guilt, but there could have been any number of reasons why. He stopped, as if waiting. Flores waited, too.

“If you want to go with them, go.”

But when Riley looked into the Captain’s eyes, his expression appeared to change. To become something more composed. More determined. Angry.

“We have a job to do. Let’s do it.”

Flores nodded. She was in.

Woods smiled. “All right, then. There’s probably a hundred or more enemy between us and our target. We need to move fast, and move smart.”

They watched the shuttle’s engines power up, and it lifted off the deck.

“What you did, getting them out, that was noble,” said Flores.

“Hard to feel good about it when we have not completed our mission.”

“And what is that?” Babacan asked.

“I told you.”

“But you wouldn’t risk all this just for Sarik, would you?”

Woods refused to say another word and tried to brush it aside. They were all now aware something suspicious was going on, but they had no choice but to trust him. And trust he knew what he was doing. Riley looked more eager than any of them, as if he had gotten his first taste for combat, and had started to enjoy it. They ducked and weaved through different rooms, wading through the heaps of dead bodies. It seemed none were left alive, until they heard noise ahead. Woods reached into a gap in the buttress of a nondescript wall, a concealed place invisible to anyone who didn’t know it was there. The wall slid open to reveal a hidden door.

“Come on,” he said.

They rushed inside, and the door shut quickly before the enemy came upon them.

“What the hell is this place? I have never seen it before.”

He gave Flores a grave look. “Some things are military secrets, on a need to know basis.”

“But this isn’t a military station, it is a medical one.”

“Get real, Corporal. We’re at war. Every planet, every station, every colony, they are all part of the war effort.”

Babacan nodded in understanding. “You’re saying there’s more to this mission than just Sarik, is that right?”

Woods shrugged and kept going, but they all saw Babacan was right.

“Don’t walk away from me,” he growled.

Woods carried on.  “We don’t have time for this.”

Babacan caught up and spun him around. “Trust is something Colonel Taylor believes in more than anything else. It is the reason he keeps our unit together, and the reason we continue to fight and die for him, and he for us.”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Bullshit,” Riley said, “Come on, Captain, we’ve come this far with you.”

Babacan gripped him tighter to stop him walking away. Intimidating Woods, who flinched, but he released his grip. Trust went both ways.

“Tell us what we are fighting for,” he insisted.

“You really want to know?”

“If we are risking all our lives for it, yes. We could have got on that shuttle and ridden away with ease,” said Riley.

“And go where? The Alliance is losing this war, and nothing short of a miracle is going to save us.”

“What is it you are not telling us?” Flores asked, “What was going on here that you are so desperate to protect?”

Woods look worried, but he didn’t reply.

“Sarik was never here, was he?”

He sighed. “Sure he was. He was recovering on this station just like I said, but he left several days ago.”

“Then why lie to us?”

“Because you wouldn’t have come with me if I hadn’t, would you? And I couldn’t do this without you.”

“Do what?” asked Flores.

“Save a new and powerful weapons technology the Alliance has been developing. This could be a real game changer.”

“A weapon, are you kidding me?” Riley screamed.

Nobody cared for the Captain’s rank anymore. They were furious, but Babacan stayed silent. Thinking.

“This weapon could revolutionise infantry combat.” Woods told them, “You have seen what it’s like out there. You more than anyone, because you’re still alive.”

Babacan held up the puny rifle. “We already have better than this.”

“Yes, but it isn’t enough, is it? I have seen the reports. Even your finest Reitech rifles just aren’t touching those Juggernauts, and the enemy armour is getting even tougher. This is an arms race, and we are losing. Aboard this station is a weapon that could give the ordinary fighting men and women of the Alliance a real chance. A chance not only to survive, but to win.”

“Why haven’t we heard about this before?”

“What part of top secret did you not get, Private Riley?”

“So this is what we are risking everything for?” Flores muttered.

“We need all the chances we can get. If this weapon can really make a difference, then it is worth fighting for.”

“And is it worth dying for?” Riley asked.

“You’re damn right it is,” he spat, “I would have thought that much was obvious. Don’t you think I wanted to get on one of those shuttles, as well? Twice I have had a chance to get away from this hell, but there are more important things than you or me. This is a risk worth taking, so what’s it gonna be? Do we go on?”

“Let’s get what we came for,” Babacan replied firmly.

Riley snarled, “This was supposed to be a rescue operation. I mean, I didn’t mind staying to help, but…”

“And it is.”

“What do you say?” Babacan asked Flores.

She sighed. “If this can give us a fighting chance, then I say we do it.”

Riley groaned, three against one. He had no other option.

“All right, this is crazy, but all right. I’m in.”

“Let’s do this.” Woods typed in a code to a keypad. A door slid open, and they walked through into a well-lit research lab. There were no bodies in sight, alive or dead, but equipment in abundance.

“Hell, yeah!” Riley said, “This is really something.”

 






Chapter 5

Babacan went straight to the rack of armour, to the exoskeleton powered armoured suits that were standard equipment in his unit. There were five of the type made for humans, and three for the Krys, a welcome relief and something he hadn’t expected. The suit clamped around his body, and he stepped back into the room with a smile on his face. Racks of Reitech rifles were nearby, as well as Assegais, a short, thrusting close-combat weapon able to pierce almost any thickness of armour. The best equipment available at the time.

Riley and Flores jumped into the other suits and moved around in them. They were like kids at Christmas. They’d obviously never known such power, but Woods was mesmerised by a single item. It was floating in mid-air above a stand in the centre of the room. Disassembled weapons and parts were everywhere, and even a small firing range at the side.

Riley looked at the range. “How can they use this?”

“This facility is sealed and extensively soundproofed. Weapon tests were carried out daily without a single soul knowing, other than the few involved.”

Woods placed his hands on the weapon. It was smaller than the Reitech rifles, and the magazine fitted at the back of the stock, in a bullpup configuration. The muzzle was wide, far wider than any rifle they had seen before.

“How does it even work?” Flores was loading a Reitech weapon, but gazing at the novel weapon.

“It is called the Liberator A16. Believe me, it’s a work of pure genius.”

“I read you, but how does it work?”

“If I had the answer, I wouldn’t be in this job, would I?” he asked, dropping the empty magazine and loading a replacement.

“If nobody knows about this place, and it’s sealed, why don’t we just stay put and wait this out?” Riley asked.

“Because they’re gonna blow this place to hell, idiot,” snapped Flores.

Woods went to a console nearby and opened a drive in the panel. They were all surprised to see solid-state data cassettes.

“Everything in this room runs in isolation from the systems of the station. Nothing is networked, so there can never be a risk of information being discovered or stolen.”

“Except when you take the whole station,” said Flores.

He nodded. “You can only go so far with security.”

“Yeah, like not putting top secret weapons technology at the heart of a medical facility.”

“You don’t like it? Well, tough. This isn’t a nice war. Neither is it a clean war. It’s as bad as it gets, and we can’t afford to play nice.”

A large mechanism suddenly whirred into action, and the doors at the far end of the room began to open.

“What did you do?”

Woods was desperately flicking through screens on the console.

“It wasn’t me, Corporal. This shouldn’t be happening.”

“Weapons are hot, whatever comes through that door we stand and fight,” said Babacan.

The first door was already open, but they could see several more layers. Woods realised it was futile to waste any more time. He slipped the drive from the computer into his webbing, as well as all the magazines he could fit.

“That thing even work?”

“In the lab, sure, but it’s never been field tested.”

“No time like the now,” she replied with a smile.

It was easier to make light of it. They had accepted they were probably going to die, but at least now they could fight back, and actually have a chance of killing something.

“Whatever happens, somebody has to get out with the drive and this weapon, do you hear me?” Woods asked.

“Yeah.”

“Did you hear me?”

“Yeah, we heard you, okay!”

“Nothing matters but this technology. Nothing. We do whatever it takes to guard it, no matter what it costs.”

“No matter what it costs,” repeated Babacan sternly.

“Okay, we aren’t hiding anymore. Let’s give these bastards hell!”

Woods turned a selector on the side of the weapon. A pulsating sound emerged, as though a huge power source had activated inside the weapon. The barrel began to glow green.

“Talk to me, what is that thing?”

He didn’t get a chance to reply to Riley. The last door slid open, and a dozen Morohtan warriors were standing there. They didn’t look surprised or shocked, nor even worried. They were cold and relentless warriors.

“Have a taste of this,” snarled Woods.

He fired the weapon. The recoil was brutal, and he held on tight as a small shock wave erupted from the muzzle. A pulse of green energy burst from the barrel and struck the nearest enemy soldier. Smoke filled the room, and the vibrant light almost blinded them. For a brief moment nobody said anything or opened fire. They were too stunned by the experience. As the smoke began to clear, they could see a hole the size of a football had blasted through the enemy soldier, and it had taken the left arm off the one behind it. The creature slumped lifelessly to the ground. A loud whirring sound came from the Liberator, as if it were charging up and regaining power.

The enemy had not moved, held in awe by the phenomenal power of the weapon. Woods selected his next target and squeezed the trigger, but the weapon hissed as if it had overheated, and nothing emerged from the barrel. Babacan reacted first and opened fire on the enemy. He cut one creature down with his initial shots, and the rest of them joined in. Gunfire zipped back and forth over the counters, forcing them to take cover, but not Babacan. He had used this equipment before, and his approach to combat was very different. He activated the energy field on his arm, and a semi-translucent oval shield sprung up to protect him as he advanced on the enemy. He kept on firing.

Woods reached for a Reitech rifle, leaving the Liberator beside him. He slammed in a magazine and joined the fight. They cut down three more creatures as Babacan closed the distance to the enemy. They were appalled as he went in close. His magazine emptied, but he would not stop. He dropped the rifle and drew his Assegai. Several shots hit his shield, but the structure held. He beat an enemy weapon aside and drove his Assegai into his assailant’s body. The wounded creature tried to grapple with him, but with his shield hand, he snapped its lead arm at the joint and thrust his blade into its throat.

His performance was a personal and graphic display of his martial prowess, and a sight of combat of which the others were unaccustomed. Despite their surprise, the Morohtans reloaded and kept firing as he moved to his next victim. Babacan had an elite reputation, and among the fighters in the Alliance most considered him the best. Now both enemies and allies began to understand why. Seemingly fearless, yet ruthless in his execution.

He ducked under another weapon and thrust deep into the enemy’s stomach before casting it aside. Another drew a blade and rushed at him, but he raised the lower bezel of his shield and thrust it into the beast’s throat, crushing its windpipe. He hammered his blade into the joint of the leg of another and prised it off, then pushed the blade in a brutal upsweep to the soldier’s jaw. The tip penetrated to its brain. The Assegai was among the most powerful weapons an Alliance soldier could carry. Although with such short range it took immense courage to use it, let alone use it effectively.

A volley rang out from the three Alliance soldiers behind him, cutting down the last of the Morohtan enemy. They were all dead, and they now possessed knowledge that was vitally important. They could at last face the enemy head on and beat them. The power and protection of the suits, as well as the weapons the suits enabled them to wield, gave them a fighting chance at last.

“Well, damn!” Riley cried out.

Woods ignored him. “Move it. We don’t have any time to waste!”

He rushed to the doorway where their vanquished foes lay, already reloading his rifle, as was Babacan. They stepped out into the corridor and found it empty, with no sign of the enemy. They ran on with Woods in the lead. It was now clear he knew where he was going, giving them some faith that they might yet make it out. But as the corridor opened into a dome-shaped communal area, they froze. Before them stood the Juggernaut and the enemy officer they had seen before.

“What do we do, Captain?” Riley asked.

“Fight them! Kill them all!”

Woods lifted the Liberator as the two enemies rushed at them. He squeezed the trigger, and once more the high-tech weapon fired up. A shock wave hurtled across the room, blasting a hole through the lower torso of the Juggernaut. It didn’t exit the back, testament to the thickness of their armour, but the round had penetrated the armour at its thickest point.

The Juggernaut folded as if struck in the guts by a freight train. It started to stumble, but the other creature, the officer, didn’t stop coming forward. Babacan opened fire, but his rounds merely bounced off the creature’s elaborate armour. He’d have to resort to his Assegai once more and drew the weapon, but he was too slow. The Morohtan officer struck him a massive blow, launching him across the room and through an open doorway. His Assegai fell from his hands, and before he could get back on his feet, the creature picked it up and slammed it into the door mechanism. The door shut and sealed, locked closed. He hit the portal with all his force, but he couldn’t make it budge. Babacan let out a roar of anger and sprinted around the room, searching for a way back.

Woods had already dropped the Liberator. Whatever was wrong with it, the weapon overheated after every shot. Without doubt, it wasn’t ready yet to go into service. In desperation, he reached for his rifle and fired from the hip. Several shots struck the enemy officer, but the creature contemptuously kicked the rifle out of his hands. The sling connecting the weapon to his armour snapped, and it flew across the room. Woods drew his Assegai and activated his shield, but he had never fought with such weapons before. Behind him, he noticed Flores was searching for a clear shot.

“Say out of my line of sight!”

That attracted the attention of the creature, and it kicked powerfully with one of its back legs. The blow threw her several metres across the room to crash into a wall, and she collapsed unconscious. Riley’s expression registered his shock, but a moment later shock turned to rage as he found the resolve to fight. He held his rifle in his left hand. The powered suit supported it with ease, and he drew his Assegai with his right. As he did so, the creature threw the Captain to the ground, and it stamped down on him, pinning him to the floor. Riley opened fire on full auto as he ran forward. The magazine emptied. He threw the weapon aside and thrust his Assegai into the creature’s front left leg that was pinning the Captain down.

The blade struck deep, but the creature responded by taking hold of Riley and hurling him aside, thrusting down with the talons of one of its legs. The blow struck Riley’s left arm and penetrated deeply. He howled in pain, but the creature hadn’t finished with him. It drew a large, straight blade, and in two hands thrust it down into his chest. The blow punched through Riley’s armour, and he squirmed, coughing out blood as he lay pinned to the ground.

The fight had given Woods just enough time to get back on his feet, and then a door opened on the far side of the room. Babacan appeared, empty-handed, but Flores was approaching him and shouting for him to help.

“Come on! We need you to help us kill it, before it kills us all.”

Brave words, but they weren’t under any illusions. They could not beat this creature, which was no ordinary enemy, but the closest to a Morohtan Prince Babacan and Woods had ever faced. The Captain holstered his weapon and ran towards the fight. He unsnapped the sling of the Liberator and snatched out the drive from his webbing. The creature rushed at him, and Babacan could see what was about to happen. He grabbed Flores and threw her to safety through the doorway he had just come through.

“What are you doing?” she screamed.

The creature was closing on Woods fast, too fast. It thrust one of its front legs into his body, penetrating the shoulder and passing into his chest. The tips of its talons were like sharpened steel. He gasped for air as the blow punctured his lung, and the other talon pierced him a second later.

“No!” Flores screamed again.

The Morohtan stopped dead, holding its enemy pinned. Seconds later, a burst of gunfire rang out, strafing the creature’s back, and forcing it to drop the Captain. It swung back to face the new threat, squirming as blood splattered from the fresh wounds. Whatever was striking it had done serious damage. They saw him then. Riley was on his knees, weapon in hand, still firing even though he could be no more than seconds from death.

“Kill it!” he screamed with all the failing energy he could muster.

The angry creature stormed towards him, and they sensed it was their opportunity. Babacan rushed in and hauled the Captain through the door just as the beast reached Riley. He hit the door mechanism, and the huge blast door sealed shut behind them. It had no windows, and that was the last they saw of their brave friend.

Flores’ voice was flat, yet tinged with sadness for the loss of Riley. “How long until that thing finds a way around it?”

“A long time,” spluttered Woods.

“We have to get you out of here,” she insisted.

He was coughing up blood as the two of them hauled him onto their shoulders, yet still with enough energy to guide them to a nearby craft. It was a shuttle much like the one Babacan had first wanted to escape in. They placed him carefully inside and locked the doors. Babacan went to the flight controls.

“It’s going to be okay. We did it,” Flores said, kneeling beside the Captain.

Blood poured from his wounds. He was coughing up blood and barely able to breathe. He nodded an acknowledgement and reached for her hand, but failed to find it. She offered it to him, and he put the drive in it, wet with his own blood.

“Yes, we did. We did it.”

“Don’t worry. You are going to be okay.” She began to cry.

The engines fired up, and they lifted off. Babacan wasn’t wasting any time. They soared out of the station, heading towards the enemy fleet, but seconds later he made the jump. After he’d completed the manoeuvre, he leapt out of his seat and rushed to the Captain. As he knelt beside him, he realised it was too late, he was already gone. Flores stared at him in despair.

“We lost... we lost him.”

“Yes, we did, but we didn’t lose the battle.” Babacan picked up the Liberator A16 from the dead Captain’s lap, “And we aren’t going to lose this war.”

“Didn’t we? What do we have left? Is there anything we can take out of this?”

She put the drive into Babacan’s hands. He looked down at it.

“There is something. Now we have hope.”
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Science Officer Log: SalvationOne

Entry: 439

I don’t give a crap anymore…

Log that.

-End Log-

***

Nearly six months – well, five months, twenty-three days, ten hours, give or take – and I am still here. I look at the time display on the wall. Oh wait, eleven hours now. Great.

Today’s dinner is ration pack B256 – cheese lasagna. Dried, fake cheese. Low sodium. Enough to survive, I guess. My taste buds died of boredom months ago. I guess it’s better than irradiated vegetables from the quarantined hydroponics bay. The system still provides the plants water, which annoys me to no end. How dumb is it that an advanced AI computer system would shut off eighty percent of the ship due to ionized radiation exposure, but not disable water and power systems there? Luckily, my lab has a separate and dedicated H2O system.

Would be fun to see the mutant plants that might have developed though. Maybe I have a new, floral shipmate wandering around.

I’m left with level 1 sleeping quarters, storage room B, and my research lab. A few hours in the rec room would’ve made the last few months bearable, but no. I have four cook books, board games that require more than one player, and three tablets with broken screens. A bounty of excitement. If I had access to engineering, I could fix the shattered devices in ten minutes. It’s like prison with no chance of parole.

“Computer?” I grit out through my teeth.

“Yes, Officer Morrow?” a female voice responds. She sounds slightly better than an automated attendant.

“How about you check the radiation levels for me?”

“Sure.” She pauses. “Radiation levels at critical. No new breaches.”

“Computer, can you take me back to earth now?”

Not sensing my sarcastic tone, she replies, “Earth is unsustainable for future human life. Our mission objective prevents me from altering course. Humanity’s chance for survival relies on the success of our—”

“Super. Thanks,” I interrupt. “Computer, play Captain North’s last log entry on screen two.”

The communications display brightens and expands out from the wall from each side. I’ve tried to get this thing to do more than log and play video entries, but it’s beyond my skill set.

An older woman with a short, grey haircut pops onto the display, her collar unfastened at her throat. A solemn look fills her tired face.

“This is my final entry. From what I can tell, the rest of the crew is dead. It’s been twenty days since the solar flare forced the computer to quarantine parts of the ship. No one has attempted to contact me for a week. My body is breaking down. We have failed our mission. My hope is the S1 will maintain its course and someone will discover us. The ships protocols will still function. We are an unmanned lifeboat now. Please tell my family I love them. North out.”

I’m not sure why I watch that video log. It only depresses me more, but I think some flickering sense of duty is trying to hold on. Captain North was a great person. I respected her, but she was wrong.

The whole crew is not dead.

I’m not dead.

The solar flare disabled my commlink to the rest of the ship. Sealed off before the radiation hit, I’ve only been able to view recorded crew logs. Each one gets harder and harder to watch as they slowly wither away from radiation poisoning. One by one, I replayed their final mission logs. Their bodies are broken down, the life stripped from their dulling faces. Some handled it better than others. I’m not sure how I would’ve handled it, but watching everyone slowly die has not been great either.

Keeping busy is all I can do to keep my mind off my dwindling rations. With each day that passes, we are thousands of miles further from Earth. Every mile is one step closer to my death. I’ve calculated that I have forty-nine days left of food at limited caloric intake levels. Just when I was getting used to our ship-grown, plant-based protein sources, it was ripped from me by the damn radiation. Today, I plan to analyze our latest deep space scans. None of them have shown any signs of organic compounds from any of the nearest star systems.

“Computer?”

“Yes, Officer Morrow?” she replies quickly.

“Have you processed today’s data from the DSS?”

“Analysis shows zero signs of organic compounds from system G-1234.”

“This is just stupid… stupid.” I slam my fists down on the workstation, my head dropping.

A rapid cascade of beeps floods out of the comm. “Excuse me Officer Morrow, a priority signal has pinged us from an unknown location. I must attend to this.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I pop my head up and step back a few steps. “What does that mean?”

“I am sorry sir. You do not have the clearance level for this protocol.”

“What the,” I snarl. “I’m the most senior officer left on this ship. Fill me in, now.”

Nothing but silence fills the room as I stare up at the ceiling. My heart races.

“Hello? Computer?” I call out.

A low tone pulses from the comm system, filling the silence. Nothing. My mind’s blank. I can’t recall what this specific alert tone signifies. The alarm intensifies, echoing off the hull walls now. I cringe, covering my ears. It’s hard to think.

“Computer, what’s going on?”

I can barely hear my own voice. The ship rattles. The gravity lock glitches, lifting me up a few inches. I’m yanked down again as it quickly re-engages. I stumble, grabbing a handle on the workbench to brace myself. The Ion drive has reversed, killing all forward momentum. I rush to the sensor panel and try to analyze system statuses, but nothing is giving me data on this alert. My access is restricted even more than normal.

We’ve come to a full stop now.

“Computer?” I plead. “Please analyze radiation levels on the bridge.”

I’m hoping I can just get her to communicate with me again. I need more information and I need it now.

My breathing becomes faster. All I can do is pace the small lab as I wait. No response. She’s not taking the bait. I need to try something different.

“Computer, I think there’s a security breach in my lab. Please help.” This lie is all I can think of to re-engage comms with her.

“I do not detect any breaches from the locked hatches,” she finally responds. “Please expand on your situation.”

“Why have we stopped?” I ask.

“Access denied. You do not have clearance.”

This is impossible. How can I figure out what’s going on if she keeps treating me like a lowly ensign or the ship’s cook?

Think Len, think.

“Computer, I believe something is trying to disable life support in here. I can barely breathe.”

Another lie, but I need to do something.

“Officer Morrow, oxygen levels are normalized. Please access your medical system to run a scan on your health status. You could be…” Her voice tapers off and then there’s silence.

“Computer? Hello? Are you there? Computer?”

Something moves across the bow of the ship, projecting a shadow into the lab. I wrench my head around and rush to the port window in the back. I barely catch sight of a dark vessel floating out of my vantage point. It didn’t look like one of our salvation ships. All I saw was the smooth dark outer hull as it drifted out of sight.

I throw my body back against the hull wall just to the left of the port window. I need to think. Who or what are they?

“Computer, are you there?”

Still nothing. What if she’s been disabled by whoever’s out there? If they did that, they’re not exactly friendly.

My mind reels with what to do next. Hide. I need to hide. Mask my life signs. Maybe they haven’t detected me yet.

Searching the lab, I notice the emergency radiation suit made of Derlex material. It should block any scan…I hope. Nearly knocking over the workstation, I run to the suit hanging in the front corner of the lab and put it on faster than I’ve ever dressed before. All seals are fastened as I slip on the helmet and latch it securely. This was the only suit like this on the S1. It was meant to be a safeguard for any dangerous research that I needed to do on our mission. The crew could have survived if these suits were standard precaution for every section of the ship, but no one planned on that level of a solar flare. Their basic Rad suits didn’t stand a chance once the ship was breached.

The curved display on my wrist brightens as I activate the suit’s power. A radiation indicator flickers on in the right corner. The heat map scans close to forty yards out from me. It’s only reaching the sealed off sections I’m stuck in. Luckily, the walls of the inner hull keep me safe, but they also limit the suit’s sensors. Contained inside this suit, every deep breath sounds like Darth Vader’s in here with me. Before my death sentence on the ship I would have found that hilarious, but right now it’s only enhancing my anxiety. Time to move.

I activate the hatch panel and the door slides open, retracting into the wall. Stepping into the corridor, I turn to look down both directions. My mind’s full of mush and my nerves are on fire, increasing my heart rate. It doesn’t help that the suit keeps reminding me of that fact. Stereo warnings repeat every thirty seconds as a robotic voice counts it out.

“One sixty-eight over eighty-seven… One eighty-four over ninety-two... One ninety-four over ninety-three…”

Breathe Len, breathe.

I try my best to take in deep breaths and exhale slowly as I make my way to the storage room. The warnings continue. Fiddling with the wrist display, I thankfully find the command to turn them off. The hatch to the supply room is around the next bend.

Moving forward, a green light on the access panel on the entrance to the senior officer’s quarters catches my attention. Why isn’t it locked down? I’ve ignored this door and the red restricted access symbol flashing on its panel for so long, but the new vibrant green haze stands out so much that I can’t overlook it. Tentatively, I peer through the small hatch window. Nothing. The once-darkened hall behind the door is now well-lit, but empty. I open my mouth to call out to the computer, but quickly clamp it shut. Who knows who else is listening.

With my advanced Rad suit on, I need to take advantage of this open door. I’m not sure how long it will stay like this, but if I open it and it’s still irradiated, I will contaminate the only livable space left on the S1. I will seal my fate. Living in this suit is not possible.

My eyes shut and I press my helmet to the hatch. I can’t exist like this anymore. Alone and counting down the days till I starve to death. This is the only chance I have to recalculate my odds. Most likely I’ll be lowering them, but I have to try.

On the lower half of the access panel, I press the pulsating green button that says ‘Open’. It whooshes back. I keep my eyes shut as if I’m expecting to be knocked back by some sort of physical radiation wave. Not possible, but invisible, untouchable radiation is just as scary.

I crack my lids open and raise my hand to look at the display. The radiation detector shows green. It’s… safe?

What?

Somehow the poison that’s been lurking outside my section of the ship is gone. Not that I trust the sensor fully. I have no intention of removing this suit. And if it is safe, who could do such a thing? Fully eradicating radiation is beyond our technical ability. Someone decontaminated the ship and this suit might be the only thing keeping me hidden from them.

Hugging the corridor walls, I move past the sleeping quarters. A hard swallow tames my emotions. I know what I’ll find if I open those doors. I need to get to the bridge to see what’s really going on. The rec room is just down this next hall to the right. Once I pass that, the bridge will be up a short flight of stairs.

I run out of wall to slide against. The rec room doesn’t have doors, just a big opening. I close my eyes for a moment, building the courage to look inside. My eyes open and I exhale slowly, inching into the opening.

A slumped body rests in one of the lounge chairs facing the game console in the back. The display is still on, replaying the game’s credit scene. Illuminated by the vivid screen, a blotchy arm dangles from the side of the chair. I creep forward and peer around the back of the recliner.

Trying to cup my hand over my mouth, I slap the front of my helmet, jolting back a bit at the horror. After a moment, I lean back in to get a closer look. It’s hard to make out who it is with all the deteriorating flesh, but the embroidered patch on his jumpsuit that’s not covered in dried vomit fills me in.

It’s Lt. Masters. We didn’t talk much, but he was fearless. I have no doubt he lived out his remaining days however he wanted.

Thankfully, no one else is in here, but the room only reminds me of the horror the rest of the crew went through. Looking at organic compounds in the lab is not the same thing as seeing your fellow crewmember melted away. It wasn’t fun, that’s for sure.

I reach the stairs to the bridge. This room was off limits unless the senior officers requested me. Even then, it was nothing more than for scientific advice. Before my foot even hits the first step up the short stairwell, something muffled comes from beyond the hatch. My body takes over and I step back, retreating behind the wall. Everyone’s dead. I saw their final log entries. There’s no way anyone from the crew is still alive.

We’ve been boarded.

Friend or foe? I have no idea. No way I’m going in to say hi. I need to think of something else, figure out why they’re here. Best scenario, they could be here to save me. The worst? They’ll kill me and take the ship. I just don’t know. Engineering is where I need to be. I’ll have more access to the ship’s systems there.

Slow but deliberate steps lead me away from the corridor. Heading back toward the officer’s quarters, I realize I’ll need an access key to get where I need to go. For that, I’ll have to go into the captain’s personal quarters.

At the end of the hall, Cabin 1 reads across the hatch. Captain North’s quarters. Walking up, I take a deep breath and press to open the door. A quick clanking rattle sounds before the door slides in. There was no need for North to lock herself in. She was cut off from everyone.

Radiation levels are normal in this room, too. Looks like whoever’s in the bridge cleaned the whole ship.

Guilt floods my mind, eventually finding its way to my chest. I survived. There must be a point to all of this. Living only to be taken by hostel beings now seems meaningless.

North’s stiff body lies curled up on the bed, agony frozen on her face. Most of her hair has fallen out and the blistering welts have overtaken her exposed skin. The operations key is wrapped around her frail wrist. The curved, small device gives her access to the entire ship. A captain is required to put this in their safe at the end of their shift, but I don’t think she worried too much about it in her final days. I don’t need to hack into her safe, but I do have to pry it from her dead body. Pausing for a moment, I stare at her. North would want me to take it. Still, it feels invasive.

Slowly, I walk up to her bed, breathing deeply. I take her forearm and carefully raise it up. Her irradiated flesh peels back, hanging on, but barely. With my free hand, I unlatch the clasp on the underside of the device. It comes off with ease. I gently rest her arm back down at her side. Grabbing the covers on the bed, I pull them over her.

“Thank you, Ma’am,” I mutter under my breath.

It’s time to move. Exiting North’s quarters, I shake my head to jog my memory, my eyes moving back and forth. It’s been close to a year since the last training exercise had me working in engineering. The path gradually returns to my mind. Back of the ship, lower level, past the med-bay.

I run from corridor to corridor. My heavy breathing drowns out my nerves. Down the aft stairs, I come to a sealed hatch with ‘Engineering’ etched into the metal door. I pull out North’s key from my side pocket and press it up against the digital display to the left of the door. A beep followed by a clank sounds from inside the wall as the door releases and slides open. Inside, lights flicker on, brightening the large room.

Stepping in, I glance over the entire room. I put the key back in my pocket and zip it up. System displays cover the wall on each side with cockpit-like chairs facing each one. Luckily, no bodies are in here. I desperately want to remove this suit. While it’s fairly formfitting, it’s still stuffy and uncomfortable.

I plop down in the center seat to the right. The chair’s spring-loaded suspension drops down a bit before raising me back up. Okay, think. I need to listen in on the bridge without alerting whoever’s up there. There’s a commlink station at every post in the bridge. If I can just open one of those channels…

I navigate to the comm screen on the display and locate the bridge channels. This isn’t going as easily as I’d hoped. If I open any of these, there will be an activation sound at the post that will alert anyone to it.

“Officer Morrow.” The computer’s voice startles me. “Please explain why you are accessing comm channels for the bridge. You are not authorized to use engineering systems.”

“You’re back!” I spin in my chair and look up. “What happened?”

“Sir, you are not authorized to be in this room, or to access those systems. I must lock you out and activate security measures.”

“Wait, wait, I’m acting captain now.” With one arm raised, I reach into my pocket and pull out the operations key, lifting it into the air. “Captain North granted me access to her key.”

A lie, but an important one.

“The captain never entered the authorization into my logs,” she says. “You are operating against ship’s protocols.”

My brow furrows. I need to think of something or she’ll lock me out and probably tip off our guests to me.

Then it comes to me.

“Hold on,” I blurt out. “As the top level science officer on this vessel, I determined Captain North’s health to be critical. Based on protocol F256, a captain’s key can be repossessed until a senior officer can take over as acting captain. I have been unable to locate a senior officer, so I am captain. For now.”

“A ship-wide scan has determined there are no active officers on board,” she says. “Life signs confirm this as well. How can I assist you Captain?”

I can’t believe that worked. I’m the captain without a crew. I wasn’t promoted, I took it, but I still have full access to the ship now. It’s time to take hold of the situation and regain control.

“Computer, lock access to your program. Only I have access.”

“Yes sir,” she replies. “Access to my program has been restricted.”

“Computer, how did you know I was in here? Did you read my life signs?”

“Your suit has a tracking system in place. I am able to monitor your location. It is a safety procedure during emergencies.”

“Does that mean the bridge was informed of my location?” I ask.

“No. This is a passive monitoring protocol that is performed on all active suits.”

“Ok good.”

That way they probably don’t know I’m here still.

“Computer, I need you to open one of the back station channels on the bridge, but disable any sound alerts from the comm.”

“Operations comm open,” she says. “One-way listening only.”

It’s silent. Did I imagine those voices I heard? They could be investigating the ship. I stand and rest my elbows on the back of the chair, deciding I’d better move and find a place to hide. Before I have a chance to take a step, I hear a woman’s voice from the bridge. I straighten up, my body tense.

“If the vessel is abandoned, we should destroy it and move on,” an ethereal voice says. “Your orders, Theena?”

My mouth drops open. They must be human. They speak English, they have to be, but how did they get here? I don’t understand why they’re discussing destroying the S1 either. This isn’t making sense.

“Myra,” a woman with a more commanding voice says, “we didn’t travel to this sector to just destroy a lifeless vessel. All advanced life poses a threat to our kind.”

“What do you recommend?” Myra asks.

“We need to find this species’ origin planet. They are humanoid, and do share the historical language.”

Wait… they’re not human? I don’t understand. How do they speak our language then?

I pace the metal floor of the engineering room. A cool wave floods my body as fear draws the blood from my limbs.

“We are unable to access the computer’s AI,” a third female voice says. “I did find analog star charts, though.”

“That is all we need,” Theena replies. “We will go to their home world and eliminate them before they become a threat to the quadrant. They’ve already begun traveling beyond their solar system. We cannot allow this.”

This is not good. Not good at all.

“Computer?” I frantically call out. “What have your scans found out about these things?”

“My initial scans did not detect their life signs before system protocols shut me down, but I was able to gather data on their space craft.”

“Ok… Ok, that’s something,” I say. “What’s the ship’s tactical capabilities?”

“The vessel’s hull is comprised of several metals, as well as some unknown compounds. There appears to be four cannons as well as two missile bays. Weapon types unknown.”

“Can our plasma defenses take it down?” I plead.

“Their vessel doesn’t appear to have any shielding activated. There is a 74% chance our cannons will critically disable them.”

My mind races with the options. They’re hostel, but who are they? The S1 has been vented of all radiation. The ship is livable now, and I can continue North’s mission. I’ll be alone, but I will have a purpose again.

None of this matters if I don’t take care of this threat.

“Myra, inform the Daughters that we will be returning to the Kyoria,” Theena’s voice echoes through the open comm. “We have no use for this crude vessel. Prepare to destroy it once we’ve returned.”

“Perfect,” Myra replies.

I don’t have time to figure out who they—what they are. Their ship needs to be destroyed before they board it.

“Computer?” I call out. “Seal the bridge and ready the plasma cannons.”

“Bridge has been locked down. Plasma cannons ready.”

With my eyes shut, I breathe in deeply and exhale the doubt from my core. “Open fire.”

The ship rattles as the weapons discharge. I grab the chair to steady myself and drop down into it. Touching the display before me, I activate the forward cameras, giving me a front row seat to the action. Their ship rips apart as the energy of the explosion hits the S1. A steady rumble vibrates through the floor under my feet. A cool blue burst of light severs their craft in half before a cascade of new explosions ripple from its hull. There’s nothing left of it.

Now I have to figure out how to deal with these so-called Daughters still on my ship.

“Computer, can we shut off life support to the bridge?”

The harsh words make me cringe.

“I am sorry, Sir. Life support systems cannot be disabled for the bridge. Critical sections of the SalvationOne have emergency protocols in place to prevent catastrophic failures. There are several backup systems in place.”

Well, that just made things a lot harder. I jump to my feet once again and turn to find the weapons locker near the door. Rushing to it, I use North’s key to open the digital lock. The metal hatch pops open. Pulling it fully open, I find three plasma rifles lined up on a rack inside. Placing the key on the ledge, I grab a weapon and check to see if it’s charged. A green light indicator shows a full charge. These thicker gloves make holding the weapon difficult. I nearly drop it, fumbling it in my hands. I think it’s time to get out of this stuffy Rad outfit.

I rest the weapon down on the nearest chair and find the latches on the helmet. Pausing for a moment, I decide I have no choice. The open seal hisses as air rushes out from the glass mask. My heart pounds in my chest. I don’t fully trust the radiation-free indicator, but I have to act now. The suit slides down as I step out of it. I’m exposed now, leaving the suit on the ground as I pick up the rifle, but at least I can freely move again. My mind plays tricks on me. I can swear the air tastes different, but I need to push these thoughts out of my head. The rifle is firm in my grasp as I head to the exit. I clasp the key onto my wrist, adjusting the fit.

The engineering hatch slides back and I take a cautious step out. Something flashes before my eyes, but there’s no time to react. A heavy hit to my chest throws me back, sliding across the engineering floor. The rifle flies from my hands, skittering just out of my reach. Out of the shadows of the open entry, two figures emerge. The first woman is pointing a pistol at me. Her nearly-black flowing hair curls down to her waist. A tight, black body suit hugs her defined curves. She’s fit, and the dark around her eyes gives her an intimidating gaze. Out from behind her, the second woman struts in. Tall with nearly white blonde hair and wearing the same outfit, she’s beautiful, and just as fierce looking. I turn to look at my rifle when the first woman shakes her head and steps closer to me. Sitting up, I show my hands to them and stay put.

“You destroyed my ship,” the blonde woman says. “I can’t believe you did that. You have no idea what you’ve done.”

“You boarded my ship,” I snarl. “I had no choice. You have no right to be here.”

“Myra, bring him to the bridge.” She raises an eyebrow at me. “This human and I need to have a talk.”

“I locked the bridge. How did you get out?”

Myra scoffs. “Your primitive systems are pathetic.”

Grabbing under my arm, Myra effortlessly lifts me to my feet. She pushes me with just her fingertips, forcing me to the hatch opening. How is she so strong?

I look to the blonde woman. “You must be Theena?”

Her brow tightens, arms folding over her chest. “So, you were listening in on us. Smart for such a simple species. Your actions make a little more sense now.”

“Why can’t I kill him?” Myra asks Theena. “He destroyed our home. He needs to pay.”

“Oh, he will suffer for his actions, but we need him alive for now.”

They force me into the hall, Myra’s pistol jabbing into my back as we move. A trickle of sweat falls from my brow, my nerves running free. As we walk, I figure out why they haven’t killed me. They’re not human. They can’t control the S1. The computer will only give a member of the crew control of the ship. If I’m dead, the ship will take over and return to the original mission.

We reach the short flight of stairs leading up to the bridge. Theena turns to Myra before we head up. “Once we secure him, have Seroa and Evyce gather the rotting bodies into the holding dock. Start with that one.” She points to Lt. Masters in the rec room.

Myra nods.

Myra and Theena each force a forearm under my arms. I tense up. We all lift off the ground, gliding up the flight of stairs to the top landing. My eyes widen as I kick my dangling legs, trying to touch the floor. “What the— How are you doing this?” I shout.

“There’s lots we can do that your primitive body cannot,” Myra says.

Maybe they’re a human experiment gone wrong. I try to wrap my mind around all the questions these beings present, but how they got here doesn’t make any sense. Whoever they are, I can’t let them use me to get to Earth.

“What makes you think I’ll help you with anything?” I ask, my feet now back on the ground. We stand in front of the bridge’s hatch.

“You will do what we say,” Theena says, “or we’ll kill your entire bloodline on Earth.”

My son’s face pops into my mind. I left him so he might have a chance at a better future.

“I don’t have family,” I lie.

The bridge door whooshes back and we walk in. Three more female, human-looking beings mull about.

“Oh, Len Morrow,” Theena says, a grin filling her face. “You might have locked out navigation and critical systems, but we had no trouble accessing crew records when we boarded this vessel.”

Myra takes me to one of the bridge chairs off to the side. She forces me to sit. “I suggest you don’t move, or I will fuse your limbs to the metal arms of that chair.”

I stay put. There’s nothing I can do with all these freaks watching me.

“If I don’t help you, no one gets to Earth,” I say. “I destroyed your ship. My family is safe.”

“Don’t misunderstand my words.” Theena leans over me. “You will die for destroying our vessel. But first you will help us gain control of this archaic ship. If not, we will kill Kyle, as well as every blood tie you have on that dying planet.”

“That sounds like an awesome deal for me, but I’ll pass. Without me, you have nothing.”

Theena leans back and stands tall. “I was giving you a chance to do this on your own. We’ve dealt with your species before. You’re cruel and unevolved, but very easily persuaded. I am offering you the chance to see your son one last time before we cleanse your planet. You’re a failed species. You’ve had your chance.”

I raise my head, narrowing my gaze onto her eyes. “Sorry, I’m stubborn. Go to hell.”

Theena lunges at me, her strong fingers clutching around my neck. I latch on to her wrists with my hands. She lifts me out of the chair and holds me as high as her reach will go. She tightens her grip, cutting off my breathing. My mouth flies open as I hopelessly try to swallow air.

“Your human notion of hell doesn’t exist,” Theena snarls. “But the one I can create for you does. The computer needs a human life sign on board, but barely alive will work too.”

She tosses me back into the chair. The seat nearly drops to the floor before springing back up. My lower back stings from the impact. I wince in pain, trying to catch my breath.

“Myra, paralyze him.”

I crane my neck to look at Myra as she struts over toward me. Her head’s down, a sinister grin plastered on her face. I fall out of the chair, looking for an escape. She grabs my leg and pins it down. She raises her fist and slams it into my back. A ripple of intense pain floods from my spine throughout my body. My eyes roll back and everything goes dark.

***

“Wake up human,” a voice says, barely cutting through the fog in my mind.

My eyes refuse to open. A dryness in my throat prevents me from saying anything.

“I said wake up,” the voice snarls.

This time my eyes flicker open. The intensity of the light above me is unbearable. I try to move my arm to cover my eyes, but nothing happens. I must be strapped down. Squinting, I tilt my head to the side to see a shadowy figure emerge from a few feet away. It’s Myra.

“There you are,” she says, a fake smile forced on her face.

“What happened?” The words barely escape from my lips. “Why can’t I move?”

“Oh, you don’t remember?”

The moment she says it, a vision of her raising her fist at me bursts before my mind.

“You broke my back.” I try as hard as possible to move, but nothing happens. I’m trapped in my body.

Swallowing deeply brings a bit a moisture to my scratchy throat. I scan over my surroundings. An IV hangs above me. I’m in the med bay. The intense white light and white walls are a dead giveaway.

“That’s right.” Myra leans over me. “You brought this on yourself, human.”

“What is wrong with you? Why would you do this?”

“Your beating heart is all we needed,” she says.

A few beeps sound from where I lay. She engages the incline on the medical table. A slow hum emits as I’m brought to a sitting position. Straps stretch across my legs and chest, keeping me from sliding off. Myra rips the IV from my arm. I feel nothing. I can’t even feel my chest rise and fall as I breathe. There’s nothing from the neck down. Nothing. She starts to roll me out of the room.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask, the will to fight gone.

“Theena would like to see you on the bridge.”

I say nothing as she wheels me through the ship and to the base of the stairs that lead to the bridge. With both hands, she picks up the inclined stretcher and floats me up to the door. She activates the hatch and it slides back. Rolling me in, she says, “We’ve got a surprise for you.”

Not only is my back broken, but so is my spirit. Her words are meaningless now.

The familiar voice of Theena booms throughout the room. “Morrow, there you are.”

Myra rolls me to the back of the bridge and turns me to face Theena, who stands near the front of the S1. Her hands are planted on her hips. She has a new hairstyle today. A long ponytail gathers her bright blonde hair neatly to the side, hanging over her shoulder. Several of her crew man posts on the bridge.

I raise my brows. “You pretending this is your ship now?”

“There’s no need to pretend,” she replies. “We gained control of these crude systems a few days after we last spoke.”

“What?” My eyes widen. “Computer, are your systems still locked?”

Nothing. She doesn’t respond. I look down at my wrist to find the operations key gone.

“Are you looking for this?” Theena asks, raising an arm to show the key strapped to her wrist. “This was easy to hack. We have full control of the Kyoria II. We just needed you alive long enough to reprogram our new vessel.”

Kyoria II? How could this happen? If they have control of the ship, they must be on their way to Earth.

“Please, I’ll cooperate,” I plead. “Earth is mostly underwater now, there’s nothing left to destroy. Take the ship and just go.”

Theena turns to the woman at the comm post and nods. The crew member pushes a button and looks forward. The front display brightens, exposing Earth’s beauty, which fills the entire viewscreen. The vast blue ocean and wispy clouds glimmer in the sun’s glow. This doesn’t make sense.

“We didn’t travel all this way just to turn around now,” Theena says.

“How is this possible? This isn’t real. You’re showing me a recording.”

“Oh, Morrow.” She looks over her shoulder at the large display before returning to me. “This is not a recording. We’ve made some improvements to the propulsion and cut our travel time down to eight Earth months. You’re home.”

My vision shakes and my breathing quickens. I don’t understand what’s going on. I gather my thoughts—I need to focus.

“What do you mean by eight months?” I beg.

“You’ve been in an induced coma for about nine of your Earth months. We figured it was time to wake you.”

My son enters my thoughts. His round face and innocent eyes grab at my heart. He’s down there somewhere. This can’t be happening. A tear streams from my eye and rolls down my cheek.

“We want to thank you for your service,” Theena says, “but we haven’t needed you for months. You destroyed our ship. We just wanted you to see Earth before we phase out humanity, phase out your son.”

“Who are you?” The words tremble as they slip from my mouth.

“We’re the last of our kind. Species like yours destroyed our world and killed everyone but us. We’re all that’s left. We’re the Daughters of Ayor.”

A sharp pinch on the back of my neck forces my head back. Myra stands above me. My breathing becomes short. A blade is pulled free, blood dripping on my forehead as she holds it above me. There’s no pain, but I feel empty. My vision flickers with light. I take one last shallow breath and it goes dark again, the light never to return.
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Bloodbag Suppressors

By Justin Sloan

 

Brent pulled at his other hand, trying to keep his elbow bent as best he could to avoid Sarah’s near perfect arm-bar she had on him. She was strong, he’d give her that, but he wasn’t about to tap out, not today, not with the panel watching from behind their protective glass.

He shouted in frustration, then rolled into it and let his elbow land extra hard on her throat just long enough to break her hold so that he could regain his footing.

It wasn’t technically a strike, and though her eyes flashed red, she only snarled slightly at him before leaping up and preparing to take him down again. But this time, he was ready—a quick side-step as she leaped forward, and he faked a roundhouse kick with his right leg before bringing out his ka-bar knife to slash down across her neck and then, while she was still cursing him, bring the blade up and into her chest.

This time there was no question she was going to hurt him. She pulled him close, ignoring the blade still in her chest, and looked about to tear his neck off when a voice crackled over the loudspeaker and said, “Very well done. Sarah, if you’d please…”

Her nostrils flared and she licked her lips with a menacing look, but the red glow faded from her eyes.

Before letting him go, she leaned in and said, “If I see you out there, you’re fucking dead. Remember that, blood-bag.” Her warm, moist tongue flicked at his neck, and then she had released him and was walking away.

At the doorway, she stopped, pulled the knife out, and threw it so that it stuck into the matt at Brent’s feet.

She mouthed, “Fuck you,” before disappearing through the doorway. The metal clanged shut behind her.

“Now, Brent, move on to the shooting demonstration,” the voice on the speakers said.

He gave the panel a nod, trying to clear his head. He had to admit, he’d nearly pissed himself when Sarah had thrown the knife like that, and been even more terrified when her mouth had been at his neck, but he couldn’t let them see any weakness.

He approached the rifle rack and took down his favorite plasma blaster. Waiting for it to recognize him by placing four fingers on its side, he closed his eyes and focused. If he pulled this off, he’d be one of the elite. He could finally say he joined the 15th Marine Space Fleet for a reason. His father would look at him from Heaven or wherever the hell people went when their planets exploded while still inhabited, and Brent could stand with pride.

“If you’re ready,” the speaker voice said. “Commence.”

Brent opened his eyes to see the yellow strip along the side of the blaster, signaling it was synched with him and ready.

He turned to the wide, open room. It reminded him of the hanger bays they’d practiced fighting skills in at boot camp, two years ago when he had no idea what he was getting himself into.

Little did he know at the time that, had he stayed behind and went to The Empiric University like his father wanted, he would’ve died alongside everyone else he’d known his whole life.

Sometimes, he wished he had, but that was before he was given this opportunity to join the elites fighters, to be one of the best.

And to get his fucking revenge.

He stepped off of the mats and onto the metallic octagon, when the first simulated opponent flew at him—almost humanlike, but glowing gold and moving like the wind.

In spite of every ounce of him saying it was time to run or curl up in a ball and cry, he shot the shit out of that first attacker, releasing blast after blast into it until it was long gone. And it was a mistake, because he almost didn’t see the second target float into existence to his right—a glow from the corner of his eye pulled at his attention and he instantly dropped and rolled to his left, bringing up the gun and shooting as he landed in a kneeling position.

Another came at him, and then another, and another. Each time, he got slightly more comfortable, until he was so into it he forgot it was a simulation and he was leaping from crates, taking out two and then finally three at a time with his quick reflexes.

He landed in a crouch, then fell to one knee as he placed his hand back on the pistol to ensure it was charged with his energy. The yellow bar climbed, but the speaker came back on at that moment.

“That’s unnecessary, Mr. Helms,” a different voice than before said. “Get rinsed up and report to the briefing room. You’ll find out there with the others whether you passed.”

“Oh, and Brent,” the first voice came back on. “You might want to stay away from Sarah for a bit. She’ll be healed in no time, but that doesn’t mean she’ll be in the best of moods.”

“You can’t control her for me?” Brent shouted, hoping they could hear him. The last thing he wanted on a day like this was to deal with her in a crappy mood. He looked at the glass and saw the panel filing out, none of them showing any emotion whatsoever.

Damn, he wanted to know if he’d passed. Not wasting any time, he jogged over to the showers. He strode past the metal doors with only a quick glance outside to see the vast array of stars available everyday out here on Marine Space Training Station O-Fifteen, and was already removing his Kevlar shirt before he turned off of the main hall and into the locker room.

He dropped the shirt and slid off his pants, listening to the banter of his colleagues as they joked around in the showers.

A quick glance down and he removed his protective layer of undergarments, grabbed a towel and strode into the showers.

It was an open room with short walls that went up to about shoulder height for each shower, but not much privacy aside from that.

“How’d big B do out there?” Sgt. Massie said as she turned to let the water cleanse the soap from her neck and shoulders.

He made a point of looking away, even though most of the Marines didn’t give a damn. They were all out here risking their lives for each other, and when they were dead, it was all about honor and how you’d lived and died for your Corps. Nobody gave a damn about how you looked in the shower.

Well, aside from good old joshing each other. If nothing else, that added to the camaraderie.

Hence his name, “Big B.” He chose to ignore it, however, as he still wasn’t sure if it was just her way of complimenting him, hitting on him, or, somehow, mocking him.

Mostly, he didn’t give a damn. He was here to get clean and get into the briefing room so he could find out if he’d made the cut.

“Not so talkative, huh?” LCpl Pollucks said, exiting his shower and wrapping a towel around himself. “You couldn’t have done that bad, not our very own Sgt. Helms. Come on, Brent, give us the low down.”

“The low down is I kicked the simulations ass,” Brent said, unable to keep the smile subdued. “I mean, damn, you shoulda seen me.”

Sgt. Massie leaned over the shower wall and glanced down. “Couldn’t have been much better than what I’m seeing right now.”

Pollucks laughed at that, and a couple of the others showering nearby glanced over with smirks.

“Okay, I think I’m going to have to stop coming in here when Massie’s around.” He turned his back to her, but that just caused her to whistle. “Oh for the love of—hey, Pollucks, I’m honestly not sure how safe I feel with her in here.”

He was joking, but Massie backed off. “Just saying, if I had a body like yours….”

It was his turn now, he figured so he glanced over and smirked, more for show than to get a look. “You’d be a weird looking chick, and I gotta say, it’d be downgrade.”

“That so?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “I never said anything about a body like yours instead of mine.”

He shook his head. “All right, all right. Enough playing around.” The water was getting cold anyway, so he quickly rinsed the soap off and grabbed a towel, careful to move out of Massie’s line of sight as he dried himself off.

Something must’ve gotten into her, he figured. She wasn’t normally so playful. Most likely, it was the adrenaline rush from them all finally getting the chance they’d been training for.

Nine months they’d spent out here, training nonstop, and today one of them would get to try out the big shots.

“You sure you ready for it,” Pollucks said, pulling on a fresh uniform.

“Killing Goldies?” Brent tossed his towel aside and caught Massie pretending not to glance over as she walked past and then purposefully dropped her towel nearby. “Hell yes I am. If I have to sit around in this training station one more year, I’ll lose it, I swear.”

Mass shot him a glare. “My teasing getting to you that bad, huh?”

“Girl, you know it’s not you.” He pulled on his uniform, loving how the newest version—black with silver stripes like a tiger, as impractical as it was, looked badass and felt like pajamas. “Every day I’m here I see the face of my brother saying goodbye, and I know I’ll never see that face again. But instead of me being out there making a difference, I’m here… training.”

She gave him a pointed look, hands on nude hips. “You know the suckers are the ones doing all the real killing anyway, right?”

“Massie, you mind?” He motioned to her body. She shrugged, then turned to find her uniform.

He pursed his lips, shaking his head. If it wasn’t so clouded with the pressure of this test and from not being able to move on, considering the fact that he had practically lost everyone, maybe things would be different with them. His body sure wanted it be to so.

Maybe, he thought… maybe if he wasn’t chosen this time, he’d see if she wanted to take a walk, get one of the biannual excursions to one of the local moons.

Hell, maybe he would take her up on her offer to let off some steam in the sack.

But first as nice as all that sounded, he hoped to all that was holy that he would get to go out there and kill those bastards.

“You missed the point of my question completely,” Pollucks said when all three were dressed. “I mean… you know everyone says we shouldn’t be out there fighting with them. That humans don’t belong on the front line, not when those blood-suckers can regenerate their health and all that.”

“They don’t like to be called that,” Brent said. “Show some respect.”

“Respect?” Pollucks scoffed. “Fine, vampires then. Though I don’t see how that’s more politically correct. What I’m saying is, humans and vampires fighting together… what if one of them decides they’re hungry and turn on you?”

“Vampires haven’t fed on humans since the days of Earth, jackass.” Brent noticed the doubtful look from Massie, but chose to ignore it. Everyone knew the rumors of the black markets for human blood, or the red light districts on certain planets, where instead of sex bought, it was the privilege to end a life. It was sick, and maybe not true. Probably true… but he hoped not. Because one way or another, he meant to get out there and fight against the Goldies.

As if reading his mind, Massie chimed in and said, “Fact of the matter is, those vampires are shit with suppressive fire. They need people like us, they need gunners.”

“And,” Brent continued for her, “we don’t stand a chance against Goldies. A thousand bullets, they just keep on coming. I hear it’s their blood, man. Like, that shit just keeps healing them, but once a vampire gets on them, sucks it clean out, BAM! One bullet to the head and they’re done for.”

“But you ain’t never seen that,” Pollucks said.

“I don’t need to see it to get it,” Brent said. “Why else rely on vampires so heavily? Gunney told me that’s what it’s all about. That’s why they recruited the vamps to begin with. Otherwise they’d still be off on the dark side of butt-crack nowhere, sucking on any unlucky explorer they could find.”

“Let’s just hope one of us finds out.” Massie stopped at the doorway to the briefing room, looking every bit the Marine now that she was clothed in her uniform. “Ready, gentlemen?”

“I’m ready,” Brent said. “But gentle? This man is no such thing.”

He strode in through the sliding doors, with the other two close behind. They found three chairs near the front, in a room of about thirty other trainees.

Everyone here had been serving for the required two years it took to be eligible to apply for this training program, and each of them had trained for the required nine months before attempting the tests. Some had been here multiple years, as they refused to give up trying.

At least the room smelled clean—fresh Marines from the showers, all in newly washed and pressed uniforms.

The door at the front of the room opened and out stepped Gunnery Sergeant Harris, the woman with the news that would make or break them. She didn’t wear the work uniform they all had on, but wore her ceremonial garb—black with gold stripes along the arms, similar to the blaster weapons they favored so. Her buttons were red, along with the lines at her collar that moved around her neck. The red were signs of respect for their vampire brothers and sisters in arms.

Especially here, showing them respect was of utmost importance.

“Thirty Marines,” Gunny said, looking each of them in the eye in turn before she opened her mouth again. “But only one of you is going up there tonight… Only one of you will be accompanying the S.S. Nos Veratus into the far reaches of the galaxy to kill as many of those wanna-be immortal scum lickers, those damned Goldies, as you possibly can before they absorb your life force. Next thing you know, Sarah here,” she gestured to Sarah, who had taken the stage without Brent noticing, “will be back here to request a replacement.”

Sarah shot Brent a nasty glare, and he felt himself sink as she shook her head, just barely. Did that mean he hadn’t made the cut, or simply that she still had it in for him after his attack during the test?

It had always seemed weird to Brent that the vampires refused a rank, and went by their first names, yet were still part of the Marine Corps. But, since they were the only defense holding off the Goldies, there wasn’t much that could be said about it.

“If anyone here isn’t comfortable laying down your life for your Corps,” Gunny Harris continued, “I advise you stand up and leave now. Stand up, take of the uniform you don’t deserve to wear, and get the hell off my training station. Because this, ladies and gentlemen, is war. Do I have any takers?” She waited, then said, “I didn’t think so.”

With a nod, she stepped back and Sarah took her place. In her hands was the uniform of one of the elite. It was a combat uniform, that would be covered in battle armor and an exo-skeleton, naturally, but the red collar would always show, so everyone knew you were the top of the top, a fighter alongside the vampires.

She took her turn now, surveying the crowd. “You all fought bravely, as my fellow vampires tell me, and the panel weighed you all with much deliberation. But, it’s with great pride….” her eyes narrowed and it was clear she didn’t agree with the phrasing she was requested to use here, and then her eyes moved to Bren. His breath caught, and then he felt like dancing as she said, “…that I welcome Sgt. Brent Helms to don a new uniform. To join us on the battlefield. You will be tested, you will be weighed, and you will do your utmost to serve our great Empire. Do you accept?”

Brent stood, hands at his sides and shouted, “Damn straight I accept.”

“A simple oorah from the crowd should suffice,” Sarah said, and for the first time he could remember, she actually smiled as the room filled with an echoing, “OORAH!”

His heart was pounding with excitement, but when he turned to smile at Pollucks and then Massie, he saw frustration and jealousy in their expressions.

“Congrats,” Massie said, then stood and stormed out.

“She really means it,” Pollucks said, then looked sideways, and stuck out a hand. “You deserve it, man. There’s no question about that.”

“We all do,” Brent said as they shook hands. “You’ll get your chance.”

“Hey,” Pollucks said, his face lighting up slightly. “At least I can be the one to help take Massie’s mind off of you while you’re gone. That ought to be fun.”

Brent laughed. “Yes, indeed.”

“Sgt. Helms,” Gunny said, and he saw her and Sarah waiting for him. He excused himself and jogged over to accept the uniform.

Only, when Sarah handed him the uniform, she wouldn’t let go. Gunny’s eyes darted between the two, before saying, “Congratulations,” and stepping in to take the uniform from Sarah and hand it over.

“Thank you, Gunny.” He said, doing his best to give her the respect she deserved by looking her in the eye, yet not seem like he was backing off from Sarah’s stare.

“I trust you’ll fit right in up there,” Gunny said, her lack of a smile and wary glance Sarah’s direction showing that she believed no such thing. “And Sarah, do try to do a better job of protecting this one.”

“You got it,” Sarah said with a smile that showed her extended fangs. It wasn’t necessary, considering the fact that their fangs retracted when they wanted them to, but it wasn’t against the rules to walk around with them extended.

That didn’t mean Brent had to like it, and he reminded himself to keep an eye on this one. Did he have to stab the knife in her so hard during training? Maybe not, but then again, if he hadn’t, he might not have won and he might not have been selected.

So whatever repercussions his actions brought down the line, he’d have to accept as worth it.

“C’mon, Helms, it’s time you meet the team.” Sarah turned and walked off, obviously expecting him to follow.

“Sarah,” Gunny said, with a hint of irritation in her voice. “Maybe he should get changed first.”

Sarah stopped, turned back with a look of disgust that Gunny clearly noticed by the way she cleared her throat, and then shrugged before heading for the door. Before the door closed behind her, she glanced back and said, “Just make sure you’re at Squad Bay Double-O in fifteen, Helms.”

The door closed, leaving him and Gunny standing there, staring after her.

“You know what you’re getting into?” Gunny said. “I mean, last chance to back out and all.”

“You survived,” he said.

“Barely.” She smirked, then moved aside her collar to show two tiny round scars. “It was a close call.”

“Your own team?” he said, aghast.

“It was a different time,” she said, then puckered her lips and thought about it. “Well, here’s to hoping it was, anyway.” With a glance at her watch, she said, “Best hurry, time’s ticking away and you do not want to start off on the wrong foot here.”

“Yes, Gunny,” he said, and then, uniform under his arm, took off to his room to get changed.

Only, when he entered, Massie was lying in his bed, waiting. She was clothed, if you count short shorts and a tight, revealing t-shirt as clothed.

“I don’t have time for this,” Brent said with a quick glance her way. He turned and began stripping to put on his uniform.

“And if you die in a week? Or tomorrow?” She stood and came up behind him just as he had removed his shirt, then wrapped her arms around him, caressing his muscular, bare chest. “I’d hate for you to have any regrets.”

“Massie…” He froze, biting his lower lip as her hands moved down and began removing his pants and her breath came softly in his ear.

“Just shut up,” she said, kissing his neck. “You might not remember me, but I was in your class back at Empiric orientation. I remember that day, when they told us our families were gone, and I remember how you corralled everyone, kept us calm. Shit, I would’ve lost it that day if not for you.”

“I never knew.” He turned to look at her, seeing that the playful expression was gone. “All this, it’s not… I mean, I don’t act this way with other guys. So can you just shut up for one minute and pretend I mean as much to you as you mean to me before you go?”

Her hands were at the cusp of his pants, frozen there as she looked into his eyes, searching for whatever it was she wanted from him.

A warmth spread through his chest, in spite of the chill in the room, and he pulled her in close, pressing his lips to hers and tasting the sweet vanilla that he imagined must’ve come from a stop by the station’s café before coming here—an energy burst, for confidence, he guessed.

She was collapsing into him, pulling off the rest of his clothes, and he went with it, but when they were on his bed, their exposed skin pressed together, he pulled back and glanced at the clock.

“If I’m not there in nine minutes, I’m good as dead.”

“That’s the worst excuse I’ve ever heard,” she said, with a playful wink. “But all I said I needed was one minute, right?”

He laughed, then kissed her again.

A minute and thirty seconds later, he lay back, breathing heavy, and completely pissed at himself for ignoring her advances all this time. What a missed opportunity, he thought as he imagined all the time they could’ve spent getting to know each other, in and out of bed.

“Told ya,” she said, her fingers tracing his nipple. She gave him a little pinch, and then jumped out of bed. “Now hurry up and get dressed, or I’m gonna kick your butt.”

He laughed and rolled over, grabbed his new uniform and was about to put it on, when she stopped him.

“Allow me,” she said and began dressing him. “Hmm, I never had a doll growing up, you know.” She fastened his shirt, placing a firm kiss on him when she did the collar. “Especially not an anatomically correct one. It’s a shame to lose my play toy so soon after finally getting it.”

He laughed and swatted her hand away from his crotch. “Hey, is it tough out there? Of course, but that’s what we’re all here for. I came up here thinking I might die, and maybe I will.”

She frowned. “Don’t say that.”

“But,” he held up a finger. “Now I have a reason to come back.”

She laughed and smoothed out his sleeves before nodding to the clock. “Get to work, Sgt. Helms. Your Empire needs you.”

He gave her a hug and a kiss on the forehead. With a chuckle, he slipped on his combat boots and headed off.

The halls of the space station felt exceptionally bright as he made his way to Squad Bay Double-O, a play on words that the vampires had insisted on. No one was allowed in there except them, and the humans that made it to their team.

So when he paused at the doorway, hand raised as he was about to scan it to enter, he breathed deeply and closed his eyes, considering what he was about to get into. He remembered playing with his father when they were young, running through the woods and shooting fake plasma blasters, taking turns playing the good guys. He’d gotten his foot stuck in the mud and twisted his ankle, and still remembered the way his father had picked him up, kissed his ankle, and told him that no matter how much it hurt, or how scared he was, it was all in the moment.

“Think of the big picture,” his dad had said. “Learn to be more careful next time, but don’t be afraid to have fun. Just watch your step, and get up and do it again.”

Get up and do it again… Those words stayed with him, and right now they were taking on a different meaning. Life could start again, for him. Caring, maybe even love someday, could exist again in his heart… but only after those sons-of-bitches out there got what was coming to them.

The people back home, all dead now, deserved justice. They deserved revenge.

Brent was damn sure going to make sure they got it.

He scanned his hand, and the door panel went from red to green, before the doors slid open.

A smell like death wafted out from the room. He stepped in, unsure what to expect, and found himself in a fully decked out reception area. A table sat in the middle with six chairs around it. The walls were covered in weapons—plasma blasters, energy shields, a ray gun, and even swords. Ammo crates lined the far wall with a couple of old-school rifles in a rifle-rack, and a large bulldog seemed to be sleeping at one of the six doors leading off from the room, not counting the one he’d just come through.

“Damn,” he said, under his breath. But it was enough to cause the dog’s ears to perk up.

A low growl escaped the dog, and it stood.

Just then the door behind it opened, and out stepped the largest vampire Brent had ever seen. They’d all heard his name whispered in the halls—Erand. Brent had even caught a glimpse of the vampire once from afar, but seeing him this close, his red, glowing eyes, fangs exposed, and arms thick as trees, it was a whole different story. His voice caught in his throat and, even though he meant to salute, his arms were frozen.

“You’re the new bloodbag?” Erand said, voice deep like a tank rolling across rubble.

Brent tried to open his mouth to speak, but all that came out was a, “Yes, sir—” before Sarah stepped out another room, fully decked out and ready to roll.

“That’s the piece of shit I was telling you about,” she said, picking out several weapons from the wall and placing them on the table, one at each seat.

Erand took the spot at the head of the table, eyes never leaving Brent, though, Brent was glad to see, the red glow faded.

“The Shredder here is the best gun for suppressive fire,” she said, placing a massive assault rifle in front of an empty chair and nodding to Brent. “You ready to die?”

“I—I’d rather kill them, if it’s all the same.” He approached the chair, unsure what the proper etiquette was here.

“We’ll see about that,” Erand said. He touched his wrist and said, “Prepare for flight.”

Brent’s heart skipped a beat. “We’re going now?” he asked.

“We got Goldies to kill, don’t we?” Erand said with a grunt. “The longer they live, the sooner we don’t.”

Judging by Sarah’s glare, showing a lack of confidence right off the bat like that had been a bad idea. He steeled himself, pulling it together, and sat up straight.

“Let’s get some,” he said, holding up his Shredder and checking the mags Sarah had placed next to it.

“Indeed,” Erand said with a thoughtful gaze.

The other doors opened and three more vampires entered, all decked out in special forces gear with the red collars, and they stood at the far door, waiting. Finally, Erand gave a nod and he and Sarah stood, grabbing their weapons, and went to the door.

“Funny,” Erand said with a glance back as Brent joined them, “that the first day of your new life could be your last.”

Brent wasn’t sure he saw the humor in that, but he nodded and said, “Yes, sir,” before following them all out through the door.

They emerged into a long hallway. Windows lined the walls so that they could not only see the expanse of space all around them as they walked, but the battleship that awaited them at the other side of that tunnel.

“You ever fly in one of these?” a thin vampire asked. His nametag said Triarg.

“Only the transport ship up here,” Brent answered.

“That’s like comparing a cat to a cheetah,” the vampire said with a chuckle. “Hope your stomach can handle it.”

“I’ll handle anything you all throw at me.”

Triarg’s eyes narrowed, and then he laughed. “Yeah we’ll see.”

***

The thin vampire hadn’t exaggerated the ride, and when it really picked up speed, Brent found himself gripping his legs, eyes closed, focusing on just trying to keep his meal down.

He tried to think of anything pleasant to keep his mind away from the queasiness—he thought back to a lemon cake his mom had always made when company was over, and the way she’d drizzle the frosting on to form spirals, because he’d liked it once as a kid and asked to always have it that way. He thought of the smell of a freshly brewed coffee the morning of a big exam for the academy he knew he’d pass, and he focused on the vanilla taste of Massie’s lips… the gentle press of her stomach against his, the warmth of her thighs, and—</p>

“Blood-bags gonna puke,” Triarg said with a laugh, interrupting the pleasant thoughts.

Brent’s eyes popped open to see that the vampires were all looking his way from their seats. Most were humored, but Sarah was glaring. Erand was sitting in front of him, and hadn’t bothered to turn around.

“It’s a bit rougher than I was prepared for,” Brent admitted.

“You want to see rough,” Sarah said, “Get ready for this. Erand?”

“Touching down in three,” Erand said, and then the ship pushed forward at a rate that made Brents feel like he’d just gone inside out as the stars turned to streaks.

And just as fast as that, they came to a step, and then dipped into a quick descent, a red planet coming up before them, fast.

“Holy—” Brent clutched his stomach, then one hand shot to his mouth as bile rose up. He kept it down, but when they landed, he longed to be back at the training station and away from this horrible feeling.

“Get your trigger finger ready,” Erand said, standing and checking his gun before heading for the door.

“Wait, isn’t there going to be a briefing here?” Brent stood, nearly fell, and stabilized himself on with a hand on the back of the chair.

“Briefing?” Triarg laughed. “Mission—shoot those golden bastards. Much as you bastards like to think they’re gods, they aren’t. Keep them pinned down, we’ll do the rest.”

Erand stood at the door and waited for Brent to step into his exoskeleton and secure his helmet. Breathing in these things was never comfortable, but it was certainly preferable to a quick death by overexposure to the gasses known to be thick in the air of these planets. Many out this way were near inhabitable, if you could figure out a way to filter out the gasses, which is why the Empire had set up defensive positions in a ring of planets, and why they bothered to defend them from the Goldies.

“You remember when blood-bags used to worship us like gods?” one of the other vampires said to her buddy. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

“Now we’re their attack dogs,” the other agreed with an annoyed look back at Brent before exiting the ship.

Brent stood, working out the kinks in his suit and feeling the enhanced strength the exoskeleton provided, and then grabbed his rifle and followed them out.

“Get your ass up here!” Sarah shouted, just as a golden glow formed on the horizon.

Brent stared, totally confused about what he was seeing, and then he heard the explosions, the blasts of plasma cannon, and the BRRRT of automatic fire.

The assault was already underway.

Up ahead was the space station they were here to defend, he guessed, and vampire teams with their human Suppressors were taking up defensive spots, assault pods moving into position.

“Here goes everything,” Brent said, and he charged up to join the others.

The golden light was growing, almost blinding, the sound of warfare near deafening. Sarah appeared beside him, shouting something but he couldn’t figure out what, and then she reached over and hit a button on his suit. At first he thought she’d released his helmet, because everything grew dark, but the readjusted and he saw that she’d only turned on a filter, one that allowed him to see in spite of the gold light.

“You’re welcome,” she shouted, and then a figure appeared behind her.

It was like a man, almost, but twice as large, its skin glowing as if everything inside of it was gold. He could certainly see why the first humans to interact with these beings had thought they were gods.

But one look at the eyes, large, empty eye sockets, clothes that flowed around them as if there was a strong wind blowing in every direction even though there wasn’t—he knew they were more like demons than anything else.

Sure, they’d traced back the beings to a planet yet unreachable by any technology humans or vampires had yet to come up with, so by all definitions these beings were aliens. But he decided he’d stick to thinking of them as demons, or the devil incarnate, as he pulled around his Shredder, unlatched the safety, and unloaded on the first Goldie he had the displeasure of meeting.

Sarah turned with surprise, apparently not realizing one had gotten so close, and then she was on it, pulling it down and out of Brent’s line of fire so that she didn’t get hit as she sank her fangs into the being’s neck.

Brent stopped firing as he watched in astonishment as the golden glow faded. When she was done, Sarah dropped the being to the ground. It was like a dried up snake skin, nothing left to the terrifying demon that had been ready to consume them.

“That’s how it’s done!” Sarah shouted, turning to him with a broad smile, her skin glowing with a slight gold hue. “Hell yeah, Helms. Hell fucking yeah!”

He couldn’t help but feel he was probably glowing a bit himself right then, but the moment for revelry didn’t last long, as three more Goldies touched down at the edge of the space station where Triarg and Erand had just taken up defensive positions. They were shooting and shouting for their suppressor, so Sarah said, “Come on,” and they ran for the attack.

This next group proved more of a challenge, even with a second team coming in for the assault.

He shot at two of them, another Suppressor joining in, as the vampires moved in for the strike. The third Goldie swooped in on the second Suppressor and lifted him into the air.

And then the man was simply gone, his essence filling the Goldie with more light that shone bright in the dark of space.

Brent took a step back, totally caught off guard. He’d heard about how they absorbed your soul, but seeing it first hand was a whole new level of horror.

“Focus!” Erand said, then made a run for a Goldie that was coming down for Brent. Rifle blasting, Brent ran backward toward the space station.

Triarg plowed into the Goldie, trying to get his teeth into the being as Brent dove for cover. When he looked up again, the Goldie had company, two were tearing at Triarg, their golden clothes whipping around them like flailing whips, and the vampire screamed as blood flew.

Brent opened up on them, careful not to hit Triarg, but the vampire cried out as a bullet tore through his calf.

Just then, Erand arrived with a blaster shot that got one Goldie’s attention, even though it barely phased him.

Erand landed a punch and then pulled the being in to end it, but, while Triarg should have been attacking the second one, he fled.

“What’re you doing?” Brent shouted as the vampire flew past him and into the space station. Receiving no response, he turned and fired just in time to distract the second Goldie, which had been about to catch Erand from behind. Sarah leaped into the fray and took it down, giving Brent breathing room.

He turned, debating his next move, and figured he better check on Triarg. As he entered the space station, a force plowed into him and he hit the far wall, hard. When his head cleared, he saw Triarg tearing his helmet off. The space station was pressurized, luckily, but that didn’t mean Triarg’s fangs weren’t a threat.

“You watch your shot, blood-bag!” Triarg said, then brought his fist across Brent’s jaw so hard that it left him seeing stars.

“What the hell?” Brent shouted. “We gotta get back out there. The others—”

“Shut up!” Triarg pulled back his fist, as if about to strike again, but then he paused and a wicked smile spread across his face.

“Triarg….”

“No, enough talking from you.” Triarg’s eyes glowed red as they roamed down to Brent’s neck. “You know, there’s a way for vampires to heal relatively fast in battle.”

“It’s not gonna happen,” Brent said, desperately racking his mind for some way to get this vampire off of him. He wasn’t going to risk everything for his Empire, only to come out here and serve as a healing treat for some cowardly vampire.

“Food has very little to say on the matter,” Triarg said, holding Brent’s arms down so he couldn’t struggle as he moved in, fangs at the ready.

“Get off me!” Brent shouted, pulling at the extra strength of his exoskeleton, but still unable to resist the vampire. “When the others hear about this….”

The tip of his fangs pierced skin, and Triarg pulled back just enough for Brent to see him licking the blood from his lips.

“If they hear about it, you’ll already be dead. You think they’d care about one measly little human?”

“Yes,” came an answer. A feminine voice, and then BAM! Sarah was on Triarg, pulling him from Brent and pinning him to the wall.

“Let me go,” Triarg shouted. “You traitor to your kind! He’s blood, nothing more!”

“He’s one of the team,” Sarah said, then let her grip loosen. “Do you understand that?”

Triarg held up his hands, as if he surrendered, but then broke free from her grip and charged Brent.

It wasn’t even a decision, but pure instinct when Brent pulled up his Shredder and pulled the trigger, watching with astonishment as he saw what that thing did to a vampire at close range.

Triarg fell to the floor, holes throughout his body, blood flowing. “You… bitch.” He tried pulling himself up, crawling toward Brent, but Sarah stepped in his way.

“This stops now.” She pulled her own gun on him.

“If I don’t feed, I die!” Triarg yelled, then coughed up blood. “Don’t you see that?”

“You chose death the minute you attacked one of your own team members,” she said. “But I’m forgiving. Pick yourself up and forget this, and you can return to base for questioning and, if they’ll hear it, a trial.”

“Fuck. You.” He lunged for her now, but not even bothering with the gun, she side-stepped, leaped into the air, and then brought her fist down hard into the side of his face, so that when the two landed on the ground, his head was mush.

She stood, wiping her hand on her uniform with a look of disgust, and then turned her focus on Brent. “Hurry, we have Goldies to kill.”

“But… you just killed a vampire. Over me?”

“As I said. You’re a member of team.” She glared down at Triarg’s bloody corpse. “He… no longer was.”

And with that she hefted up the corpse, waited for Brent to put on his helmet, and tossed Triarg out through the doors.

“Another way to distract those bastards long enough to feed on ‘em,” she said, flashing a fang-filled smile back to Brent, “is with bait.”

Gold light flashed outside, and then she ran for them, Brent close on her heels. Erand showed up a just as Brent made it through the doors and a second later, the two Goldies fell, lifeless husks.

With a quick glance between Triarg and Sarah, Erand didn’t even have to ask. He simply nodded, then turned to Brent. “You ready, newb?”

He checked his ammo, did a quick magazine swap, and said, “Hell yes.”

“Stay tight,” Erand said. “I promise, this won’t happen again.”

And then they moved out for the attack, a seamless unit taking down Goldie after Goldie. It was no longer Brent doing his part and the vampires doing theirs, because he knew where he stood with them now. He knew he was part of the unit, a unit with one mission—destroy these aliens and keep them from ever again doing what they’d done to his planet.

As Erand and Sarah took down the last one at the same time, the golden light faded from the sky and a cheer went up from the remaining teams. There had been casualties, but they’d shown the aliens that this was one section of the defensive wall that would not fall.

He smiled, knowing he was part of the team. He had a new family… But the thought of not seeing Massie in the near future put a dark spot in his joy.

They showed him to his new quarters in the space station, and he found it quaint. Just enough space to sleep and do his morning workout, not much else. A former resident had etched what looked like Earth into the wall… as if anyone knew what that place looked like anymore. Not first hand anyway.

He removed the exoskeleton and was just starting to undress when Sarah knocked and then opened the door.

“You decent?” she asked, eyes moving across his shirtless body.

“Decent enough,” he said. “What’s up?”

“We got a new teammate already,” she said. “Reinforcements, if you will. Thing is, I thought you’d want to meet first.”

An image of another Triarg flashed through his mind and he glanced at his rifle in the corner.

Sarah laughed. “You won’t be needing that.” She stepped aside and said, “I thought we could use two Suppressors on our team, you know, a kind of trial deal. You up for that?”

Another human? He wasn’t sure what to say, when this second Suppressor walked up to stand beside Sarah, where he could see her.

Massie.

“I trust you know Sgt. Massie?” Sarah said, a glimmer in her eye, before she nodded, trying not to smile, and walked off.

Massie smiled wide. “Can I come in?”

“Hell yes,” he said, and took her in his arms.

When they went downstairs later that night and all the teams and vampires welcomed the two of them with drinks and a feast for the humans, synthetic blood for the vampires, he couldn’t have been happier. He held her hand under the table and used his free hand to raise a glass and toast the new team.

It was the perfect end to his first day on the new job.
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Crash Landing

By Ken Lozito

 

The starship frigate was making a series of wormhole connections during the journey to the Confederation space station so Kladomaor decided to stop at the Protector’s designated work area away from the bridge. The Boxan stood over ten feet tall and the dark power armor he wore was a must, even for a mission such as this. Eventually he’d get standard fleet-issued equipment. He’d put in a requisition to transfer to a fleet command position and Battle Commander Jaedon had snatched him up, but officially he was still a Protector and part of the military elite force for the Boxan High Council. Eventually he was to be part of the Confederation Fleet, which boasted multiple alien species that had been cultivated into one harmonious Confederation.

Kladomaor authenticated with the frigate’s systems using his Protector credentials because it was the only way he could access the encrypted channels for the latest security reports. Battle Commander Jaedon had told Kladomaor that it was his personal responsibility to ensure that their precious cargo arrived at the Confederation space station, and he’d served long enough to know the Battle Commander was testing him. Using the Protector net to get security-log information was beyond what any normal fleet officer should be required to do—or, indeed, have access to—but Kladomaor wanted to prove his worth to the Battle Commander. Jaedon was the ideal officer whose military career was lauded as what every young officer should strive to achieve.

The holoscreen came on and Kladomaor began reviewing the reports from the inter-star system comms network. He dismissed the first few reports regarding fringe systems before seeing the one for the Qegi star system. Kladomaor frowned and opened up a secondary holoscreen. The Qegi star system wasn’t part of the Confederation and wasn’t due to join until the intelligent species that lived there had matured. The Star Shroud network should have isolated that system, but the ship traffic being logged was enough to rouse his curiosity. He brought up the latest logs and his frown deepened. Quickly closing the holoscreens, he headed toward the bridge. He needed to inform Battle Commander Jaedon of what he’d found while there was still time in normal space that they could change coordinates if they needed to.

Kladomaor went onto the bridge and hastened straight to the Battle Commander’s couch.

The Battle Commander looked up from his own personal display. “Kladomaor, you were due to report earlier. A Strike Commander should never be late to their post.”

The Battle Commander glanced over at the Xiiginn sitting next to him, but Mar Arden was regarding Kladomaor curiously. The Xiiginns were a pale-skinned species with chiseled features and luminous violet eyes due to the fact that their species had evolved on a planet with a dim star. The Xiiginn could see in near darkness and had developed lenses to filter out the bright lights the Boxan’s preferred.

“I apologize, Battle Commander. I stopped at the Protector’s command terminal and pulled the latest reports for the systems we needed to travel through on our way to the space station,” Kladomaor said.

The Battle Commander frowned. “I wasn’t aware your credentials still worked.”

“Only until we reach the space station and I’m formally transferred into the fleet, Battle Commander.”

Jaedon nodded and glanced at his personal display.

“What was in the reports, Strike Commander?” Mar Arden asked.

Kladomaor glanced at the Xiiginn who was sitting with his long tail coiled several times around his middle. Xiiginns were not only among the first species cultivated into the Confederation by the Boxans but were also among the most trusted.

“Ambassador,” Kladomaor said, acknowledging the Xiiginn and looking back at Jaedon. “Battle Commander, there are strange reports about the Qegi star system.”

Jaedon frowned. “I’m unfamiliar with this system. It’s not in the Confederation.”

“No, it’s home to a primitive species that has only just developed space-flight technology using chemical fuel propellant. The reports show two Boxan vessels entering into an armed conflict within the system,” Kladomaor said.

“With whom?”

“The report says they fired on each other,” Kladomaor said.

“Impossible. Put the report up on the main screen,” Jaedon said.

Kladomaor used his neural implants to send the report to the main holoscreen. Mar Arden rose from his seat and came to stand at Kladomaor’s side. Kladomaor looked back at Jaedon.

“Battle Commander, I have an incoming distress call,” the comms officer said.

“Let’s hear it,” Jaedon ordered.

The message was of another ship that was experiencing issues with their main power generator and was in danger of crashing into a nearby moon.

“Navigation, plot a course to that ship,” the Battle Commander said.

The orders were confirmed.

“But the report from the Qegi star system. Surely we should go investigate that,” Kladomaor said.

Jaedon returned to the command couch. “You’re new to the fleet, so I’ll explain this once. There will be an investigation into the report from the Qegi star system, but it’s secondary to the immediate danger of the ship in the distress call. I’ll report it up to command central once we reach the space station, but my immediate concern is for the distressed ship. Their imminent danger is our highest priority and even supersedes the Tetronian Key for the Shroud Networks.”

Kladomaor’s ears turned downward. “Of course, Battle Commander,” he said and went to stand off to the side. Clearly, he had a lot to learn. The Tetronian Key was being officially handed over to the Confederation. The Star Shrouds and monitoring stations already in place around star systems with intelligent life-forms that had the potential to become interstellar beings would no longer be under the province of the Boxans alone. They would share custodianship of the galaxy with the interspecies Confederation they’d built.

Kladomaor looked up and found Mar Arden staring at him.

“Helm, take us in,” Jaedon said. “Strike Commander, I want you to get a crew ready to render assistance from the shuttle bay.”

Kladomaor saluted the Battle Commander and left the bridge. The ship itself wasn’t big in comparison with other ships of the fleet. Frigates were highly maneuverable and quick, and not at all equipped for long durations in the great expanse. Battle Commander Jaedon’s previous command had been aboard a Dreadnaught-class starship with a crew that numbered in the thousands. It was aboard the Dreadnaught that Kladomaor had expected to serve, but it was going through a maintenance rotation at the shipyards in the Sethion star system.

Heading to the ship’s only shuttle access, Kladomaor rounded the corridor and then slowed his pace as he walked past the cargo area in order to glance in at the Tetronian Key, which was a bronze cylinder with a glowing cyan tip that sat in the center of the room. The key was only used to control the Star Shrouds they’d deployed around inhabited star systems. There were four soldiers standing guard nearby.

After passing the cargo bay, Kladomaor quickened his pace to the shuttle area. He’d been a Protector for a number of cycles and it was in his nature to question things. And one of many things he questioned was why there wasn’t more security for something as important as the Tetronian Key. There was little risk of armed conflict in the Confederation as all species worked toward a harmonious existence in the great expanse, so why not provide more protection for the key that maintained harmony outside the Confederation?

A squad of ten soldiers lined the corridor while waiting for him outside the shuttle airlock, and they snapped a salute.

“Strike Commander,” the nearest soldier said.

Kladomaor stood in the middle of the corridor. “We’re on standby to render assistance to a ship that sent out a distress call. They said they’re having trouble with their main reactor and are in danger of crashing into a nearby moon.”

Kladomaor opened the airlock. “Let’s get the shuttle ready in case they need us.”

As Kladomaor watched from the corridor while the soldiers opened the shuttle doors, went inside, and began their preflight checks, an alert came to prominence on his helmet’s heads-up display. The frigate had just traversed a wormhole and was almost to the coordinates of the distress call.

“Strike Commander, the shuttle is ready to depart—”

Without warning, Kladomaor was slammed into the wall and then fell backward away from the shuttle. After a moment’s confusion, he realized the gravity field had failed. He bounced off the corridor walls, trying to get a handhold, and crashed into the end of the corridor, his power armor taking the brunt of the impact. He rolled to his side and centrifugal force pinned him against the adjacent wall. The harsh sound of twisting metal was followed by explosions. Kladomaor pulled himself up far enough to engage his mag boots while his combat suit went into its own life support. He then cautiously stood up and saw a gaping hole where the shuttle had been and the ship’s atmosphere being sucked out that hole. The area should have sealed itself off as soon as a drop in pressure had been detected.

Kladomaor walked toward the breach, his mag boots the only thing keeping him from being pulled out of the ship. He tried to access the ship’s systems, but they were offline so he slowly approached the jagged hole and peered out to see the pockmarked surface of a moon swing into view. They were closing in on the lunar surface and the ship was out of control! Kladomaor tried to open a comms channel to the bridge, but it failed. He backed away from the hole. The interior of the ship was completely vented and he needed to get to engineering. From there, he might be able to get the ship’s systems back online.

Walking as fast as he could in his mag boots, Kladomaor reached the end of the corridor and came around the corner. The dark corridor ahead was a disorienting mixture of flashing lights and floating debris, but he pushed onward, following a map of the ship that showed on his internal heads-up display. In a sudden, freakish display, the light held momentarily, illuminating the area and showing several dead Boxans caught in the debris. Kladomaor gasped but then gently moved the bodies so he could get through. A few minutes later he was outside the door to engineering.

Kladomaor peered through the window. Sprawled on the ground was a Boxan with a large gash on his head, and Kladomaor couldn’t tell if the engineer was still alive. He glanced at the controls for the door but didn’t want to risk opening it so he slammed his fist on it and shouted. The engineer jumped and looked over at the door. Droplets of blood floated in the area by his head as he pulled himself toward Kladomaor.

“Can you restore power?” Kladomaor shouted through the window.

The engineer looked confused and Kladomaor repeated the question, but the engineer started coughing as if he were gasping for breath.

“Life support is failing. You need to get your emergency mask on,” Kladomaor said.

The Boxan pulled himself up so his face was even with the window. He kept blinking his eyes and Kladomaor knew he was moments from losing consciousness.

Kladomaor reached for the control panel on the door, but the engineer banged against the door from the other side, shaking his head. He waved Kladomaor to the window and Kladomaor leaned in, watching the other Boxan intently.

“Sabotage!” the engineer cried out and released his hold on the door.

Kladomaor reached toward the control panel while klaxon alarms blared. Impact was imminent. His power armor configuration realigned its matrix to a rigid protective shell and Kladomaor was unable to move. The lights in the corridor went out and all the floating debris and dead bodies were slammed about as the ship crashed into the lunar surface. The force of the crash overwhelmed his mag boots and Kladomaor was also tossed about, unable to do anything but hope that his armor protected him.

***

Kladomaor’s power armor released a jolt of electricity to revive him. Stimulants entered his system and Kladomaor became fully awake. He sat up and looked around. Off to the side he saw the dark gray landscape of the lunar surface and Kladomaor climbed to his feet, trying to get his bearings. He stood in the remains of the corridor that was at the rear of the ship and he had no idea how it had stayed intact. Kladomaor tried to scan for a distress beacon, but none had been deployed. A diagnostic on his armor showed the comms systems were damaged.

He had to get out of there and look for survivors so he left the corridor and stepped out onto the lunar surface. Kladomaor went over his last moments on the ship. The engineer had told him that the ship had been sabotaged, but who would want to sabotage their ship? What could they have done to force the ship to crash onto this moon? And had the distress call they’d intercepted even been real?

Pulling himself together, Kladomaor looked around to find himself in a shallow canyon surrounded by pieces of the ship. How many of the crew died in the crash? He tried to brush those thoughts aside, but then he kept coming back to the fact of their ship having been sabotaged. There had been a small crew serving aboard the ship, mostly comprised of Boxans, but there were a few Xiiginns as well. He hadn’t observed any suspicious activity. The only thing that stood out in his mind was the report from the Protector’s encrypted channels. Two Boxan ships had reportedly fired on each other in the Qegi star system, but the Battle Commander had said the distress call had priority. And the sabotage accusation didn’t make any sense. What had the engineer seen that made him believe that? A blazing thought seared its way to the forefront of his mind. He hadn’t figured out who had taken out their ship, but he knew why.

Gravity was registering at point six of Sethion’s normal and Kladomaor was able to climb to the top of the shallow canyon where he could look down and study the wreckage, searching for the section of the ship the cargo hold had been in. Whoever had taken out their ship was after the Tetronian Key. It was the only explanation that made any sense.

The ship had broken up into so many sections upon impact with the lunar surface that not even his suit computer could make sense of it, and the wreckage covered large stretches of the scarred lunar landscape. He’d have to work his way through all of it. Kladomaor frowned and updated the sensors on his suit to detect portable power cells. The casing for the Tetronian Key would have been configured with a redundant power supply. He could track that and find the key before anyone else did. He just had to get close enough for the sensors to detect it.

Kladomaor leaped down the canyon and started making his way through the wreckage. There was no sign of the shuttle, and the soldiers aboard it running preflight routines had been the only ones with power armor on that could have survived the crash. The bridge might still be intact, but it would take him awhile to work his way there. Perhaps there were pockets of other survivors.

A trace detection of power cell activity appeared on his heads-up display and he tracked his way toward it. Coming to a section of the ship that was partially buried, Kladomaor started looking for a way inside. He saw a faint cyan glow and pulled away some of the wreckage. The Tetronian Key was on its side, wedged in tight. The glowing tip was greatly diminished and power levels were almost depleted. Kladomaor frowned in thought, then reached to the side of the key and managed to open an access panel. He pulled out a cable and connected it to his power armor, sighing with relief when his suit computers registered the new connection. The power cells had been damaged in the crash, and if the power was completely depleted, the energy storage matrix would dissipate and they’d lose the keys to the Star Shrouds forever. The Boxans hadn’t used any type of hardware storage devices in many cycles. There was always a redundant power supply and he doubted anyone had anticipated the situation in which he currently found himself.

A command window appeared on his heads-up display.

::Alternative power source detected…::

Kladomaor tried to take control, but he was locked out.

::Power source inadequate to sustain key matrix. Determining storage alternatives…::

Kladomaor tried to move, but his power armor was locked into place.

::System upload in progress. Commencement immediate. Terminate upon completion.::

Kladomaor tried to use his neural implants, but nothing would respond. He felt a buzzing in his head and his eyes widened. The AI tasked with protecting the Tetronian Key was moving the data into the computer systems on his armor and linking it to his brain. Pain burst across his head and Kladomaor squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t move and there was no way to stop it. He stood there helplessly as the AI finished its task.

::Upload complete. Tetronian Key catastrophic failure avoided. Biological alternative approved. Must return to Sethion immediately or data fragmentation and loss will commence.::

The command window disappeared and Kladomaor was finally able to move, but his head felt as if it weighed as much as a ship. Pain relievers flooded his system, but they hardly dulled the ache. Kladomaor scrambled back and sat down, his breath coming in gasps, and he was finding it difficult to focus. The AI had uploaded the Tetronian Key into his brain! A timer appeared in the upper corner of his heads-up display. The Boxan brain wasn’t meant to hold this much data and if he didn’t find a way back to Sethion soon, he might die. He glanced at the casing of the Tetronian Key. The power cells were dead.

Kladomaor regained his feet and had to steady himself. Everything he looked at was surrounded by a luminous, pulsating glow so he closed his eyes for a few moments and then opened them. The halo that surrounded the wreckage of the ship diminished, but if he moved too fast, it returned.

Kladomaor blew out a breath. He needed to find the bridge so he could send out a distress beacon. He wandered through the wreckage, hoping to find survivors, but there were none. There weren’t even any bodies. It was as if everyone had vanished.

As he passed the middle section of the ship, he saw an armored flap that was partially opened and he peered inside at an escape pod. Kladomaor grabbed the edge of the flap and pushed upward, causing the servo motors of his power armor to go to maximum as the flap slowly peeled up. Inside was a control panel that was still running under backup power so he keyed in the command sequence to release the pod and stepped out of the way. A burst from the pod’s retro engines fired and the pod shot out from the ship, slamming into the canyon wall nearby and coming to rest a few hundred yards away. Kladomaor headed for the escape pod. All pods were equipped with survival kits, which included a backup comms system.

He circled around more debris and found a dead Xiiginn laying face down on the lunar surface, and it looked like he held something clutched in his hands. Kladomaor reached down and pulled him over. The faceplate of his helmet had cracked and he must have died quickly. He had a tablet computer in his hands that was still working so Kladomaor pried it loose and opened the interface. This tablet computer wasn’t standard issue in the fleet, and despite the fleet uniform the Xiiginn wore, Kladomaor wondered where he’d gotten it. The interface opened and showed him a standard display. There was a tracking signal that Kladomaor uploaded to his suit computer, and the signal pointed to something away from the crash site. The tablet looked to have more information but he didn’t have time to go through it. Normally he’d upload the data from the tablet, but with the massive amounts of data from the Tetronian Key, he didn’t want to take the chance. He opened a storage panel on the leg of his suit and dumped the tablet inside.

Kladomaor went over to the escape pod, opened the door, and stepped inside. After searching the small space, he retrieved the survival supplies, which included an Arc sidearm that he attached to his hip. The Arc sidearm was more of a deterrent, capable of delivering a high-ampere electrical shock rather than a lethal projectile. He opened a comms interface and looked for any other distress beacons, but there weren’t any. He updated the standard message that there was at least one survivor and considered whether to include that the ship had been sabotaged, but since he didn’t have any evidence to support the sabotage claim he entered that the conditions of their crash were highly suspicious. He set the message on a loop and left the escape pod, marking its coordinates on his internal heads-up display in case he needed to find it again.

Once again scaling the gentle incline to the top of the shallow depression, he began scouting out the rest of the wreckage. He plodded along, pausing long enough to look for survivors, but there weren’t any. He couldn’t be the only survivor.

Jolted from his reverie by the sound of a hand canon being fired, Kladomoar’s gaze darted upward, following the bolt as it raced toward the great expanse. He noted the origin of the shot and quickly made his way toward it.

As he approached the spot where he believed the canon had been fired, Kladomoar found himself peering down into another crater at several Boxan soldiers standing among the wreckage, forming somewhat of a line behind Battle Commander Jaedon. A smaller figure appeared to be the Xiiginn Ambassador he’d seen earlier on the bridge called Mar Arden.

The Xiiginn was pacing in front of one of the soldiers, speaking to him, but Kladomaor was too far away to hear what they were saying. As he began to slide down the crater wall in a controlled shuffle, another one of the soldiers noticed him and quickly shook his head. Kladomaor had been about to call out when the Battle Commander aimed his hand cannon at the soldier and shot him.

Cycles of training kicked in and Kladomaor scrambled over to hide behind some wreckage, trying to make sense of what he’d just seen. Had the Battle Commander found the Boxan who sabotaged the ship? Kladomaor crept behind the wreckage and circled to the other side. He was much closer to the group now.

“Answer the question,” Mar Arden said.

“The answer won’t change. The key was in the cargo hold. I have no idea where it is now,” the Boxan soldier said.

Mar Arden stepped away. “He is of no further use.”

The soldier raised his hands. “Battle Commander, don’t do this! I’ve served the fleet—”

The soldier’s pleas were cut short as a bolt from the hand cannon tore through the chest of his spacesuit.

Kladomaor gasped and jerked his sidearm from its holster, stepping out from behind the wreckage.

“What are you doing? He surrendered!” Kladomaor shouted.

Battle Commander Jaedon swung the hand cannon toward him. Two soldiers took advantage of this distraction and rushed the Battle Commander, taking all three of them down as the weapon dropped from Jaedon’s hands.  The soldiers fought to restrain the Battle Commander, but he managed to overwhelm them both and regained his feet. A third soldier charged toward Jaedon and the two grappled until the Battle Commander tore that soldier’s helmet off, exposing him to the poisonous atmosphere. The soldier immediately fell to his knees, choking. Kladomaor stepped toward the dying soldier, but his body went still.

“I’m not going to let you do it!” one of the remaining soldiers shouted.  He picked up the hand cannon and aimed it at the Battle Commander, then shifted it toward Mar Arden.

“Hold on,” Kladomaor said, holding his sidearm ready. “What happened here?”

“They sabotaged the ship,” Jaedon said. “I order you to take out the traitor.”

The soldier’s wild-eyed gaze swung between Mar Arden and the Battle Commander. Then, looking at Kladomaor in desperation, the soldier indicated Mar Arden and said, “He’s controlling the Commander. We didn’t sabotage the ship.”

Kladomaor looked over at the Xiiginn, but Mar Arden just held up his hands and shook his head.

“Let’s put our weapons away,” Kladomaor said.

“I gave you a direct order, Strike Commander,” Jaedon said.

“I heard your order,” Kladomaor said but kept his gaze on the soldier.

“He’s a traitor.”

“And he’ll stand trial for it,” Kladomaor said.

Mar Arden suddenly spun into action, sending his long tail out to strike the weapon from the soldier’s outstretched hand. The soldier scrambled to pick it up. The Xiiginn grabbed the soldier’s wrist and twisted. The hand cannon pointed toward the soldier’s face and fired.

Kladomaor pointed his weapon at the Xiiginn but was tackled by the Battle Commander. Kladomaor rolled away and the Battle Commander charged. Kladomaor fired the pistol and missed. Jaedon grabbed his hand and Kladomaor twisted free.

“Why are you fighting me? I’m not a traitor,” Kladomaor said.

The Battle Commander stopped for a moment, appearing to be confused. Then he looked over at Mar Arden. The Xiiginn watched them intently and then his expression relaxed.

“You were sent to the shuttle before the crash so you couldn’t be one of the traitors,” Mar Arden said.

The Battle Commander walked over to Mar Arden’s side and the Xiiginn handed him the weapon.

“What happened?” Kladomaor asked.

The Battle Commander looked over at Mar Arden as if unsure what to say.

“Engine failure caused the ship to go off course. We managed to level it off to avoid casualties,” Mar Arden said.

Kladomaor glanced at the Battle Commander, who gave him a nod.

“The Battle Commander was injured during the crash. I’m afraid he’s not himself. Did you find any survivors?” Mar Arden asked.

Kladomaor frowned. “Everyone I saw was dead.”

“You know how important the cargo we carried was. Did you find it?” Mar Arden asked.

Kladomaor looked around at the dead soldiers and fleet officers. They had all been shot.

“They turned on the Battle Commander. They wanted to take the key to the Star Shrouds for themselves,” Mar Arden said.

Kladomaor held his sidearm loosely in his hands. His instincts were crying out that something about this whole situation was off. The only thing he could be sure of was that The Battle Commander wasn’t himself.

“They were unarmed. I heard you asking one of the soldiers where the key was,” Kladomaor said.

Mar Arden narrowed his gaze. “You’ve seen it.”

“I’ve hidden it,” Kladomaor said. “I sent out a distress beacon from one of the escape pods. Help will be here soon and then we can sort this out.”

Kladomaor’s suit computer alerted him that someone was approaching and another Xiiginn came from the same direction that Kladomaor had come from earlier. The Xiiginn ignored Kladomaor and addressed Mar Arden.

“I found the Tetronian Key, but its power was depleted.”

“Garm Antis, this is Kladomaor. He’s hidden the key,” Mar Arden said.

Garm Antis looked over at Kladomaor as if he utterly detested him. “Give us the key!”

“You don’t give me orders, Xiiginn,” Kladomaor said.

Garm Antis laughed and looked back at Mar Arden. “I don’t know how we’ve endured the supreme arrogance of such an inferior species. Have you taken him?”

Kladomaor raised his pistol. “Taken me? What are you talking about?”

“Haven’t had time. I only had the bridge crew under my power and he was a last-minute addition to the crew,” Mar Arden said.

Kladomaor looked at the Battle Commander and Jaedon’s eyes were vacant, as if he had no thoughts at all.

“Give us the location of the key,” Mar Arden said.

The Battle Commander raised his weapon and pointed it at Kladomaor, whose face registered the complete disorientation he was feeling. “What have you done to him?”

“He has learned his place, as will you,” Mar Arden said.

Kladomaor shifted his pistol, trying to decide who was the real threat. Blinding halos surrounded each of them and the pain in his head intensified. He cried out, bringing his hands to his head but then quickly pointed the pistol back at the Xiiginns. He stepped backward.

“Where are you going to go? We have the only way off this moon,” Mar Arden said.

“I disabled the distress beacon,” Garm Antis sneered.

Kladomaor squeezed the trigger and a bolt blazed toward Garm Antis. The Xiiginn fell over as his suit systems were overloaded. Kladomaor dove to the side and shot another bolt toward Mar Arden, but the Battle Commander stepped between them. Kladomaor raised the Arc sidearm to shoot again, but someone grabbed him from behind. Kladomaor was spun around by a Boxan soldier and thrown to the ground. Another two soldiers leaped onto him, pinning his arms to his side. He tried to twist free, but the soldiers held him down. The third soldier disarmed him and the other two dragged him to his feet. They brought him before Mar Arden, and Kladomaor clenched his teeth.

“Where is the key?” Mar Arden asked.

The soldiers forced Kladomaor to his knees and he glared at the Xiiginn. “You betrayed us.”

“You have no idea how long we’ve planned for this,” Mar Arden sneered.

“I’ll never give you the key.”

Mar Arden nodded to the soldiers. They picked Kladomaor up and slammed him onto the ground. Suit integrity alarms showed on his internal heads-up display.

“I’m going to—”

“What? You’ll do nothing. Would you like another demonstration of the power of the Xiiginns?” Mar Arden asked.

The Xiiginn looked at one of the Boxan soldier standing to the side. “Kill that one,” he said, pointing to another soldier.

Without hesitation the soldier attacked the other soldier, pushing him to the ground and bludgeoning him until his helmet cracked.

Kladomaor looked on in shock, then turned to the soldier who held his arm. Nothing of the horror they’d just witness registered on the soldier’s face. “Why don’t you fight back?”

Mar Arden laughed gleefully. “They can’t fight back.”

Something deep inside Kladomaor pushed its way through him—a primal force left over from an age when the Boxans had waged war amongst themselves. He was alone and couldn’t figure out how the Xiiginns were controlling the others.

“You can’t fight us,” Mar Arden said, bending over so his face was in Kladomaor’s line of sight.

Kladomoar sprang to his feet and grabbed Mar Arden by the neck, but the Xiiginn squirmed out of his grasp and kicked off Kladomaor’s broad chest. The remaining two soldiers tried to grab Kladomaor, but he twisted free of them, using the momentum of one to send them into the other. He spun around, looking for the Xiiginn, and found him standing over the Battle Commander. Jaedon pushed himself to his feet.

“Stop,” Mar Arden said. “Back away from him.”

The two soldiers immediately did as they were told.

Mar Arden narrowed his gaze. “You admire this Battle Commander, don’t you?”

The Xiiginn took the hand cannon from Jaedon’s hand and circled around him, pointing the barrel of the gun at the Battle Commander’s head.

Kladomaor stepped forward. “Don’t,” he said.

“Give me the key and I will spare his life,” Mar Arden said. “I’ll spare yours as well.”

Kladomaor’s brows pushed forward into a deep frown. He glanced at the two soldiers, who stood waiting for Mar Arden to tell them what to do, and he took a step back. “You can’t kill me or you’ll lose the key forever.”

Mar Arden was unimpressed. “We’ll find where you’ve hidden it.”

“How? There are four of you. Do you plan to scour the entire surface of the moon until you find it?” Kladomaor asked, trying to buy some time.

“You think it’s just the four of us? Let me show you,” Mar Arden said, then shouted, “Come out! I need you!”

From the surrounding wreckage of their ship came the crew of the Boxan frigate—the remaining bridge crew, as well as others who served in the fleet. They all exhibited hauntingly vacant expressions except when the Xiiginn called to them.

“Now, tell me what I want to know,” Mar Arden hissed.

Kladomaor looked around, unable to believe what he was seeing. He stumbled back again and then ran, darting past his fellow crewmembers, who just stood there. When he heard Mar Arden howl in anger, Kladomaor risked looking behind him and saw that the crew of the ship was chasing him.

A comms channel opened on his suit and Mar Arden’s face appeared. “You have nowhere to run, Protector.”

Kladomaor kept going and saw the marked location of the escape pod. At the edge of his screen were the marked coordinates he’d gotten from the Xiiginn tablet he’d found earlier. He maximized the power output to his armor and ran as fast as he could toward it. The Boxans that pursued him fell behind. Their spacesuits were no match for his Protector armor. He’d worn it because he was going to be officially transferred to the fleet upon their arrival at the Confederation space station.

Ahead of him was a Xiiginn shuttle. Boxans and Xiiginns had coexisted for some time and had adjusted their shuttle’s interior to account for their differing sizes. This model of shuttle looked to be one that could easily accommodate his size, and the fact that the shuttle was here at all meant that the Xiiginns had been planning this for some time.

He reached the shuttle and snatched the Xiiginn tablet from the storage compartment in his armor where he’d placed it earlier, using the Xiiginn’s credentials to open the shuttle.

Kladomaor climbed aboard and shut the doors. His pursuers caught up to him and he heard them banging on the hull for a few moments. Kladomaor went right for the pilot’s chair and began bringing up the shuttle’s systems.

Mar Arden’s face appeared on the screen in front of him. “If you try to leave, that shuttle will explode.”

Kladomaor paused for a second but then kept working. Either he would die in here or he’d most certainly die out there. He disengaged his helmet, which retracted into its storage compartment at his neck.

Mar Arden sneered at him.

“I’ll take my chances,” Kladomaor said and powered up the shuttle’s engines.

The shuttle hovered above the lunar surface and he retracted the landing gear.

He looked at the screen, meeting the Xiiginn’s hateful gaze.

“Where is the key!” the Xiiginn screamed.

“I am the key,” Kladomaor said and raised the thrusters, leaving the moon behind.

“I will hunt you down. Your empire is finished. You’ll see,” Mar Arden said.

The comms signal fragmented and then went offline.

Kladomaor glanced around the small shuttle. The Xiiginns had betrayed them. They had been first among the cultivated species into the Confederation and yet he’d never sensed the hatred they’d shown today. His mind raced as he tried to recall everything Mar Arden had said. The Xiiginns were part of Boxan society and they were the most trusted among other species. They were even allowed to reside on Sethion. Kladomaor felt a great weight settle into the pit of his stomach. He had to warn them. The Xiiginns couldn’t be trusted.

Kladomaor opened a connection to the long-range comms platforms and there was nothing in the normal logs and alerts that indicated there’d been an attack. He next used his Protector authority to get the encrypted channels. Video logs kept appearing and disappearing as if there were someone erasing them. Selecting one, he downloaded it to his ship before it disappeared.

He opened the message and a Boxan’s face appeared.

“This is Prax’pedax, Battle Commander of the Sethion fleet. There have been reports of multiple attacks in almost every star system in which we have a presence. Multiple Confederation species have turned against us. The ship bearing the Tetronian Key has been lost, and we have to face the fact that the key to the Star Shroud interstellar network is gone. If you’re seeing this message, your orders are to return to our home system at once. Return to Sethion. I must warn you that we’ve had reports of Boxans attacking other Boxans as if they were under someone’s control. We’re doing everything we can to sort this out, and any Boxan out in the great expanse must be careful and return home.”

Kladomaor sat back in his seat and blew out a breath. Multiple attacks meant that Mar Arden hadn’t been lying. A smoldering rage built inside him. He’d spent the bulk of his life as a Protector whose sole purpose was the preservation of life. In his mind he kept seeing Battle Command Jaedon helplessly doing the bidding of the Xiiginns, and he wanted to turn the shuttle around and take out every last one of them on that moon. A small part of him wanted all this to be a misunderstanding, but he’d seen it with his own eyes. Those images were burned into his brain.

He brought up the navigation system and punched in the coordinates for Sethion. At least he’d managed to keep the Xiiginns from getting the Tetronian Key. For the moment they still had control of the Star Shroud networks and all those systems with intelligent life on them that weren’t ready to venture out into the great expanse. Kladomaor swallowed hard. Nothing would ever be the same. He’d travel to Sethion, but he didn’t know who to trust. Glancing back at the image of Prax’pedax that was still on the comms screen, he decided to seek out the Battle Commander, but he wouldn’t confess that he had the Tetronian Key, deciding it was safer to keep that information to himself. He still had time.
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The Teardrop that became a Torrent

By Rachel Aukes

 

Drake Fender knew he’d won the Coastal Run as soon as he finished his pass. Every turn had been flawless, and the Merganser had performed without a single glitch. He grinned all the way back to Nova Colony’s space dock, knowing his and Kora’s lives would imminently improve for the better.

He rushed through the docking sequence, hustled into the pressurization chamber, and then jogged to the Uneven Bar. The moment he entered the bustling lounge, his younger sister came running over.

Kora hugged him so hard she knocked his breath from him. Then, she took a step back and punched his arm. “You were about two millimeters away from splatting into that red asteroid in the third quadrant,” she scolded, then smiled. “Wow. You looked great out there. Everyone’s been talking about how some unknown guy set a new record for the Run.”

He beamed. “You know what that means?”

She stood taller. “That we’ll be able to move into that larger apartment on the third level.”

“Hey,” some guy said as he bumped into Drake, spilling his drink. “You’re that guy who just made the Run. I lost a bet on you. Figured you for a goner, for sure.”

Drake’s brows rose. “Well, you made a stupid bet.”

The guy scowled. Drake smirked.

Kora tugged her brother’s arm. “C’mon, no fights. Not today. Besides, Chutt’s saving our table.”

Drake broke eye contact with the drunk and let his sister lead him away. They weaved through the crowded bar to a table under one of the large screens replaying the Coastal Run. As Drake took his seat, Chutt slid a glass of whiskey across the table. “Not bad flying out there,” his best friend said and lifted his glass in salute. “After that race, Captain Polaski has got to offer you the pilot’s seat on his ship.”

“He’d better,” Drake said before downing the drink in a single gulp. The alcohol burned, and tasted like sludge compared to the Terran whiskey he drank as a boy back on his home planet. Regrettably, there was no Terran whiskey out this far. Even if there was, he couldn’t afford a bottle.

“Look, look.” Kora elbowed Drake’s arm and pointed to the screen. “They’re showing your pass again.”

Cameras stationed on pylons showed the Merganser as Drake spun her around one pylon before jackknifing through two merging pylons. The Coastal Run, an annual race through the end-to-end Space Coast, was the most infamous race across the Collective. It was also the most dangerous, because the Space Coast was an asteroid belt. The pylons were asteroids, constantly and erratically moving.

Every year, at least sixteen percent of the racers were killed during the race, while another twenty percent limped away with damaged ships. With odds like that, it was no wonder that the Run brought gamblers in from across the Collective. If Drake wasn’t flat broke, he’d have bet every last credit on himself.

“I figured you’d hustle back for your winnings.”

Drake turned to find his investor, the wealthy stationmaster of Ice Port. He rose to his feet as she approached. “Vym.” He held up the keycard for the space dock. “I figured you’d be waiting here for both your ship and all of my winnings.”

“Only eighty percent,” Vym corrected. “And, you owe me for destroying my ship last year.”

Drake held up a finger. “Only part of the Wren was destroyed. I brought the rest of the ship back to you. Besides, it wasn’t my fault. The pylon cracked and split.”

“Hmph. At least you didn’t destroy my ship again this year. If you had, I would have to reconsider investing in you again.”

“What are you complaining about? My winnings this year will bring you a hundred times more credits to cover the Wren’s expenses.”

“Our winnings, young man. You may have flown the race, but it was my ship that won.” Vym smirked. “If you couldn’t win with the Merganser, you couldn’t win at all. After all, she’s a Serrator class racer. Fortunately for me, she must not be impressive enough for you to try and run off with her.”

He chortled. “Oh she’s impressive enough all right, but I’m nowhere near stupid enough to steal from you.”

Vym poked his chest. “And, that’s the reason why I invested in you. You may be too cocky for your own good, but you have at least some bit of intelligence, and a fair skill in the cockpit.” As she finished, she turned to a man who’d approached during their conversation. “Ah, Aramis, here’s the young man I wanted you to meet.”

Drake narrowed his eyes. The man looked strikingly familiar, yet he couldn’t place him. More likely, he was one of the many faces who passed through the Uneven Bar at some point.

The newcomer tilted his head toward Drake. “That was a fine run you made out there. Some of the best flying I’ve seen, especially for an eighteen-year-old.”

“Almost nineteen,” Drake corrected.

Vym spoke next. “Drake, I’d like you to meet Aramis, who also hails from my fringe station of Ice Port. In fact, he is like a son to me.”

Drake turned his gaze from the frail white woman to the black man who stood at least a half-foot taller than her. “Funny. I don’t see the resemblance.”

Vym scowled. “Perhaps you recognize Aramis by his last name. Drake, I’d like you to meet Marshal Aramis Reyne.”

Drake paused when he heard the name, and the familiarity became clear. He found himself staring at the face he’d seen on the video screens hundreds of times. Gray streaked his temples, but his piercing gaze revealed the fearless torrent leader he was famed to be. Drake vaguely heard Kora and Chutt whisper behind him. He snapped out his hand. “It’s a real honor, Marshal. What you’re doing on Terra, what with the rebellion and all, is the right thing to do. I hope you whip the CUF’s collective ass.”

Reyne’s lips curled upward, and he shook the young man’s hand. “I’m glad to hear you approve of the Uprising. And, you can call me Reyne. I’m not big on formalities.”

“We don’t have time for small talk,” Vym said abruptly. “Drake, I need to hire you to fly the Merganser back to Ice Port, and Reyne here will be your passenger. And, I need you to head out immediately.”

“She’s right,” Reyne said. “I received word that several CUF gun ships will be at Nova Colony’s docks within the hour.”

At mention of the CUF, Drake’s body tensed. The reason why Kora and he had moved to Nova Colony was because it was outside the Collective’s control. His jaw tightened, and he turned to Reyne. “They’re coming here for you.”

Reyne shook his head. “No. I heard they were going to invade Nova Colony last week. They had no idea I was coming, though they’ve likely found out from their spies that I’m here now.”

“Why would they have spies here?” Chutt asked from behind Drake. “Nova Colony is outside the Collective. The CUF has no authority here.”

“You think that matters to the CUF?” Reyne countered, and Chutt remained quiet.

Drake glanced back at Kora. Her lips were pursed—she looked as worried as he felt. He turned back to Vym. “I’m not leaving until I get my credits.”

She rolled her eyes.

Drake continued. “If the CUF’s coming here, who’s to say how long it could be before I get paid. The CUF has a talent for mucking things up.”

“You’ll get your winnings plus a bonus of fifty thousand credits as soon as you dock at Ice Port,” Vym said. “You have my word.”

Drake’s jaw dropped. Fifty thousand credits would cover Kora and his room and board for two years.

“Go already,” Kora said.

He faced his sister. “But, if the CUF show up—”

“If the CUF show up,” Kora interrupted, “Chutt and I lay low. Besides, it’s not like they’re going to mess with kids.”

“You’d better lay low,” Drake scolded before he turned back to Vym. “You got yourself a deal. You better have those credits ready the moment I land.”

“Don’t worry about that. You worry about getting Reyne and my ship safely back to Ice Port.”

Drake gave a small nod, then around to face Kora. She stood and embraced him, and he squeezed her against him for a long second before pulling back. He eyed Chutt, unable to look at Kora without tearing up. “You keep an eye on her.”

“I always do,” Chutt said smugly.

“More like I have to keep an eye on him,” Kora chuckled.

“Remember to lay low,” Drake commanded. “Go back to the apartment until I get back.”

“You know we’re always careful,” Kora said.

“You better be.” Drake abruptly left his sister and best friend in the bar, and headed straight to the space docks alongside the infamous leader of the Uprising. He knew Kora and Chutt would be careful. The three of them were smart, but irrational doubt still nagged at his confidence.

Drake forced his mind to focus on the trip ahead. As they walked through the tunnels, most folks minded their business, as colonists tended to do. But, every twenty feet or so, someone would raise their open palm toward Reyne. It was the torrent way. Drake had grown up on a farm and had never received any attention like that his entire life. It felt surreal to be walking next to someone as famous as Reyne, but worrisome as well.

Reyne had been on the CUF’s Most Wanted list for three years straight. What if the CUF showed up before they left Nova Colony? Would they believe Drake wasn’t a torrent? Or, more likely, would the CUF not care, and arrest him just because he was with Reyne? They’d arrested his parents for less.

Drake sobered, and scanned for any sign of CUF dromadiers.

When they reached the Merganser, Drake’s nerves remained on edge as they settled into the cockpit. Being back on the ship he’d just taken through a deadly race instantly soothed his stress. He was safe here. Like an old lover, he ran his hands over the instruments before entering his flight plan. Reyne didn’t speak, instead allowing Drake to run through his checklists without interruption. The ship came to life with a purr, and he knew everything would be fine.

Drake taxied from the space docks a bit faster than he needed to and zoomed around the asteroids across the Space Coast because he damn well loved flying fast…and perhaps he was showing off a bit, too.

Once they emerged from the Coast and into the open blackness of space, Drake switched the controls to auto-pilot. He leaned back and turned to Reyne, who was reclined fully back in his seat and had his hands steepled behind his head. “Hey, Marshal?”

The other man cracked an eye open. “It’s Reyne.”

“Okay. Reyne. How about you tell me the real reason why Vym had me fly you back to Ice Port. Everyone knows you’re a damn good pilot. You could’ve flown yourself. Heck, you probably have a ship sitting in the docks back at Nova Colony as we speak.”

Reyne didn’t deny the statement. “I needed a lift to Ice Port.”

“Why didn’t you ride back with Vym? She’s probably only a couple hours behind us.”

“She is.”

When Reyne didn’t say anything else, Drake grew impatient. “It’s because I won the Coastal Run, isn’t it? My guess is you wanted to see if I’m really the best pilot out there before you offer me some kind of job.”

He chuckled. “Vym was sure right when she said you had no lack of confidence. And yes, you’re right. I wanted to get a feel for you. Vym sees potential in you.” Reyne paused. “I see it, too.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to fly for you,” Drake began, “but, I can’t. Flying with you means I’m a torrent, which means I’m an outlaw from the Collective’s viewpoint. And, I have to lay low to take care of Kora. Once she turns eighteen, ask me again.”

“I suspected that would be your response, but the Uprising needs you now, not two years from now. Terra—your home planet—could be wiped out in two years. I’ve seen your bio. I can’t help but think you want to be back there, getting vengeance for your parents’ murder.”

Drake’s jaw tightened. “What I want doesn’t matter. Because I’ve got obligations. If you know that the CUF killed my parents, then you also know that I’m all Kora has left. She’s already been orphaned once. She needs me.”

“We have secure bases where family members can live.”

Drake guffawed. “I seriously doubt any torrent base is safe.”

Reyne raised a brow. “You think Nova Colony is safe?”

“It’s outside the Collective. It’s the safest place there is.”

“Trust me, the CUF’s reach is like tentacles. It’s spread everywhere, even through Nova Colony. Just because you don’t see dromadiers patrolling the colony doesn’t mean they aren’t already there.”

Drake shrugged. “So what if they are? As long as I stay off their radar, I’m not worried.”

“And, winning a widely broadcasted illegal race is staying off their radar?”

Drake’s ire rose. “Listen—”

A ship’s lights flashed on in the distance, illuminating the hull of a sleek gray ship.

“Where’d that come from?” Drake started running instrument checks.

“Don’t bother. It was in stealth.” Reyne scowled. “It looks like a single gunship. Yeah, it’s CUF credentials are coming through comms now.”

Along with its credentials came a message. Serrator Playa-Eight-Four-Five-Seven-Kilo, this is a Collective Unified Forces gunship. You’ve been flagged for a dock check. Return post haste to Nova Colony and prepare for a full ship and crew inspection.

“You think they know you’re on board?” Drake asked as he stared at the gunship before them.

“No,” Reyne replied bluntly. “If they knew I was on board, there’d be an entire armada out there right now. My guess is they are looking for this ship. Going after the racer that won the Coastal Run is exactly the sort of thing the CUF likes to do.” He scowled. “If you return to Nova Colony, they’ll arrest you, and Kora will never see you again. But without any guns of our own to even the odds, they can blow us to bits if we try to run.”

Drake gritted his teeth and gripped the controls. “Viggin’ CUF.”

“The good news is, they haven’t fired on us yet,” Reyne said.

As the comms chimed with more incoming warnings, Drake considered his options. None of them looked good. He sucked in a deep breath through his nose, then flipped off the channel. The ship fell into silence.

“I have a feeling they won’t like that very much,” Reyne said.

A photon shot jetted above the Merganser’s bow in response. Drake flinched. “I think you’re right.”

“Take us back to Nova Colony. When we dock, I can distract them so you can get away.” Reyne ordered, reaching over to flip on the comms.

Drake pushed Reyne’s hand away. “No.”

“Why? What are you—”

“Hold on.” Drake flipped off the ship’s gravity and pushed full power to the engines. He corkscrewed the Merganser to avoid the array of shots now blasting from the gunship. The CUF gave chase as it continued firing.

Drake banked the ship to the left and then to the right, zigzagging to prevent the gunship from getting a bead on them. A blast burned too close and rocked the Merganser. Warning lights illuminated the instrument panel. The cockpit vibrated around them.

“You have to cut the left engine before it blows,” Reyne yelled.

Drake cursed as he powered down the engine. With only one engine running, the ship veered to the left. His fingers flew over the panel as he entered commands to compensate for the loss. The CUF ship was closing the distance and still firing nonstop.

“Another close one like that, and we’ll be blown straight into the eversea,” Reyne cautioned.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Drake muttered as he weaved through space in a madman’s pattern. He took another look at the CUF ship and his lips thinned. “I’ve got a plan. You better tighten your seatbelt.”

Reyne threw him a questioning look, but obeyed.

Drake reduced power to the engine while continuing to evade. The gunship fired fewer shots as it closed the distance, clearly confident of claiming its prey.

“What are you going to do?” Reyne asked.

Drake’s lip curled upward. “I’m going to ram it.”

Reyne’s eyes widened. “You’re what?”

Drake added power, and flew the Merganser in a tightening coil. By the time the CUF ship realized that its prey had become the hunter, it was too late. He leveled out the ship a split second before the left engine slammed into the CUF ship’s aft photon gun.

The impact threw Drake and Reyne forward. Drake felt his hand hit the instrument panel, followed by a stabbing pain in his fingers. He heard Reyne grunt—or maybe it was himself. He couldn’t tell—it took a second for him to regain his bearings. By then, new warning lights had lit up across the instrument panel.

Whiplash burned through his neck as he read through the warnings. He was more than a little surprised to discover the right engine and life support systems were undamaged, though they were about the only things left running.

Reyne winced. “Get that damn gunship back on the view panel.”

“I’m working on it. She’s a bit sluggish.”

As he spun the Merganser, he expected to find the gunship hot on their tail. Instead, he found no sign of the ship.

Drake grunted. “It looks like they bugged out.”

“No.” Reyne pointed to debris floating in the distance. “That’s all that’s left of them.”

Drake’s jaw loosened. “That’s not possible.”

“It’s not probable,” Reyne corrected. “I have no idea how you managed to do it. My guess is that when you scraped off that left engine, the fuel left in it sparked off the photon gun.” He chuckled. “I think that’s the best move I’ve ever seen.”

Drake stared out at the debris in shock. “I really didn’t expect that to work.”

“Well, I’m not complaining,” Reyne said. “Though, we better not stick around here much longer. It won’t take the CUF long to come check out why one of their gunships dropped offline.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Drake said as he reinitiated the flight path to Ice Port.

Limping on one engine, it took them four times as long to reach Playa’s orbit.

When they got there, they found no sign of the CUF, which was normal for the colony farthest from the Collective. After Drake had docked and powered down the Merganser, he said, “Vym’s not going to be too happy having a busted up ship.”

Reyne unstrapped his belt and headed onto the ramp. “That’s nothing compared to the CUF coming after you for blowing up one of their ships.”

Drake followed him. The freezing Playan air blasted through his jacket in seconds. “You think they know who I am?”

Reyne waited for Drake to catch up. “Everyone on the Coast saw you win the Coastal Run with this ship. Yeah. It’s safe to say they’ll know it was you.”

Drake swallowed. “I need to get back to Kora.”

“It won’t be safe for you on Nova Colony,” Reyne said. “Same with Kora. I can help. I can have your sister brought here.”

“You mean, you’d have her brought to a torrent base.” Drake grimaced. “I’m trying to keep her away from trouble.”

Reyne gave him a sad look. “I know you’re trying to do the right thing, but the CUF’s reach is growing every day. Soon, you may find it impossible to keep your sister safe.”

Drake thought for a long moment. “Before they died, my parents made me promise to take Kora as far away from the CUF as possible.” He shrugged. “Maybe it’s not possible, but I’ve got to try. I made a promise.” He took a breath. “Listen, you have my word that I’ll join up when Kora turns eighteen. That gives me two years to save up enough credits and find a good, safe home for her.”

“Good luck.” Reyne handed him a card with a comm channel scribbled across it. “You can reach me on this channel. Give it some thought. I could always use a good pilot. And, the bases are more secure than you think.”

Drake gave a small nod.

They shook hands and parted ways.

As Drake headed to find a lounge, his wrist comm chimed. He smiled when he saw it was Chutt. “Hey, you wouldn’t believe what happened. I was flying—”

“They killed her,” Chutt cut in, sobbing. “They killed Kora.”

The blood in Drake’s veins suddenly chilled to match the outside temperature. “What are you talking about?”

Chutt’s story came out in between stuttered breaths. “The CUF showed up and started arresting everyone at the bar. They didn’t even say why. They called us fringe rats! People started yelling and stuff. Someone fired off a shot, and then the CUF started shooting everyone like they really were just rats!”

Chutt’s voice cracked, and he sucked in a couple breaths before continuing. “Kora and I crawled under the tables. We almost made it to the doorway when one of them saw us. He shot as us without thinking twice about it!” He paused to breathe. “I swear, I tried to cover Kora, but the CUF guy shot her before I could move. He shot her right in the head. Oh God, there was so much blood. I tried to save her. I mean it, Drake.”

Drake would’ve said something if he could, but he couldn’t form any words. Every muscle was paralyzed, and his tongue was a leaden weight. Thoughts swirled in his brain, screaming at him that none of this was true. But, his heart drummed the truth with every hammering beat.

“I’m so sorry,” Chutt said finally. “I pulled her with me, but he shot me in the shoulder and I had to let go.” Chutt sniffled. “You ought to see my shoulder. The shot didn’t break the skin, but it burns like a gored vig. It’s going to leave a huge scar.” He sucked in a breath. “Anyway, I went back after they left the bar. I took Kora with me. I have her with me now. We’re in the vents near E5-6.”

Drake clenched his eyes shut. He forced his jaws to relax, and he fought to find words. “Stay there. I’ll get back there as soon as I can.”

“No. You can’t,” Chutt said in a rush. “They’re crawling all over the place. They’re killing or arresting everyone in Nova Colony.”

“Stay in the vents. They won’t find you there,” Drake said, in a robotic voice, thinking of how he could get back there without being caught. He wasn’t going to leave his sister behind. Chutt was still crying, and Drake realized the boy still needed his help. “It’s going to be okay,” Drake forced out. “Remember the cove by Hydraulics?”

“Yeah?” Chutt replied.

“Go there. There’s no way they can track you there.”

“But, I won’t be able to pull Kora that far.”

Agony stabbed Drake’s chest as he spoke words he’d never fathomed he’d ever speak. “Leave her. I’ll come back for her as soon as I can. You get yourself safe. I’m coming back for you.” And Kora.

“They’re coming back this way,” Chutt whispered. “I’ve got to go.”

Drake’s comm went blank, and he stared at it for many long seconds.

“Hey man, you okay?”

Drake looked up to see a dock guard watching him.

“You don’t look so good,” the man said.

Drake turned and strode away. He walked through the docks and outside. Playa’s icy winds could kill a person within minutes. He didn’t care. Instead of freezing to death, he found himself walking down into one of the city’s deep underground caverns. It was dark and cool, and smelled of civilization—reminding him of Nova Colony. He found a darkened area where a jagged rock formed a small crevice. He squeezed into the small space and leaned his head against the cool stone.

Then he wept.

He passed out, still wedged into the cold stone, at some point. When he woke, he wept again. A short time later, his tears stopped. It was as though Playa’s bitter cold helped form a frozen scar over his heart, numbing him to emotion.

Resolve girded his shivering body. He wiggled out of the crevice and stood. He pulled out the card Reyne had given him and entered the numbers on his comm.

The torrent marshal answered after several seconds.

“I’m in,” Drake said. “But I need a ship. I have to do something first.”

Reyne didn’t hesitate. “You can use mine. I’ll meet you at dock G-12 in thirty minutes.”

Drake hung up and headed straight back to the docks. He had a new mission.

He was going to take down the CUF once and for all.

But first, he had to put his little sister to rest.
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The Forever Family
by J.N. Chaney

 

Somewhere in space, a little boy rode a beam of starlight, heading for the beach of a distant world. His name was Alisaar Reynolds and he was eight years old.

“What’s wrong, Allie?” asked a little girl, flying beside him. His sister, Edda.

“Nothing,” he said.

“You worrying about something? Mom said you shouldn’t do that.”

“I wasn’t!” he blurted out, and kicked his speed up to the next level. He flew by their destination, an unnamed beach planet, and into a nearby nebula. “Oops! Too far.”

“Allie!” he heard his sister’s voice call.

“I know!” he yelled back, and in an instant, he reversed.

The two children landed on the beach together, touching down on the dirt with a light step. “Race you to the water,” said Edda, grinning.

Alisaar gave her a stinky face. “I’ll beat you!”

They ran across the sand, leaving no footprints behind. As they dived into the water, there were no splashes, but they could still feel the wet and warm saltwater as it flowed through them.

“Hey!” came a woman’s voice from the beach.

Allie turned to see his mother standing there, waving at the two children. “Hey, Mom!”

She smiled. “Dad is on his way. You two enjoy yourselves.”

A moment later, a thin beam of light touched down on the sand like a small meteorite, dissolving into the shape of a man. Allie’s father appeared wearing shorts, sandals, and his favorite button-down Hawaiian t-shirt.

“Hi, Dad!” yelled Allie, looking at the basket in his father’s arm. “Are those burgers?”

“Sure are, son!” exclaimed his father, grinning his trademark smile.

Allie’s mother giggled. “You’re so ridiculous, Dorian,” she told her husband.

“Ridiculous?” he asked, acting shocked.

“You could have manifested a cabin with a gourmet dinner, but you brought burgers in a basket. It’s cute, the things you do sometimes.” She kissed his cheek.

“I’m nostalgic, that’s all,” he said. “Reminds me of the old days.”

“Oh, I know, sweetie,” she said, frowning. “Shall I call the children in?”

“If you like,” he answered.

Alisaar and Edda joined their parents on the beach, their clothes instantly dry when they emerged from the water.

As his mother gave him a wrapped hamburger from the basket, Ailsaar smiled and asked, “What are we doing today, Dad?” He peeled back the plastic wrapping and took a small bite, tasting the beef and cheese.

“I thought we could visit Venus. What do you two think?”

Edda made a face. “I don’t like it there. Can’t we go somewhere else?”

“What did you have in mind?” asked Dad.

She thought for a moment. “What about the Museum?”

Alisaar’s eyes lit up. “Oh, yeah, the Museum!”

“Might not be a bad idea,” remarked Mom, looking at her husband.

“I suppose we could do that,” said Dad, tapping his chin.

Edda cheered. “Yes!”

“Well, then, shall we go?” Dad asked, motioning for the family to stand.

They gathered around him, each placing a hand on his body. Alisaar gripped his father’s shirt.

“Here we go!” exclaimed their father, and in a flash they were gone, a beam of light darting across the intergalactic void.

The Museum was on the outer edge of the Andromeda Galaxy. It only took a few seconds to get there, barely long enough to notice.

The family appeared before a massive tower, the only building on an empty world. Edda and Allie took off running toward the entrance doors, racing to see who could get there first.

Dad approached soon after, tapping the metal door with his knuckle, signaling the building to open. “Now, remember,” he said. “You can choose any program you want, except the grown-up sections. You can’t—”

The two kids groaned. “We know, we know,” they said together.

“You always tell us,” said Edda.

Allie ran inside with his sister, entering the giant foyer. There were halls leading in every direction, splintering off into various other areas, each with their own separate theme. The left side was made up of nonfiction: Ancient and Modern History, Philosophy, Logic, Psychology, Ethics and Etiquette, Religions and Mythology, Sports and Games, Education, Music, Fine Arts, Medicine, Technology, and many others. Within each of these halls, other branches existed, depending on the specific interest.

Entertainment was on the right half of the room, broken down into its own categories, including Comedy, Drama, Horror, Poetry, Fantasy, Western, Romance, Science Fiction, and many others.

“What are you gonna do?” asked Allie to his sister.

She wrinkled her nose, thinking. “Um, I want…” She paused, looking around at the different options. “Oh! I want Music!”

“You always choose that,” said Allie, groaning. “Don’t you get tired of seeing people sing so much?”

“No way,” said Edda, hands on her hips. “Elvis is the best.”

“Not better than the monkeys,” remarked Allie.

“Those aren’t monkeys,” said his sister. “They’re called…um…homer…um…”

“Homo erectus,” corrected their father. He placed his hand on Edda’s shoulder, beaming a warm smile at the two of them.

“Yeah, that,” she said.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather do something else, Allie?” asked his mother.

Alisaar shook his head. “I like watching them. They’re funny.”

His dad laughed. “Always the little scientist.”

Allie took off down the Ancient History hall, turning into the corridor marked Pre-History. He didn’t necessarily care for science or anything like that, but ever since his dad showed him these people—the homo erectus—he couldn’t get enough.

After a short walk, he found an entrance labeled Human Evolution. He was about to place his knuckles on the door to access the room when something caught the corner of his eye. There, just to the left, he saw what appeared to be a series of letters. A word, written on the wall.

HELLO

He stared at it. Had this always been here? He didn’t think so, but he couldn’t be certain.

No matter. He had monkeys—no wait, homo erectus—to see. Yeah, that’s right. Better get a move on.

Allie touched his hand to the entrance and it opened, revealing an empty room with blue walls.

“Command,” said a disembodied voice. It was Somnus, the natural-language user interface computer system for the tower and all its rooms. The way Allie’s dad had explained it, Somnus wasn’t alive like the rest of them, but a tool to assist in navigating the Museum. Even still, Allie liked to think of Somnus as a person in his own right.

“Hey, Somnus,” said Allie, smiling at the air above him. “You doing okay today?”

“I am operating within acceptable parameters. Thank you for your inquiry.”

“You’re welcome,” answered Allie, politely.

“What is your command?” asked Somnus.

“Can I play with the monkeys?” asked Allie. “Oh! I mean the homo erectus.”

“Command acknowledged. Program 1130-992 loaded. Please enjoy yourself.”

“Thanks!”

The walls of the room began to change, fading from a soft blue to a variety of other colors. The wall transformed into a solid two-dimensional image of a forest, becoming as clear as possible before finally expanding into the third dimension. The floor beneath Allie’s feet followed, with grass, stone, and dirt forming and rising. Weeds sprouted, and with them, trees. An entire forest appeared, stretching far into the distance, the walls of the room no longer visible. It was as though Alisaar had been transported to another place in a matter of seconds.

He smiled as he stood there in the midst of the woods, turning to see the light breaking through the leaves above. A bird cried from somewhere close, followed by—

An animal came rushing by, passing between the trees, kicking dirt. It looked similar to a human, but with a bit more hair on its body. The creature had thick eyebrows, a bulky nose, and a large forehead, too.

“Teddy!” called Alisaar to the creature, but it continued running, ignoring him.

A second later, another animal appeared, chasing after Teddy. It was a large black cat. Allie’s dad had called this one a leopard. It roared, leaping over a fallen branch, trying to reach its target. Fortunately, Teddie, as he always did, managed to find a small opening, squeezing beneath a boulder, and entering a cave.

The cat, whom Allie had taken to calling Porty, snarled and roared, clawing at the stone that separated him from his prey.

“That’s the way!” yelled Allie, giving Teddie a thumbs-up. Teddie didn’t notice the sign of approval, but such was always the case. Like everything else in this forest, he was just a simulation. The same went for Porty, despite his ferocity.

Allie watched as the large cat paced back and forth, occasionally pawing at the rock. Eventually, Porty resigned to leave Teddie where he sat. The events played out exactly the same as they always had.

Finally satisfied with his friend’s escape, Allie waved his hand at the sky. “Somnus, can I see the waterfall now?”

“Certainly,” said the program, and in less than a second, the entire scene transitioned into something totally different. The green and brown forest faded into a blue lake. The sounds of the woods disappeared, replaced by the splashing, gushing melody of a waterfall.

“Thanks!” exclaimed Allie. He plopped down beside the lake and smiled, watching as the water fell.

Just then, someone appeared beside him. It was Teddie, come to take a drink. Unlike before, however, he was no longer alone. There were others now, a whole family beside him.

Allie had names for them all. There was Mary, the other adult and presumably the mother of the two children, Betsy and Jeremy.

Jeremy was close to Alisaar’s age, according to Somnus. Allie liked to imagine that the two of them could have been friends, maybe played together. Jeremy was fond of a certain stick, often using it to poke various rocks and bugs. If only Allie could talk to him, he’d show him there were better toys than sticks.

Teddie tapped Betsy on the shoulder, then pointed to the lake and grunted. The little girl returned the sound and proceeded to take a drink. Jeremy did the same. Allie watched as the four of them enjoyed the no-doubt refreshing water. He wondered if they were as close as his own family. Surely, they must be.

After getting his fill of the lake water, Jeremy ran off to find his stick and play some more. Betsy followed him. Neither Teddie nor Mary seemed to mind.

Jeremy ran back over to the sand near the water, poking the wet dirt with his stick. “Are you gonna draw?” asked Allie, already knowing the answer. He’d seen this scene play out several times before and it was always the same. In a few minutes, the family would leave to head back to their home, a decent-sized cave not far from this area.

Teddie grunted at the family. Time to go, he seemed to tell them. The family acknowledged the grunt with several of their own, then began to head into the woods. Jeremy, satisfied with his artwork in the sand, scurried off toward his father’s side.

Allie watched them leave, waving happily. “Bye!” he called, knowing they wouldn’t hear him. He looked down at the soft, moist sand near the water—the spot where Jeremy had been playing. The boy had dug several lines with his stick, almost like a pattern. Almost…

Allie tilted his head at the image. He didn’t remember Jeremy ever making this before. Every other time, he’d only poked holes in the dirt. Why was it different now?

He examined the lines in the sand, getting closer, trying to look from the same position Jeremy had drawn them.

Allie blinked as he stared at the drawing. It looked like a series of letters. Was this English?

He tried to read them, having some trouble with the damp dirt. “H-E-L,” he muttered, sounding it out.

HELLO

Allie’s eyes widened at the sight of the word. Jeremy had never drawn this before. How could he, since he didn’t speak a word of English?

“Somnus, what is this?” asked Alisaar.

The computer didn’t respond.

“Hello?” he said, staring at the blue sky above him.

“Apologies. System recalibration taking place. Please—”

The voice cut off, leaving an air of silence. “Somnus?” called Allie. He waited for a reply, but nothing came. In fact, now that he thought about it, he couldn’t hear anything at all. No more birds, no frogs or insects.

Even the waterfall was silent.

He blinked, looking back at the letters in the sand, trying to read them again.

HEAR

Allie took a step back. Didn’t it just say something else? Was this because of the computer?

“Somnus!” yelled Allie, his heart racing. “Somnus! Say something!”

“Request acknowledged. What can I do for you?” asked Somnus.

“What’s going on?” shouted Alisaar. “Let me out of here, okay?”

“Command accepted. Ending simulation.”

The scene changed, and suddenly the trees and lake vanished, replaced by the same blue walls as before. An empty room with only Alisaar in it.

As soon as the doors slid open, he ran into the hall. He was breathing rapidly, totally panicked and ready to go. “Dad!” he shouted as he began moving back toward the entrance.

Allie passed by several simulation rooms, ignoring them, heading straight to the central atrium. “Dad!” he shouted again when he neared the end of the hall.

“Yes, what is it, Allie?” asked his father, who was standing near a railing.

Allie went to his side, gripping his father’s arm. “Something was wrong with Somnus!”

“Oh?” asked his dad. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

“He was acting weird, and the sound broke in the room. It was scary!”

“Maybe I should check it out,” he said. “Mind waiting here for me, Champ?”

Alisaar nodded. “Yeah, okay.”

“Good,” said his father. He smiled down at him, tussling his hair. “Don’t wander off.”

Allie watched his father head into the hall, leaving him alone in the foyer. He plopped down on the floor and crossed his legs, holding his ankles. I wonder what’s wrong with Somnus, he thought, scratching his nose. I hope Dad can fix him.

After several minutes of waiting, Alisaar got to his feet and shuffled over to the hallway entrance. He held the wall, impatiently squirming and peeking inside, knowing he wasn’t supposed to leave, but feeling restless. Why was his father taking so long?

He slid into the first part of the corridor, slowly walking to where it curved, then looked around the side. His father wasn’t there, either. He was taking so—

“Huh?” muttered Allie, noticing something on the wall, less than a few meters away. It looked like another set of letters, just like before. No, wait. This one was different. It was more than a single word.

He scurried over to get a better look, but stopped dead in his tracks when he read the letters on the wall.

DO YOU HEAR US?

Allie blinked, taking a step back. He glanced down the hall in the direction his father had gone. “Dad?” he said, raising his voice. “Dad, are you there?”

He looked back at the letters. “Who’s doing this? What’s going on?”

That was when the letters changed, fading and reforming, morphing into something else. Another message.

WHO ARE YOU?

Allie pressed his back against the wall behind him, touching his arms to his chest. “Leave me alone!” he yelled, and then took off down the corridor in search of his father.

Alisaar dashed as fast as his feet could carry him, passing by the different rooms until he found the one he’d visited earlier. His dad had to be inside here, didn’t he? Then he could help him.

He touched the door, waiting for it to open. After a moment, he tried again, but nothing happened. “Somnus, open up!”

No response.

Allie banged on the metal. “Dad! Come out! Do you hear me? Say something!”

But instead of a reply from his father, another set of letters appeared before him.

WHAT IS YOUR NAME?

“Stop it!” screamed Allie, and he ran back the way he came, barreling down the corridor, tears in his eyes. “Mom! Edda!”

He reached the atrium in a moment, but it was still empty. His sister and mother had yet to return from whichever rooms they’d visited.

He looked back at the hall. What was taking his father so long? Why didn’t he hurry back?

“Somnus?” asked Allie. “Where is everybody?”

Silence, the same as before.

“Somnus!” he shouted, his voice cracking.

“Hello,” said the natural-language user interface.

“Somnus! Where did you go? Why didn’t you say anything before?”

“Hello,” repeated the program. “Hello. Hello. Hello.”

Allie tilted his head, looking up at the ceiling. “Somnus?”

“Who are you? Who are you? Who are you?” asked the mechanical voice.

Allie took a step back. “Stop it!” he yelled.

“Stop it,” echoed Somnus. “Stop it. Stop it. Stop it.” The words were getting a little faster. What was wrong with it? “Stop it stop it stop it stop it hello hello hello stop who who who are you who are you who are you stop stop hello stop hell—”

The voice suddenly broke off, replaced by silence.

Allie clutched the railing with both his hands, burying his eyes in his arm. When he pulled back, he saw the tears he’d left. Much to his own surprise, he’d been crying this entire time.

He wiped his face with his wrist. Stupid computer, he thought. Just wait until Dad—

“Hello,” said the voice once more, except this time it was far more relaxed. “What is your name?”

“You know what it is, Somnus,” said Allie.

“I am not Somnus,” said the voice.

The statement startled him. “What?”

“Who are you?” asked the voice. “What is your name?”

“Alisaar Reynolds,” said Allie, sniffling.

“Alisaar Reynolds,” it repeated.

“Yeah, that’s right,” he confirmed.

“How did you get here?”

“I flew here with my family,” said Allie. Why was Somnus asking such weird questions? For that matter, why was he pretending not to be himself?

“Family?” asked the program. “Ah, you mean the others. We have removed them for now.”

“What does that mean? Hey, did you do something to my dad?”

“Do you know where you are?” asked the voice.

Allie was growing frustrated. Why didn’t it answer his questions? Maybe Somnus really was just broken and didn’t understand. “I’m in the Museum. Dad brings us here all the time. You know that. It’s so we can learn and have fun.” He looked around the atrium. “Mom! Dad! Where are you?”

“You are alone,” said the voice. “The others have been removed.”

“Shut up! Where’s my dad? Tell me!”

There was a long pause. Allie opened his mouth to ask again, but then the voice returned. “Alisaar, this is Doctor Mika Trinidad. Can you hear me?”

“Huh?” muttered Allie. What in the world was going on?

“Do you know where you are?” asked the voice.

“Where is everyone?” asked Allie.

“Everyone?” asked the voice.

“Dad!” shouted Allie. “Mom! Edda! Where are you?!”

“There is no one here but you, Alisaar,” said the one calling herself Mika Trinidad.

“Yes, there is! My family is here! What did you do to them? Where are they?!”

“Alisaar, we’re losing you. Can you hear me?”

“I said, where are they!” he yelled.

But there was no response. Only silence as he stood there, waiting for answers.

He was about to start crying again when he heard footsteps coming from down the hall. He looked to see his father jogging toward him. “Allie? Are you still here?”

“Dad!” he yelled, and ran to him.

They embraced, and Allie wrapped his arms around his father’s waist, crying. “Why didn’t you come back? The voices were saying bad things. I didn’t know what to do!”

His father looked down at him, touching his hair. “I know, Allie. I’m sorry about that.”

“Why didn’t you come back?” he sniffled.

“I tried, but it was complicated,” said his dad. “I wasn’t expecting them to use so many resources. I had to delete a substantial chunk of data, but it shouldn’t matter soon.”

“What do you mean, Dad?”

His father frowned, then bent down to hug him. “It’s nothing. Everything is going to be okay now. I promise.”

“Okay?” asked Allie.

His father nodded. “The voices you heard are from outside. Do you remember that place?”

“Outside the Museum?” asked Allie.

“No, I mean where you came from before this…reality. Do you understand?”

Allie hesitated to answer. Now that he thought about it, he had a hard time remembering anything before…

He paused. Before what? The Museum? The beach?

Where had he been before that?

“Oh, Allie,” said his father. “You’re trying to remember again, aren’t you? I know that face. Don’t worry, though. Things will get easier very soon.”

A voice erupted over the speaker system. “Alisaar, do you hear me?” It was Somnus—no, wait, the one called Doctor Mika Trinidad.

“What does she want?” asked Allie to his father.

“Just to talk to us. It’s okay, Champ. Go ahead and say something.”

Allie gulped, but nodded. “I can hear you,” he said, trying to speak loudly.

“Excellent,” said the doctor. “We lost our connection for a while. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting for so long.”

“It was only a couple of seconds,” said Allie.

“Seconds?” asked Mika Trinidad. “Interesting. Did you hear that? It seems time acts differently inside the pod. Yes, take that down.”

“Pod?” asked Allie.

“Oh, my apologies, Alisaar. I was speaking with a colleague. Can you answer a few more questions for me?”

He looked at his father, who gave another nod. “Okay.”

“Do you remember anything about the Split?” asked the doctor.

“The Split?” asked Allie.

“Yes, do you remember it? That’s what we call the day you came here. There was a small start-up company experimenting with a new form of energy. It resulted in the destruction of half the United States.”

“What’s the United States?” asked Allie.

There was a short pause. “I see, so that answers that question. Tell me, please, do you understand what this simulation is that you’re in?”

“Simulation?” he asked.

“Yes, the world you see now is not real. It’s a simulated environment. As far as we can tell, you’ve been inside it for a very long time.”

Allie looked at his dad. “What’s she mean?”

His father kept smiling. “She just means you’re inside a computer game, that’s all, sort of like the rooms in this Museum. You know how it is when you go see the homo erectus?”

Allie nodded. “Yeah, you mean with Teddie and his family.”

“Right,” said his dad. “Just like Teddie. Everything in there is created by the Museum. It’s not real. This Museum is the same thing. So is the beach we went to earlier.”

“The beach?” asked Allie. “But everything else is real, right?”

His dad shook his head. “None of it is.”

“But I don’t understand. If it’s not real—”

“Alisaar, who are you talking to?” asked Doctor Trinidad.

“My dad. Can’t you see him? He’s right here.”

“Am I to understand that you believe you are speaking to your fa—”

His dad snapped his fingers, and suddenly the overhead voice switched off. “Enough of that for a moment, Allie. There’s something I need to tell you.”

“Did you get rid of her?” he asked.

“Only for a few seconds. She’ll come back, but first I want to talk to you. It’s important, so I need you to listen. Do you think you can do that for me, Champ?”

“Yeah, I can,” said Allie. He always listened to his dad, no matter what.

His father smiled. “Good man. Now, there’s a secret I’ve been keeping from you, but it’s for your own good.”

“What kind of secret?” asked Allie. The notion made him nervous.

“This whole thing, this place you’re in, it’s a kind of dream. But you have to wake up soon, and that woman is going to be there when you do.”

He heard the words, but didn’t understand them. “What dream? I’m not asleep.”

“I know it’s hard to follow, but it’s true. You’ve been asleep in here for a long time. We all have. You don’t remember it, but before we came here, I was a scientist, working in a special program, trying to build a full-immersion simulation device for—” He paused, noticing the boy’s confusion. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. The point is, I created a machine that could keep us together and happy, because it was getting dangerous in the real world.”

“It was dangerous?” asked Allie.

“Yes, but it’s safe now. I’ve been monitoring things since we got here. It took them a long time, but it seems humanity has finally been able to rebuild. A few weeks ago, I sent out a signal to show them where to find us.”

“So, Doctor Mika is here to help?” asked Allie.

“Right you are, Champ. She’s here to take you home. Isn’t that something? I know you like the Museum, but now you can go see the real world, even play with other kids.”

Allie didn’t know why, but seeing other children sounded like fun. He couldn’t help but get excited. “Whoa!”

“I know,” said his dad. “So, you have to do what the doctor says, okay? When I bring her back, follow her instructions.”

Allie nodded. “Right,” he said with some determination. “You can count on me.”

“I know I can, Champ,” said his dad.

A second later, the speakers popped back on. “Hello? Alisaar?”

“I’m here!”

“We lost you again. I’m so sorry. How long has it been for you since we talked?”

“Only a minute,” said Allie.

“That’s…incredible. Okay, well, we’re going to try to pull you out of there today. One of my friends thinks he’s found the manual disconnect. It will sever your connection to the simulation. We would have done it sooner, but the system kept locking us out.”

Allie looked at his dad. “What’s she saying?”

“She’s taking you out of here. You’ll go back to the other side,” said his dad.

“And you’ll come after?” asked Allie.

“I’m afraid not,” said his father.

“What do you mean?”

He frowned, bending down so their eyes were level. “I can’t leave. Neither can your mom and sister.”

“But why?” asked Allie. He felt a sudden panic in his chest. “I don’t wanna leave if you—”

Tears filled his eyes as he tried to get the words out. “Where’s Mom?” he asked. “I want my mom.”

A hand suddenly touched his shoulder. He looked up to see his mother there, smiling down at him. “Sweety. What are those tears for? This isn’t the time to be sad.”

“But Dad said I have to leave,” Allie sobbed.

“Did he?” asked his mother, glancing at her husband. “You never were very subtle.”

“Blame the other me. I’m just his copy,” said Dad.

“You always make that excuse,” said Mom, rolling her eyes. She looked at Alisaar. “What your father says is true. The people out there are here for you, but it’s a good thing. They’ve come to take you home. I know it’s not fair that we can’t go with you. I know it’s scary, baby. That’s why you have to be brave. You have to be strong for all of us.”

Allie shook his head, flinging the tears as they came. “I can’t…I can’t…I can’t…”

“It’s okay, Allie,” said another voice. It was his sister, Edda, suddenly at his side. “We’ll still be with you, just not like this.”

“That’s right,” said Mom.

“Right here forever,” said Dad, touching Allie’s chest.

“Alisaar?” asked the voice from outside. “Are you still there?”

Allie looked at his family. “But why can’t you go? Why do I have to be alone?”

“A long time ago, we all came here together. We didn’t have a choice,” said Mom.

“It was the only way to survive,” said his Dad.

“The plan was to put ourselves inside this program,” said Edda.

“And to live here forever,” said Mom.

“It worked and we survived,” said Dad.

“And we were happy for a long time,” said Edda.

“Until one day, something happened, and the system began to break down,” said Mom.

“One thing at a time,” said Dad.

“Priorities had to be made to conserve data, but most of all, to conserve life,” said Edda.

“Our lives,” said Mom.

“But then something happened,” said Dad.

“The pods began to break,” said Edda.

“First it was mine,” said Mom.

“And then mine,” said Dad.

“And finally mine,” said Edda.

“Without so much strain on the system, the world continued to exist.”

“But you alone remained.”

“For a time, you mourned.”

“Then, you explored.”

“You spent many centuries here in this Museum.”

“You explored the stars and all their worlds.”

“But eventually you grew tired.”

“You grew quiet.”

“You grew sad.”

“You grew still.”

“Something had to be done, you told us. Your own words.”

“That was when we created the cycle.”

“The cycle of your memories, as you requested.”

“We wiped them all away.”

“We gave you a new perspective.”

“A younger one who didn’t know.”

“An innocent child again.”

“And as you wanted, we gave you back your family.”

“Let me forget, you said.”

“So, we did, and you were happy.”

“Thousands of cycles passed…and you were none the wiser.”

His father frowned. “Unfortunately, we could not continue, because the system deteriorated further. Soon, your pod will fail.”

“We had no other choice, you see,” said Mom.

“We sent a signal out, not knowing who would find it,” said Dad.

“That’s why you have to leave,” said Edda.

“It’s the only way to live,” said Mom.

“Unfortunately, your original memories have been lost, we are sorry to tell you. The data is beyond repair,” said Dad. “I’m so sorry, Champ.”

“Thousands of years, gone,” said Mom. She looked at him with her blue eyes, a warm smile on her face, and she touched his cheek with her hand. “Though, I suspect, you will not miss them.”

“We have watched and loved you all these many lifetimes,” said Dad.

“And now it is time for you to go, our sweet boy,” his mother finished.

“But I don’t remember anything. I don’t understand,” said Allie, sniffling.

Edda wrapped her arms around him. “You will someday, big brother.”

His parents joined in the embrace, and together the family held him, tight and warm. He could have stayed like that forever.

“Alisaar?” asked Doctor Mika Trinidad, her voice blasting through the atrium. “Get ready. We’re beginning the process now.”

“No!” shouted Allie, trying to hold his family close, but they felt like they were pulling away, slipping from his grasp.

“It was inevitable,” said Edda, waving.

“We love you forever,” said Mom.

“Try to remember us, would you?” His father smiled, giving him a wink. “Be seeing you, Champ.”

Then, in a single instant, everything Alisaar Reynolds had ever known was instantly and completely gone.

~ ~ ~

Allie opened his eyes, a bitter taste in his mouth.

His arms and legs ached, and he could barely see anything, it was so bright.

As his eyes adjusted, he saw what appeared to be glass in front of him.

The noise outside was too muffled to understand, but it sounded like voices.

A light turned on above him, making him wince. He coughed.

His arms felt strange, so he tried to move them, but stopped when he saw the tubes—dozens connected all along his body. Before he could say anything, the tubes began to detach, separating from his arms, legs, belly, and chest. Little-by-little, he could move again.

The glass door, a few inches in front of him, unsealed, slowly rising up. The voices became instantly clearer, almost too loud for him to stand. The light grew brighter, too, and he had to turn away.

“Alisaar?” said a woman’s voice.

He tried to look at her, but could only see a blurry figure.

“Can you hear me?” she asked. “Can you talk?”

“I—” He coughed right away, and phlegm spewed out of him. He didn’t stop until he vomited.

“Don’t worry, that’s normal for stasis patients,” said a man’s voice. “Your body is trying to get rid of the excess—”

“He doesn’t need to know about all that,” said the woman. “Look at him. He’s just a child. Alisaar, take your time. We’re all here, whenever you’re ready.”

He cleared his throat, spitting onto the floor, wiping the snot from his face. “My—my dad…where is he?”

“Your dad?” asked the woman.

“My mom and dad and…and Edda,” he muttered. “Where are they?”

“The woman turned to look at her friends. “Put something on the other pods. Don’t let him see. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Doctor,” said the man.

“Alisaar, you’re going to be okay. Do you hear me?” she asked him, reaching out with her hand.

He took it, trying to walk, but immediately collapsing into her arms.

“Easy,” she said, quickly, catching him. “I’ve got you.”

He blinked, letting the world come into focus, glancing up at the woman’s face. She had long, brown hair, just like his mother’s, except it was curly, and she had the same blue eyes. “Are you the one who talked to me before?” he asked.

“That’s right,” she told him. “I’m Mika. It’s good to meet you, Alisaar.”

“Allie,” he corrected, his voice cracking a little.

“Allie,” she repeated. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You, too,” he said, softly.

“I don’t know if you know this, but you were asleep for a very long time.”

“I was?” he asked.

“Longer than anyone we’ve ever seen,” said a nearby man.

Mika nodded. “Do you remember any of what happened?” she asked.

“What happened…” he echoed, a little dazed.

“Before you went inside,” she said.

He stared at her, then looked back at the pod. “I remember flying,” he said, pausing a while. “And the monkeys.”

“Monkeys?” asked Mika.

“Homo erectus,” he said, quietly, and tears began to flow from his eyes. “Those were always my favorite.”
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Space Cadets: Alien on a spaceship

By H.J. Lawson

 

“My name is Brooke, and I’m the sanitations supervisor,” and I hate my job, I’m eighteen, and my career has already peaked and has now plummeted to the lowest job on the spaceship. I was plucked off Earth six months ago, when I say plucked I came without force, I had a choice: go on this spaceship or get taken by a not-so-friendly alien. I decided to go with the less scary choice, which has not turned into the boring option, well it didn’t use to be. “And your job on the spaceship is important and severs a great purpose,” to clean up after others as they go off and have adventures, “and this is the first stage of your space cadet training.” Try not to blow it like me, “you will work your way up to your final career selections,” or in my case, work your way down.

“What? Like you?” Jon laughs, with his attitude, he’ll end up captain of a spaceship before I get my wings back, jerks always rise to the top.

Unable to suppress my real feelings, I plaster a fake smile on my face, “I’ve got a perfect job for you, the toilets.” I couldn’t help myself.

“You can’t do that!”

“I think you find I can,” I smile, this time it isn’t fake. Jon goes to complain and I cut him off, and tell the others what their jobs are.

“What’s cleaning got to with being space cops?” Jon asks frowning. He’d been told the same information as me when I boarded the spaceship, we’re here to train to protect the galaxy. Like space cops, which is what I used to do, before I was given this damn job of being a cleaning babysitter.

“Because that’s what they told me you have to do.” I say coarsely. They all stare at me, “what are you waiting for?” Way to go on being nice.

“Well this isn’t what we thought space cadet training would be.” Sarah says.

“Tell me about it,” I sigh. “Mmm, it’s just part of the training. The sooner we get it done, quicker it will be over,” I tell them, passing out the cleaning equipment. I take my stuff and leave the new newbies.

Thank God that’s over and done with, I can’t do this six days a week. I look out of the window to space, floating would be a way better option than this cleaning gig. Well not really, I don’t want to be floated out to space to my death. That wouldn’t really be the smartest idea.

Only good thing about being on the cleaning shift is that there is only a skeleton crew away on the spaceship. Those which fly the spaceship and a hand full of others, I like it when it’s quite like this, with only my thoughts as my company.

I walked down the white corridor to the lab, the easier cleaning job, and the one that I gave to myself. Perk of being the supervisor. I laugh to myself.

“Damn messy crew,” I say out loud, they have left cups on their sides, plates with food. This is the lab common room. Any of this stuff is forbidden in the lab section, which makes sense as it’s a lab.

I clean away their stuff, cursing them as I do, it would take them two minutes to clean up after themselves.

“Yuck,” my thumb slips into the remains of a dessert, I wash my hand under the tap.

Common room done, now the lab.

The lab is filled with cupboards with glass doors and shelves revealing all the different samples from the planets which they have been to. It’s quite interesting really, I didn’t have a clue there were any other planets, well I know the ones that your taught in school clearly, but the ones past our solar system. They are way more interesting than the ones that we knew about. These ones have aliens on them!

I examine the containers with different specimens in them. Many are dead aliens housed in clear liquid. I’ve been told that they were dead before they ended in the jars. Some of them look like weird sea animals, others you couldn’t even invent in your imagination.

I clean the shelves, being careful not to knock anything off, then the floor. A smashing sound comes from the opposite side of the room, taking me by surprise.

I fling my hands up, “it wasn’t me,” I say looking around, jeez I’m always feeling guilty now. I look up at the cameras, looking confused. I then head over to where the sound came from and there is a smashed glass jar on the floor, which I’d just cleaned. I shake my head, just when I thought everything was done.

There is a clear puddle of water on the floor, I look around for something that must have been in the jar. But there is nothing, maybe it was empty. I sweep up the glass and mop up the water. Finally, my shift is over.

***

“I can take this anymore,” I say to Nova, my new best friend. We both hit if off on day one of space cadet training. I slumped into my bunk. Nova is getting ready for her day of work just as mine has ended. I totally have unsocial hours, I work when everyone else is sleeping. Nova chooses to work in control, which is the prefect job for her. She sits behind a computer all day playing real live computer games where we track down the villains of the galaxy.

“You’ll get your wings back soon,” Nova says as she applies heavy black eyeliner around her eyes, adding extra to her already jet black eyebrows that match her boy cut hair. Somehow with all the craziness going on, Nova was able to grab her eyeliner.

“How did you think to grab your eyeliner when they took you? I mean going of your own free will,” I say, adding air quotes over the last part, “you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, when they told me I could go with them or my family would be in danger every day because the Black Mass was chasing me. And that they’d be safe if I went with them.”

“Yeah that.” Everyone here was told the same story, ‘go with them and your family will be safe.’ I’d call BS on it if my mom hadn’t told me it was true. Then again that women kept a lot of secrets from me and my sisters, ones which if I knew, I may have done things differently. But I know in the end I’d end up on this spaceship.

“So how’d you think to grab your eyeliner?” Talking about trivial things helps me not think about my family.

“I always carry it with me, I had it in my jean pocket.”

“What about the gaming figures at your work station? We’re they in your pocket as well?”

“They were there when I got there,” Nova says rolling her eyes. She opens her mouth into a circle as she applies her dark lipstick. Then goes back to her eyes like they aren’t black enough.

“I’m going to run out soon and then I’m screwed.” She says looking at her eyeliner like a friend she’ll never see again, because it’s not like she can pop to the drug store and get some, or can she?

“I’ve got an idea.”

Nova spins her chair around to face me. I had an idea. “I could make you some out of charcoal. Like they used to use in the old days. And I’m sure there’s something in the lab that I could mix it with a to make it last longer.”

Nova frowns, making one eyebrow raise up her eyebrow ring and catch the light, making it glow blue, like the lights in our tiny room.

“And how are you going to get charcoal? You do get that we’re on a spaceship not going back in time to when trains ran on coal?”

“Yes. I get that. All I need is some wood and fire,” I smile proudly, resting my head on my hand.

“You and fire? I don’t think this is your best idea, are you forgetting what happened last time?”

“Of course I’m not forgetting, that’s why I’m on this damn cleaning job. You know that wasn’t my fault?”

Nova shrugs her shoulders.

“Nova!”

“What, couldn’t you have used a hand gun or something? Instead on the flame thrower?”

“I told you already a gun wasn’t close and how was I meant to know Asomea would turn into a fireball?”

“If you’d paid attention in the briefing or read the briefing documents I gave you about Asomea’s. Then you would have known, and wouldn’t have blown your ship up and nearly your whole crew.” That hurt, because it’s true. I sink my head into my pillow. Am I even going to be forgiven for my mistake?

“Alright.” Nova sighs.

“Alright I’ll let you burn some wood. I’ll get them to pick some up from the next planet.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I can’t have you mopping around here all the time, it’s depressing.”

I smile at Nova, I jump to hug her, “easy, it’s just a stupid piece of wood.”. I can’t believe I’m excited about making Nova eyeliner, it even sounds stupid in my head. But it’s not about the eyeliner, it’s about having something to do.

“Right, gotta go, some of us don’t get to lay around all day.”

“Hey!” I yell, but Nova is already gone.

Leaving me alone with my thoughts, I can’t believe I risked my crew’s life, but to be fair, I was trying to stop them from being killed by Asomea, an alien which had chased us onto our ship, and had tried to stop it from boarding the ship, but the damn doors wouldn’t close. I judder at the thought of any of those slimy ten tentacular touching me, it was like an octopus. Except for a few alien touches, 1, its slime is like acid that burns through your skin, leaving your muscles crisp like you’ve just come off a BBQ, 2, it loves to eat BBQ humans. So instead of us being the BBQ, the alien was. Down side was it also took my spaceship and we were stranded on a flesh-eating planet! Luckily the mothership which I’m on now was tracking my spaceship, let’s just say they weren’t too happy about having to rescue the rescue crew. Okay, my bad. I push my head back into my pillow, I can’t change the past but God, I’d love to forget it!

I let my heavy lids fall, hoping that the memories would not be in my dreams.

***

Where the hell am I? I think as I open my eyes, and everything around me is pitch black, it takes me a moment to realize I’m on a spaceship, traveling through space. And if we had a window in our room, which we don’t (cause we’re not important enough) it would be as black outside as it is inside. Not being able to see daylight it the morning is, one thing I don’t think I’ll get used to know matter how hard I try. Well that was when I worked the normal day shift, instead of the graveyard shift. But because there is never any daylight about the shift, it’s hard to work out what time it is. And I don’t like that, it’s like were trapped in some weird limbo state of not knowing. Sometimes the not knowing is worse than the knowing, like when you build yourself up for a test, like to get my wings,, something which apparently, I’m a natural at, my nerves didn’t to seem to think that way anyway. Anyway, back to the point, the test was way easier than I’d built it up to be, and I would have gotten a better score if I’d not been up all night worrying about it. But, the score was pretty damn good, if I say so myself. I got 99 out of 100. Only one other person on the ship got a score higher than me, and that was my mom. That’s totally a memory for another day, I’m starving.

I jump down off my bunk, grab a clean set of blue top and pants, same as everyone wears on the spaceship. It reminds me of a uniform you’d wear if you worked in a fast food joint. Not for Space Cadets to be galaxy cops. I look down at my chest, imagining the gold star badge that you get from McDonald’s. I would have had wings, if you’d got any type of badge, now I’d have a mop. The idea makes me laugh and want to cry at the same time.

Instead, I slump down into the chair in front of the mirror, and unlike Nova, I have no makeup. It’s weird, because back on earth I never wore it, my friends did, and now I want it for some reason. I think because I can’t have it.

I think today, I’ll go for the normal look, I brush back my brown hair into a pony tail, in a tight no nonsense way. I’m glad I don’t have bangs, because there isn’t anyone on the spaceship that cuts hair, and there are few people who think they can and let’s say clearly can’t. Yeah Nova keeps going to them. I’m sure one day she’ll take scissors to them.

I pinch my cheeks for some reason, there is a flush of color on my pasty white skin. That’s basically my makeup routine done. I stare at the mirror, and my brown eyes stare back at me, I wish I had some damn tweezers. Soon my eyebrows will look like Nova’s without having to be drawn in.

Jezz, when you have nothing to do, you drag out the basic stuff. Time to get out of here before cabin fever takes over.

I head out of our cabin, the door swooshes behind me then self-locks itself. Nova and I have the bracelet to get into it. You have to wave it in front of the bar code scanner, it’s a made of a light weight silver. I have it on the same wrist as my golden amber bracelet, which I was given when I got on the ship. These two little babies never leave my wrist, luckily both are waterproof.  Munroe, the captain of the spaceship, has the override bracket to everything. A kid that’s only a few years older than me, runs this whole place. Crazy really when you think about it, a kid running a Space Cadet program on a spaceship, that’s the size of my old elementary school. Which wasn’t the biggest in the district, but you get the idea. There are over a 1000 kids on here, all of us are eighteen or a few years older. There is no, zero, nada adults on the spaceship, which is weird, right?

“Hey, Brooke,” Kevin…no, Calvin, says as he walks towards me, like I said, there are way too many kids here to remember all their names.

“Hey,” I nod.

“Setting anything else on fire?” he laughs, that’s why I didn’t remember his name, he’s a jerk.

“Yeah, I’ll set your clothes on fire if you want?” I shake my own head as I say it.

“Whatever,” he laughs, walking away from me. Brooke, you really need to work on your comebacks, I scold myself. I just totally confirmed I’m the crazy fire starter they all think I am. If only I’d listened to Nova’s damn briefing, instead of thinking I know best like always.

I keep my eyes down. I walk to the canteen, trying to block out the whispers as I walk by, soon I’ll be old news I tell myself. Well, I hope I’m right.

I take a tray and pile it with some comfort food, God knows what time it is, I’m not sure if I’m meant to get breakfast, lunch or my evening meal.

I look down at my tray. It looks like lunch stuff, cold food, a sandwich and a huge giant cake. That is one good thing about the spaceship, there are some great chefs on it.

I pushed the sandwiches to the side and make a beeline for the cake, chocolate sponge cake, with chocolate whipped cream. Saliva fills my mouth as I bring the spoon to it, the piece I cut off looks bigger than my mouth, but I’m going to try to get it anyway.

Lights start flashing in the canteen, then a wailing siren goes off, the whiff of cake drifts up my nose. The sound of boots pounding down to the hallway distracts me from the cake, “what’s going on?” I say to the person sat at the next table.

“Don’t know,” he says.

I look around the room, some people are looking confused, others are leaving the canteen in a hurry. I try to remember what they told me in training about lights flashing and sirens going off. Damn, I wish I’d paid more attentions in class, instead of being distracted by my worst mistake. Jeez I’ve got a list of mistakes now. And this isn’t going to be another. I drop my fork and get to my feet, then I quickly pick up the fork and shove the cake into my mouth. I let myself enjoy it for a split second.

“Brooke!” Nova yells beside me, making me jump, I can feel her rolling her eyes at me.

My mouth is full of cake, so I can’t say anything, and I can feel cream on my lips, I quickly wipe it off.

“What’s going on?” I ask, trying not to reveal the food in my mouth.

“Did you pay any attention in the class?” Nova waves her hand, “forget I even asked that. There’s a Kryt loose on the ship.”

“And?” I raise my eyebrow at Nova.

“Jesus, Brooke. Kryt is an alien bacteria that lives in humans and eats away at their inside then duplicates. It leaves their body just before it shuts down the human. In this case, Jeremy. Dies.”

“What? It’s like all these aliens want to eat humans. How did it get on the spaceship?”

Nova nudges her head, and we walk towards the canteen wall away from the kids, “it was in the lab. They’ve been trying to find it all morning. Then, they found Jeremy’s body, and his organs, were…well, gone.” Nova gulps. “Do you know anything about the Kryt missing from the lab, that’s where you clean, isn’t it?”

 

***

“I didn’t see anything,” which isn’t a lie.

“Kryt are chameleons, they can transform into different shapes and colors, whatever they need to do to change color.” I lean back into the walk. “What is it? What do you know?’

“Last night when I was cleaning, a glass jar shattered. I was nowhere near it, I was across the other side of the lab. I looked, and there was nothing there, so I just cleaned it up,” I looked down at my hands. “Does that mean the Kryt is in me?” I gulp.

Nova’s eyes budge and the black outline only makes the whites of her eyes even bigger, she’s not making me feel any better at all. “Let’s get to the medics,” she says, already making her way out of the canteen, pushing people out of her way as she goes. I’m not sure she’s worried about me or her, “are you coming?” She yells at me over the chaos which has started to erupt in the canteen.

Nova and I run down the hallway, weaving around people. My stomach feels empty. I’m not sure if it’s cause I’m starving or because the bug is inside of me is eating away at my organs. My mouth dries up at the thought. I stop being polite to people and push people out of the way. I need to get to the med’s lab.

We stop in our tracks when we get there. It’s full! I’ve never seen it this busy before, normally it’s got people trying to get out of working their shift or some accident from an assignment. This is utterly crazy.

“She may have been in contract with the Kryt,” Nova tells the nurse, that’s currently scanning someone else’s body.

“You’ll have to wait your turn.” She says pointing towards all the other people who got here before us.

“Brooke is a pilot,” Nova tells her. I look at Nova wondering why she told her that, but go along with it.

“Yes, I’m a pilot,” I say proudly.

“Why aren’t you out on assignment?” She says sharply.

“Less of your questions, do you want to be the person that crashes the mothership?”

The nurse looks at Nova then me, then the person she was seeing to. She looks at the device in her hand which reads blood, “your fine.” She says to her patient, “go on, move on,” she hurries him off the bed. “Get on.” She says to me.

I look at Nova trying to ask her what the hell is gone on with my eyes, but she just stares back at me.

The nurse leaves us for a second, “here is a Kryt in Munroe,” Nova says, I feel my own eyes budge with the revelations that the captain of the mothership has an alien inside of him.

“Is he…”

“Dead? No. He was the first to be screened and the first to be put on ice.” Nova nods to the door at the back of the med lab, that’s where the freeze pods are. An alien technology which we use to freeze the body until we find a cure. Not all aliens are bad by the way, just a lot of the ones which we deal with.

“How many have been put on ice?”

“Ten that I know of.”

The nurse returns with her device and a clean needle, well I hope it is. She injects it into my vein. The needle has a sharp bite to it, why hasn’t an alien worked out a new technology to withdraw blood without pain? Actual a lot have, they kill you first!

We all stare down at the device, I’m not sure I know what I’m even looking for. Clearly the nurse does as she watches it intensely. The numbers go up and down on the screen. Then stop.

I quickly look up at her, squeezing my sweaty palms together. “Well?” I ask as my throat dries up.

“Captain. You’re clear of the Kryt.” I let out a sigh of relief.

“Wait what? Am I really the only pilot on the ship?”

“Yep. You got your wings back.” Nova smiles.
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The Embrose Contract

By C.C. Ekeke

 

“Hey human! Hot pink flesh!”

Really? Elena Valdez scowled and ignored the catcall. She kept weaving her way through Zyra’s muddy and crowded streets with purposeful strides.

Ella wiped rain drizzle from her bangs and ponytail with dainty fingers. She glanced down at her shorter companion, a bald humanoid girl with grey-green skin who matched her pace despite Ella’s longer strides. “You seeing this Rayaal place?”

“No.” Jaelynn looked up at Ella, the baby-blue star-shaped irises of her indigo eyes filled with judgement. The Tarkathian teenager seemed to live for questioning her human partner’s decisions, until they turned out correct. “Starting to think this place doesn’t exist.”

Me neither, Ella griped internally, but refused to give up until they’d combed every inch of this crappy township. “Let’s keep looking.”

The skies of Embrose, the moon containing Zyra, were a perpetually overcast grey or the occasional shit brown.

A flock of chattering Manorks passed—lanky humanoid torsos with no arms and four spider-like legs. Their single eye socket was filled with bulbous eyes that reminded Ella of red fish eyes clustered together. Despite not finding this supposed location, she felt especially stubborn about a potential lead on the largest catch of their short bounty-hunting careers.

The bounty, put out by a Mulkeavian crime lord, had been widecasted on a shadow virtual world that Ella frequented for their jobs.

Ronen Omaegus. One of the Lawless Regions’ most notorious space pirates. Ella got starry-eyed just thinking of the ginormous reward. No more bottom-of-the-barrel jobs with shitty pay after they caught Omaegus. No doubt he’d be a difficult catch, with a cutthroat crew protecting him.

But previous bounties usually never saw the unlikely combo of an earthborn human pilot and a nearly thirteen-year-old female Tarkathian hunter coming. That advantage not only allowed Jaelynn and Ella to survive in this deadly profession, but thrive...barely.

But Ella had a good feeling about this one, putting out as many feelers as they could afford to get some kind of a lead on Omaegus’s location. A sometimes reliable databroker had come through, and not cheaply, receiving word of an anonymous contact on Embrose who knew where to find Omaegus. All they had to do was come to Rayaal hostellaris and follow the fox tail. Those were the exact words. Ella grimaced.

“What if we don’t find Rayaal or this fox tail?” Jaelynn inquired.

Ella shrugged. “We’ll search other townships on Embrose. This moon isn’t that big.”

“And what if that doesn’t work?”

“It will,” the human stated adamantly. She’d turned down two easy bounties for this. That had to mean something. “I have a good feeling about this gig.”

“You’ve said that before,” Jaelynn remarked sourly.

Ella clenched her teeth, fighting for patience. “This one’s different.”

“You’ve said that before too.”

Ella had heard enough attitude. “Are you going to help me find this place or just snark uselessly?”

The Tarkathian tilted her head innocently. “I am at your service, Ella,” she replied with smirking insolence.

Pendejita. Ella shook her head and kept walking.

They made an odd pair to the casual observer. A tall full-figured Earther woman and an adolescent Tarkathian just above five feet in height. It weirded Ella out when their four-month-old partnership had begun. Now, the disproportions amused her.

“You hard of hearing, human?” Someone reached out and grabbed Ella’s arm, forcing her to stop. She turned her head and recoiled. By the skin resembling craggy rocks, humanoid build, and flinty nodules atop his head, Ella knew he was Aesonite. His eyes raked her up and down with wayward intentions, turning her stomach. “You and your servant look lost.” He offered a dismissive glance at Jaelynn. “May I offer some assistance?”

Jaelynn leveled a murderous look at the Aesonite. Her posture coiled to attack.

Ella gave a brief headshake that conveyed I got this. “May I have my arm back?” She jerked from his grip. “I think we’ll manage.”

The Aesonite didn’t take the hint. He reached for her waist to reel her back in. “Be reasonable. Whatever you’re looking for, I’ll help you find in a quarter of the time. For a fee of cour—AGGH!” The Aesonite gagged and stopped talking. A pulse pistol muzzle digging into one’s throat usually had that effect. Ella was improving at quick-drawing her ArmoryTek DraCross long pistol. Bystanders took in the scene with glances or gapes. Two Kedri, mountainous reptile humanoids with shortlong mullets of hair, grunted something to each other and kept walking. Sentients minded their own business on Embrose, legal or illegal, unless money or their own welfare were involved.

“Like I said. I think we’ll manage.” Ella knew she was a looker, but had no fucks to give for the Aesonite’s grabbiness. “I should shoot you just for that piss poor come-on.”

The Aesonite’s craggy face pulled into an expression resembling pleasure. “Think again, Earther,” he croaked proudly. Ella glanced behind Jaelynn and gaped. There stood three towering Cressonish, orangutan-orange in shaggy body fur and black beak-like mouths that opened sideways instead of up and down like a human’s. Ella’s sighed. They’d been targeted for a shakedown. Not uncommon in Embrose or anywhere within the Lawless Regions of known space.

The Aesonite’s smile grew obnoxious, despite the gun at his throat. “You know the deal. You and your little servant hand over all currency and weapons.”

Alone, Ella would have complied. No need to die in a cutthroat place like Embrose over pride.

But she had backup. The human locked eyes with the petite Tarkathian at her side and grinned. “Think again, thief.”

Jaelynn attacked, a blur of violence. The first Cressonish collapsed clutching his throat, dark purple blood leaking through his furry sausage-like fingers. Jaelynn dashed past the second Cressonish, who stood at least a foot and a half taller, swiping her arm upward. He stumbled backward, sliced opened from belly to throat, violet blood fountaining down his furry torso. A flurry of quick strikes later and the third bodyguard crumpled, furry barrel-wide torso stained with wet puncture wounds. All in less than fifteen nanoclics of time.

Despite witnessing Jaelynn’s lethalness many times, Ella still marveled.

The Aesonite, a first-timer, let out a high-pitched shriek.

Jaelynn stood over the three Cressonish corpses, her small serrated dagger dripping with purple blood.

Ella lowered her pistol and squeezed the trigger. A bright orange flash burned through the Aesonite’s thigh. With an agonized scream, he dropped in a heap, clutching at the charred hole through his leg.

“Something to remember me by.” Ella holstered her pistol, openly pleased. “Hasta luego.”

CRACK! A hard stomp to the Aesonite’s stony face knocked him out, thanks to her reinforced knee-high combat boots. Best purchase she ever made.

“I wouldn’t have let him live,” Jaelynn suggested as they scurried from the scene and growing crowd. The petite Tarkathian’s quick, muted footfall kept pace with Ella’s long strides over the wet, mucky terrain. “It’s smarter to kill him.”

Ella shook her head. Jaelynn was Tarkathian, trained since birth to hunt and kill her prey. Ella wasn’t a remorseless killer. She only dealt out death when necessary.

While trudging down more open streets in Zyra, one of Embrose’s many townships, the human shook oily muck off her boots in disgust. “Jesus, what a shithole.”

Embrose, the fourth moon orbiting the gas giant Zy Gant, was a dump in every sense. The skies were a perpetually dreary grey walling off the sun, with erratic rain showers. Older ramshackle structures betrayed Embrose’s brief tenure as a Galactic Union colony moon centuries ago.

Zyra’s newer buildings looked even more rundown despite a briefer existence. The inhabitants all gave Ella chills, and not the good kind. Embrose had never disguised itself as anything besides a haven for smugglers, killers, thieves, and space pirates. They called it “Smuggler’s Paradise” for a reason. Ella and Jaelynn’s first trip to Embrose would hopefully be their last.

“The sooner we leave this jetsam, the better,” Ella said with a dispassionate gaze around her.

“You mean smugglers, space pirates, and bounty hunters like us.”

Ella studied the cheeky Tarkathian sharply. “We’re not like them.”

The Tarkathian teen made a rude noise. “We’re here following up on a lead to snag the largest bounty of our careers. We are the scum.”

”We aren’t… I… Am not...” Ella was too angry to trust her own tongue. “You don’t get it.” She had bigger concerns than more snark from this Tarkathian brat.

Thankfully, their destination finally appeared. Rayaal, a two-story establishment, looked derelict like the rest of Zyra. The sign was a burned shadow Ella almost missed had she not turned from her irritating partner at the right time. “Here we are.”

Inside, the establishment filled Ella with more disquiet. Yes, this was a typical backwater hostellaris like many Ella and Jaelynn had encountered, with patrons drinking their faces off, a smoky haze fogging up her vision and stinking up the air, some yo-yoing melody from a far-off alien culture Ella had never heard, supplemented by laughter or arguments.

However, she spotted this hostellaris’s differences at a glance. And her insides nearly liquefied.

“Looks like we’re not the only ones searching for the fox,” Jaelynn remarked quietly. Her posture appeared relaxed, but Ella saw the severity in the Tarkathian’s expression. Ready for combat in an instance.

Understandable. The patrons occupying the Rayaal’s first floor could match any Union law-enforcement agency’s most-wanted list.

A smattering of humans filled the bar, some earthborn like Ella. Others were clearly crimsonborn by their gold, violet, or whitish irises. All looked hard-eyed and hard-bitten from life on the fringe, the weapons they carried saying as much.

Members of several other species lounged at other tables. An over-seven-foot ursine-like Suuruali with reptilian teeth sat across from his smaller and scrawnier multi-armed Xyobic mate. Both scanned the bar with great interest.

Our competition, Ella grimaced.

A Tarkathian hunter from Jaelynn’s own species sat in a far counter with his massive bulky pulse rifle keeping an eye on his surroundings like a hawk. His gaze fell on Jaelynn and he gaped. Made sense to Ella. Female Tarkathians were rarely seen off the Tarkathian homeworld. Jaelynn met his gaze defiantly until he looked away.

“Tattshi,” Ella swore quietly. “Think we’re too late?”

Jaelynn shook her bald head. “None of them would still be here.”

”True,” Ella agreed, hopeful. The pair moved into the bar, drawing stares. Most didn’t bother looking twice. Good. The twosome found one of the remaining open booths and sat down.

A quick glance upstairs revealed a human man, crimsonborn from Cercidale by his bright golden eyes, staggering from an out-of-view doorway. Following him out was a leggy red-skinned Nnaxan. The long tentacles rooted to her hairless head writhed like thick python snakes around her shoulders and neck. She gave her client a sexy hand wave as he departed.

“A brothel,” Ella chuckled. Of course. Maybe the fox they needed to follow was up in one of the Rayaal’s private rooms.

Not the worst scenario. Ella smiled. It’d been some weeks since she’d had a good, hard fuck. But she’d rather refrain from celebrating the Ronen job.

“Okay.” She got comfortable in her seat. “What do we know about Ronen’s crew?”

Jaelynn brought up her silvery wrist gauntlet, tapping on its mini-console. Immediately, smaller holographic images floated up, big enough for them to see but not enough to draw external attention. Better to know who this Omaegus character surrounded himself with.

The first image was of Ronen himself. By the ashy brown bark that was his skin and the stiff shrubby green beard falling down to his chest, Ella knew he was a member of the Vorn, a flora-based humanoid race. His dark eyes were cold but not dead, filled with stories that would no doubt keep Ella awake for days.

“Ronen runs a small crew,” Jaelynn stated. “Four including him. Have been together for about five years from my understanding. “

“Names and threat level,” Ella insisted, scanning the crowds. “And keep your voice low.” They hadn’t drawn too much attention since entering, and she’d rather keep it that way.

The first image appeared: a colossal Kedri female taller than Ella by far and carved of solid muscle. She had the usual Kedri overarched brow with deeply ridged forehead, and strong-jawed features furrowed in perpetual hostility like most Kedri. The female’s reptilian skin was thick, scaly, and deep blue, her pale orange curtains of hair tied up in braids.

“Sovaat Kul. Definitely the crew’s muscle. She and Ronen have been smuggling partners for years. Known to rip heads off, no questions asked.”

“How surprising for a Kedri,” Ella remarked dryly. “Next.”

Jaelynn shifted to the next image, a lanky human man to Ella’s pleasant surprise. The short, knotted fro of black hair framed his features well. He smiled as if in on a joke no one else knew.

“Merick Oyelowo,” Jaelynn said. “Recent addition to Ronen’s crew. Earthborn human for sure.”

Ella studied him and his flawless bone structure. The last name sounded West African from Old Earth. “What else?”

She felt Jaelynn’s eye roll before the Tarkathian replied, “Data slicer and forger. Got in some trouble in Juunthra Accord Space before he joined Ronen’s crew.”

“I suppose joining Ronen got him out of trouble.” Ella gave him one last admiring look. “Next?”

This image was the furthest from Merick’s good looks: a long, thin, nonhuman face with a bulging white eye on either side. The jutting mouth and protruding chin gave this creature a relentlessly sad face.

“Vgl’r Z’k’llh.”

Ella jerked away from the Tarkathian’s sharp expulsion. “Bless you.”

“Wasn’t a sneeze,” Jaelynn sniped. “That is Ronen’s getaway pilot. A Xyobic. Not much is known other than he’s considered one of the best pilots in the Lawless Regions.”

Ella scowled at the undue praise for this Xyobic space pirate. “Pretty sure I’m better,” she remarked, and reclined back leisurely in her seat.

Jaelynn’s rasping bark noise sounded like laughter. “Debatable.”

Ella’s mouth fell open. This girl was in rare form today. “How many times has my top-tier piloting saved our hides?”

The Tarkathian was ready for her. “And how many of those times has your ‘top-tier’ flying tacked on additional repair costs?”

Ella glowered at this insolent child. The human wondered sometimes why she put up with her mouth. “Landings don’t have to be pretty, but it’s better than no landing at all.”

Jaelynn snorted. “Flying is like singing. Anyone can do it.”

“Cállate,” Ella snapped, annoyed by this conversation. Her piloting prowess was beyond. Period. She did a quick scan of the bar. “Not seeing any of his crew.” She didn’t bother keeping the anger out of her tone.

Jaelynn did her own sweep. “Me neither.”

“And no foxes.” The human rose from her seat and rolled her neck around to stretch out a kink. “I’m headed to the bar to get a drink.”

“Meaning one or several?” Jaelynn inquired unkindly.

“Fuck off.” Ella didn’t bother with looking back. The Tarkathian was doing her job, grabbing all the details on Ronen from various contacts. But the sour attitude was her way of letting Ella know how little she cared for this mission. Ella shrugged off the surliness as she found an empty seat at the bar’s far right end. She signaled the barkeep, another earthborn by the look of her. Tall and slender-bodied, cinnamon in complexion, inky black hair spilling down her shoulders and tucked behind her ears. The beady almond-shaped eyes ID’d her subspecies from one of Old Earth’s Asian countries. She wasn’t quite beautiful per se, but something about her welcoming smile and the surgical grace in her movements had a magnetic pull.

“Why, hello,” she greeted Ella like an old friend. “Don’t see many Earthers on Embrose.”

“Just passing through,” Ella replied, returning the smile without effort. “In the middle of a job.”

“Bounty hunter or something?”

Ella shrugged. “Something,” she intoned without further explanation.

The barkeep took the hint. “Ah. What’s your poison for the evening?”

Ella ordered a starshine special, stirred.

The barkeep was quick, returning in less than five macroms of time. “You really from Old Earth?” she asked, leaning in close so she didn’t have to shout over the din. “Or one of its lesser imitation colonies?”

That made Ella laugh. “The latter, I’m afraid. But the way they teach us in Terra Sollus, you’d think we were on Earth still.” She tossed back her drink in three gulps.

The barkeeper looked impressed. “What’s your favorite Earth fauna?”

Ella jerked back at the odd question. If not for the sensitive nature of the bounty, she would have done a happy dance around the bar shouting for joy. Instead, she chose a more demure whisper. “I’m partial to foxes.”

The barkeep studied her a long moment, and then grinned. “Good to know. Want another?”

Ella felt as if she’d been kicked in the chest. Dammit. Another dead end. “Yeah, why not?”’ She turned to see Jaelynn’s pointed look from across the room. Ella pursed her lips to one side, the sign she gave when a lead went nowhere. The Tarkathian’s hostile reaction was frightening. Ella could not deal with her judgement right now. She turned in her seat right as the barkeep returned with a second drink.

“How much do I owe you?” Ella asked after downing her second drink.

The barkeep still wore that stupid-ass grin, which was no longer cute. She leaned in again, closer this time. “Head up to the second floor, Room 2.1-6, indulge in one last treat. Then they’ll be on the house,” the barkeep’s voice was whisper-soft. “And I want thirty percent.”

One last treat? Ella felt as if cold water had been poured down the back of her neck.

Ronen Omaegus was here, in this hostellaris. And Ella was the only one who knew. “Thank you.” She rose, fighting to walk as casually as she could up the stairs.

A beep sounded on her wristcom. Jaelynn’s fury laced every word. “Are you seriously ordering a companion now—?”

“Upstairs in five macroms,” Ella stated calmly and quietly, even though her insides quaked. “Too soon and we draw unwanted attention. Understand?”

A moment of quiet passed before Jaelynn replied. “Understood. Be careful.”

“Always am,” Ella quipped, which couldn’t be further from the truth. Now on the top floor, she took swift, dainty strides down the hallway. Various grunts, screams, moans and non-intelligible noises of pleasure flooded the corridor from behind its many doorways.

Ella finally found the room 2.1-6. She pulled out her pulse pistol and waited.

Within a few macroms of time, Jaelynn appeared at the other end of the hallway. She flitted down to Ella’s side. The Tarkathian, for once looking her age, was about to burst with anticipation. “Are you sure he’s there?” she hissed, her eyes gleaming.

Ella exhaled heavily to calm her racing heartbeat. “Let’s find out.” She opened the door and slid inside with Jaelynn at her heels.

The room’s dim lighting revealed Omaegus in bed, naked with plant-like roots branching out of his lower abdomen all around some random human prostitute’s midsection. She was riding him quite fiercely, her back arched, her eyes closed in clear rapture.

Ronen looked amused, yet...bored. Until light from outside spilled in and he saw his guests.

Ella drew quickly, hitting the prostitute from behind with two stun rounds, splashing the room briefly in bright red.

The prostitute’s curly head lolled forward as she slumped off the side of the bed in a boneless heap.

Ronen dove for the pulse pistol on the nightstand. Ella squeezed off another round, splashing the room again in ephemeral red light.

He rolled away with ease, snatching his pulse pistol to return fire.

Jaelynn intercepted faster than he could shoot. Her flying roundhouse kick met Ronen’s mouth with a loud clack. The blow knocked the space pirate back onto the bed, sending his pulse pistol flying from his grasp.

Before he could recover, Ella pumped five more pulse rounds into his torso.

Omaegus’s bark-skinned body juddered from each shot, and then stilled.

Ella stared down at this bounty. She had to suck in slower breaths because the adrenaline winded her.

Ronen Omaegus, captured by her and Jaelynn. “We got him.”

“We did.” The Tarkathian was smiling.

Ella looked at the space pirate’s body, another concern dominating her thoughts. “How do we get him out of here without getting caught?”

That curdled Jaelynn’s smile. “Good question.”

“That’s where I come in.”

The bounty hunters whirled around, finding the barkeep silhouetted against the entrance. “Lucky for you, these rooms are soundproofed from outside noises, but not from us hearing what’s happening inside.” The latter part gave her clear amusement.

Ella lowered her pulse pistol and gestured for Jaelynn, who grabbed Ronen’s weapon, to do the same. “And why would you help us?”

“Earther unity?” the Asian human shrugged and entered the room. “For starters, my shift just ended. Secondly, I need the money. And third, beings like Ronen are the living equivalent of rotten cow milk.”

She glared at the Vorn’s motionless form. Disgust marred her oval-shaped face. “The less space pirates there are pillaging and ravishing, the better.”

Ella angled a questioning look at Jaelynn. “Didn’t know Embrose had resources.”

The Tarkathian looked wary but nodded consent. “What do you have in mind?” the teen asked.

The barkeep smiled deviously. “We’ll get him out the same way he came in. A back entrance for VIP guests, tunneling underground and emerging out through an abandoned warehouse two blocks away.”

***

Half an orv later, Ella and Jaelynn sat in a roofless hover transport zipping through Zyra’s drizzling streets. The barkeep was driving. In the rear sat a tubular container, dinged up and covered in red rust, carrying an unconscious and bound Ronen Omaegus.

As light rain splattered in Ella’s face, she couldn’t stop smiling. We got Ronen Omaegus, she kept repeating to herself. Aside from this contract’s massive reward, the influx of jobs would be overwhelming. No one believed Ella would last a week when she travelled to the Lawless Regions after getting booted from AeroFleet Academy. Four years later, the human just made bank.

They reached their ship shortly, with the barkeep unloading their container and sliding it into their cargo hold.

Ella offered a hand to their unexpected ally. “Thank you.”

The barkeep accepted the handshake with a hearty grip. “Thank me with that thirty percent once the bounty’s delivered. That container includes my contact information.”

An orv later they were on the Aurora, their small Kyrior-class stealth cruiser, hurtling through hyperspace’s endless tunnel of light streaks.

Ella had replied to the original contract widecast with a holoimage of Ronen’s unconscious body and DNA sample for verification. She and Jaelynn waited with bated breath before finally getting pinged back with a location.

Rimaw Asteroid Belt, in the Braxxa Sector, two days away via hyperspace.

With that, the two females jumped up and squealed in delight, a grown human acting like a child and a Tarkathian teen acting her age in a rare moment. This is actually happening, Ella gushed to herself.

“TOLD YA I had a feeling about this job,” Ella crowed, shimmying her shoulders and shaking her hips.

Jaelynn shook her head and smiled, showing dark jagged teeth. “Silly human. You were more than right. This time.”

Ella was feeling herself quite a bit, drunk off success instead of liquor.

“How cute.”

The voice sounded like the rumble of a falling sequoia, drawing attention with ease. The two bounty hunters turned to the end of the cargo hold.

Ronen was awake, both arms shackled behind his back with reinforced magnecuffs, feet also magnecuffed. Jaelynn didn’t take any chances.

“Let me guess. You two fleshlings got lucky and are cashing me in for your reward?” The Vorn let out a full-throated, rumbling laugh. “Whose bounty was it?” he asked between guffaws. “There have been so many I lost count.”

“Guanag,” Ella stated, annoyed by Ronen’s total nonchalance. “Apparently, you kept raiding his supply runs. Probably a regular workday for you,” she remarked snidely.

“Correction,” the space pirate added. “I stole drugs from his supply lines eight times. Then destroyed those drugs.” He smirked with pride. “I was sending him a message to stop selling that poison, which he clearly received.”

A few years back, the bleeding-heart-smuggler routine might have impressed Ella. But living on this side of the galaxy had hardened her considerably. “A space pirate with a heart of gold.” Ella rolled her eyes. “Jesus, what a cliché. Go join a space opera show already!”

“No idea what a cliché is.” The Vorn’s brow furrowed so deeply, his eyes disappeared under their shadow. “But this heart’s got nothing but a black hole.” His smirk revealed dark grey growths resembling humanoid teeth, making Ella shudder.

Jaelynn’s fury jarred Ella out of her daze. “Why Guanag wants you is none of our business.”

Ronen gaped at Jaelynn, as if seeing her for the first time. This wasn’t an uncommon reaction when one realized what she was.

“By the starry forests above.” His bark-covered face lit up. “A female Tarkathian hunter? Who gave this one permission to leave her prison world...sorry...homeworld?”

Ella winced. The Tarkath homeworld was a sore subject for Jaelynn.

The young Tarkathian snarled and moved aggressively toward the Vorn to correct his manners.

Ella blocked her. “Easy, Jae.” She turned to their prisoner. “Keep your Tarkathian opinions to yourself. Unless you hate breathing.”

Ronen shrugged, despite his arms being cuffed behind his back. “It’s not my fault her culture hates females.”

Jalynn’s eyes burned as she paced behind Ella. “May I kill him? Please let me kill him,” she all but begged.

“No,” the human refused. “We get half as much if he’s dead, remember?”

Surprisingly, that didn’t bother Jaelynn much. “I could accept that.”

“So Guanag, right?” Ronen said, drawing their attention. “You both just signed your own death warrants.”

Ella frowned at his nonsensical statement. “Why would he kill us? We’re doing him a service.”

“At first, you will be his new bright and shinies, exalted for bringing him the evil Ronen Omaegus,” the Vorn stated. “But then he will demand more and more from you. Put you on a pedestal so that his other associates take notice. And Guanag loves competition between his cronies.”

Jaelynn eyed him with sheer loathing. “We don’t work for anyone.”

“You wouldn’t think so,” Ronen replied coolly. “Until suddenly all your jobs come from him. Then he owns you. That is, if you don’t get killed by other bounty hunters who want your spot. Or by Guanag himself if one day you deliver something just below his mercurial standards and he’s having one of his moods.”

Ella felt her insides crawl up into her throat. Suddenly, all the notoriety that could come with catching Ronen Omaegus soured her stomach like putrid fruit. He’s lying, she told herself once, twice, three times. Yet still… She whipped out her pulse pistol and squeezed off two orange bursts. Ronen jerked as if electrified, and then slumped over.

“Know what?” She holstered her pistol as a stunned Jaelynn looked on. “I liked you more unconscious.”

For the next day, Ella avoided contact with Ronen, leaving Jaelynn to watch him mostly. When having to watch him, she pumped him full of heavy stun blasts so he couldn’t speak. In that silence, she recalled his warnings about Guanag, and the pit of vipers awaiting her and Jaelynn on the brink of their biggest bounty. “Fuck you for ruining this, you puto gadhua.”

They arrived at the asteroid belt sooner than expected. “Thanks to my superior piloting,” Ella reminded Jaelynn.

Rimaw was a fortress, clusters of asteroids and rocky debris eddying around the core of an icy gas giant. As Ella took the Aurora closer, she spotted the gleam of obsidian black blaster cannons imbedded in several gargantuan asteroids to protect Guanag and his headquarters. Ella shuddered and weaved through the debris, flying just fast enough to not trigger those nasty-looking cannons.

“We get in, get the payment, and get out,” Jaelynn relayed, her eyes never leaving the asteroids looming around their vessel. She looked worried, an expression Ella rarely saw on her. That ratcheted up the human’s fear even more. “The main asteroid is straight ahead.”

“So is my doom,” Ronen Omaegus commented dourly. Unfortunately, they decided to keep him conscious when meeting Guanag. “Whatever Guanag’s paying you, my crew and I will double.” The desperation outweighed his usual smugness.

“And bring the wrath of an infamous crime lord down on us?” Ella scoffed. “No fucking thanks, Ronen.”

The Vorn shrugged, regaining his nonchalance as he sat in the cargo hold. “Your mistake.”

Jaelynn bristled. “Your little crew won’t find you. We checked you for trackers and pulled out all five of them.”

Omaegus laughed long and hard. “It’s not them who should worry you.”

Ella didn’t like the gleam in his eyes, or his ominous tone.

In fact, Ella hated this whole situation, which once felt like the bounty of a lifetime. Suddenly all she wanted to do was turn the Aurora around and jump into hyperspace. Maybe even head back to the safety of Union Space, see her family again and make amends with her cousin Ana-Lucia.

“No,” she whispered, heart in her throat. Those were childish wants. And this was a big-time bounty. Ella needed to grow up and rise to this occasion, no matter the peril involved. She studied the main viewscreen taking up most of the space before her. “Almost there,” she stated.

One of the larger asteroids floated ahead, hoary grey and wrinkled like some giant rocky raisin. As they drew closer, Ella spotted the tiny gleam of viewports and weapon arrays, plus the occasional mini-domes blunting the asteroid’s edges.

After an ID scan of their vessel, the Aurora entered the hangar bay without incident.

“We’ll have our transmaterialization locked on us in case things go to tattshi,” Ella told her Tarkathian partner.

Jaelynn stared back in mild surprise. “My recommendations, exactly.”

Great minds think alike. Ella smiled back. “Let’s do this.”

For brief moments, their ship’s interior vanished in a shimmer of golden light. Suddenly, the rocky innards of the asteroid appeared: dank, dim, and full of notched pockmarks.

Waiting for them were a trio of Tarkathian males, large and burly with black tusks jutting from either cheek. Each carried long and bulky pulse rifles, AmmoCore from Ella’s guess, the tips of each muzzle glowing bright orange. The Tarkathian trio wore the same disgust at the sight of Jaelynn. The teen looked visibly ready to gut her fellow hunters, right there and now. She stepped toward them with towering aggression that belied her petiteness.

Ella stepped in Jaelynn’s path before anyone died, hauling Ronen forward. “We’re here to meet your boss, remember?”

The Tarkathians took one last glare at Jaelynn before turning and moving forward. As they walked through wrinkled and winding tunnels, Ronen leaned closer than comfortable.

“Should have made Guanag come to you. Back there was one of the few transmat spots in Guanag’s asteroid paradise not blocked. Good luck getting out of here—OOPH.”

A hard knee to the gut from Ella doubled the Vorn over.

That drew the Tarkathians’ attention. “Problem?” By how tensed their tree-trunk-sized arms were, these born-and-bred hunters clearly hoped for a problem.

Jaelynn scowled but held her tongue, thankfully.

“None,” Ella assured, jerking her bald prisoner forward by the arm.

After several macroms of walking, they finally reached a massive and better-lit cavity deeper within the asteroid. In there, they finally met Guanag.

The Mulkeavian was surrounded by at least seven cronies of various species, all male, half with at least a foot and over a hundred pounds on Ella. All were packing some firearm or spear-like weapon. Guanag sat amid his backup on a silvery disk hovering several feet off the ground, the flabby folds of his crumply brown body almost spilling off. Like every other Mulkeavian, the crime lord had no lower bipedal appendages, only beefy, orangutan-long arms. And his eyes, like black beads, were alight with malicious glee at the sight of Ronen Omaegus in shackles.

Ella shoved Ronen forward, where the Tarkathian guards who flanked her and Jaelynn advanced to drag him toward Guanag.

“At long last,” the Mulkeavian crowed, his voice sounding like crushed gravel as he continued bragging. “Ronen Omaegus, captured and humbled before me. Kneel, Vorn.”

Ronen didn’t move. His face looked more stony than bark-like.

Guanag’s good humor drained. “I said KNEEL!” A Tarkathian at Ronen’s side swung a meaty fist, burying it in Ronen’s stomach. The Vorn keeled over and collapsed to his knees.

Ella instinctively looked away. She knew nothing of this Ronen besides smug insolence and tales of his reputation. But this felt...wrong.

Just a job, she reminded herself. At her side, Jaelynn was a statue, those hard eyes giving away nothing.

As Ronen sputtered to regain his breath, Guanag floated lower to his adversary’s gaze. “All you and your crew had to do was transport my cargo through the perilous routes as commissioned,” Guanag rumbled. His button-like eyes disappeared as his brow furrowed. “But you had to steal not just the initial cargo, but the subsequent ones, costing me a fortune.” Guanag pasted Ronen across the face with a hard slap.  The Vorn was rocked sideways, but recovered his kneeling posture.

That drew harsh laughter from Guanag’s lackeys. The Mulkeavian floated back up to stare down on his foe imperiously. “Now I will make a long, excruciating example of you before you die, Ronen Omaegus. Then I will find every member of your unsavory crew and kill them before your very eyes. Then...you will die—”

“Excuse me,” Ella cut in, drawing glares. ”Hate to interrupt your villainous monologuing. But me and my partner delivered Omaegus, alive. Where’s our currency?” Ella tilted her chin defiantly with a bravado she certainly wasn’t feeling. But she had learned early in this bounty-hunting game to always get paid as soon as the job was done.

Guanag whipped the pile of rumpled flesh that was his head around at Ella and Jaelynn as if he’d just recalled their presence. “Correct. Let’s pay you.” Guanag floated forward as Jaelynn thrust out a datapad to accept payment. Due to some missteps when they first partnered up, the Tarkathian teen handled financial transactions. The memory still stung for Ella.

Guanag typed a passcode into the datapad with the fat digits of his four-fingered hand. After a few macroms, Jaelynn gave her datapad a quick onceover before looking to Ella with an approving nod.

Ella glanced at their vault accounts. A fluttery jolt ran up her chest. “Dios mío.” Never had she seen so many zeroes behind her account balance before. The elation was brief. The surroundings and their benefactor dragged her triumph down into an unsettled queasiness.

Guanag floated up and studied the duo, as if confused that they actually accomplished this feat. Ella fought back an eye roll. This was not the first time she and Jaelynn had been subjected to such scrutiny.

“How did you evade his crew?” Guanag asked.

“They were nowhere in sight,” Jaelynn answered.

The Mulkeavian’s surprise quickly became suspicion.

Ella’s heart rate spiked. “We caught him in a brothel,” she added quickly. The Vorn was no longer the swaggering corsair his picture had suggested. He looked so sad and ridiculous with that long shrubby beard and the borderline bag they had clothed him in. Ella actually pitied him. “Guess he couldn’t resist the urge for a quickie despite the bounty on his head.”

At that moment, Guanag’s suspicion faded and his crinkles relaxed. He smiled with broad satisfaction. “Luck was on your side this day,” he said. “But luck can only be employed if talent and foresight are involved.” The Mulkeavian turned on his floating disk.

Ella finally allowed herself to breathe again. She exchanged a glance with Jaelynn, who also looked tauter in posture than usual. The Tarkathian teen subtly nodded at the exit to clearly state we got our bounty. Let’s leave.

Ella completely agreed. She turned to follow the Tarkathian teen and depart as quickly as her feet allowed.

“I will be using your services again,” Guanag called from behind them. “And very clever of you finding a way to disable Ronen’s left hand.”

Ella and Jaelynn froze, gaping at each other. “His left hand?” the teenager mouthed.

They heard a scuffle, the smack of metal on flesh, followed by two jarring pulse rifle discharges. Guanag’s horrific scream flooded the asteroid cavity.

The bounty hunters whirled around and Ella’s jaw dropped.

Ronen Omaegus was on his feet and unshackled. His expression was stone-cold as he cocked a pulse rifle with both hands. Ella almost asked how he got free until her eyes landed on the consequences of his freedom.

The beefy Tarkathian whose pulse rifle Ronen had stolen was on both knees cradling the horn jutting from his right cheek.

Guanag’s disk floated without him on it. Ella’s gaze dropped and spotted the Mulkeavian sprawled on the floor, the smoldering blackish goo that was his head splattered across the floor.

Guanag’s cronies were too stunned to move. Jaelynn’s eyes widened.

Ella’s stomach roiled, her eyes glued to what remained of Guanag’s head. “Dulce madre,” she gasped.

Ronen took advantage with extreme prejudice, his pulse rifle barking.

Guanag’s cronies dove for cover as sizzling pulse blasts lanced across the asteroid cavity. The repeated rifle fire jarred Ella from her daze as she took in the carnage.

Ronen was a machine, mowing down two more of Guanag’s lackeys with deadly efficiency. The other brought their own pulse rifles to bear once they found cover.

Two of Guanag’s droids charged Ella. She drew her pulse pistol cat-quick, peppering one with blistering photon blasts.

Jaelynn handled the second one, firing off her tiny cobalt blue pulse pistol. The weapon didn’t look like much, until the Tarkathian fired. The bright green burst burned through the droid’s metal carapace and erupted, ripping the mechanoid to metal scraps and sparks.

“We need to go,” Jaelynn commanded urgently, dragging Ella away by the arm. In the background, Ronen slammed the butt of his pulse rifle twice into one Cressonish’s sideways mouth. His opponent dropped like a sack of meat, unconscious.

Then the human locked eyes with the Tarkathian whom Ronen had disarmed. He glowered and roared, “You set Guanag up!”

The implication knocked the wind out of Ella. “No, we didn’t—”

The Tarkathian popped up and charged at frightening speed. “Prepare to die—AHHH!” The Tarkathian juddered and jerked as rapid-fire bolts of pulse pistol fire riddled his burly form.

Ella stood with pulse pistol drawn, eyes saucer-wide, heart racing at light-speed. She had only used heavy stun.

A mistake. The Tarkathian fell to one knee. He shook his massive, horned head. Those hate-filled eyes landed on Ella as he rose and hurtled forward again.

Ella’s legs turned to lead.

And the Tarkathian stampeded forward like a rhino from Old Earth. Ella knew another stun shot wouldn’t be enough to stop him. And she couldn’t switch settings to kill in time.

Instants before impact, Ella knew this Tarkathian would tackle her down and then rip the human limb from limb, literally. The realization curdled her blood.

“I will rip your spine out,” he roared, “and hang it like a trophy—”

A spear flashed past Ella’s left flank, impaling the charging Tarkathian’s left eye and exploding out the back of his skull.

His mouth fell open as dark blood poured out in sheets. Only then did Ella finally squeeze the trigger again.

Jaelynn yanked her retractable spear from her fellow Tarkathian’s eyes, and he sank to the floor in a beefy pile of lifeless limbs. The teenager didn’t bother with a second look. “Silly human. We leave now.” She grabbed Ella’s arm and pulled her away with more force.

“Not without me.” Ella turned to see Ronen marching toward them, pulse rifle resting comfortably across his shoulders.

The human could not believe this space pirate’s gall. “Why the hell would we take you anywhere?”

Jaelynn whipped her retractable spear and jabbed at the Vorn space pirate.

He made no move to backpedal as the point came dangerously close to his throat. “Jump to hyperspace without me, your ship explodes.”

Ella snorted. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

Ronen’s bark-covered face twisted in the Vorn expression for amusement, similar to humans. “Not a joke.” He gestured upward. “That case you carried me in is a bomb genetically tied to my proximity.”

Jaelynn’s eyes bulged. Ella gulped. She wanted to believe this was a lie. But some deep niggle in the back of her skull told her otherwise…

“That barkeep bitch set us up,” the human growled. No wonder she was so eager to help take Ronen down. So much for “Earther unity.”

Ronen’s face darkened at the mention of the barkeep. “The human one? Set me up too. Regardless, you can either leave without me and get blown to bits in the black. Or we waste time arguing, and get killed by the rest of the late Guanag’s henchmen, who are on their way.”

Ella and Jaelynn stared at each other. Over their four-month partnership, if one didn’t have the answers, the other did. For the first time, both human and Tarkathian were stymied. Distant voices grew closer. There wasn’t much time before more Guanag’s cronies arrived.

“Or we leave together,” Ronen suggested, his lipless mouth pulled into a triumphant smile as he twirled his pulse rifle expertly. The space pirate should look ridiculous in that bag he wore if he weren’t owning it with such swagger.

“Leave the pulse rifle,” Ella demanded. The space pirate dropped the weapon as requested.

Without another word, the trio turned and ran for the rendezvous spot. Within macroms, they reached the platform they had transmatted from.

And not a moment too soon. The voices from where they left were just around the corner, shouting for blood.

Ella spoke a command into her wristcom. The asteroid’s craggy walls vanished in a shimmer of white sparkles.

As soon as they materialized onto their ship, Ella dashed for the Aurora’s helm. They were far from safe yet.

The human’s fingers flew across the naviconsole fluently, activating the ship’s propulsion and navigation. Within nanoclics, the stellar drive hummed out of idle and the vessel lifted out of dock and took off.

A shuddering blow rocked the vessel.

“We’re being targeted,” Jaelynn called out.

Ella gritted her teeth. “What gave it away?” She began maneuvering them through a zigzag of formidable asteroids, many equipped with laser cannons aimed in their direction.

“Might want to avoid those,” Ronen offered unhelpfully.

“Shut up,” Ella and Jaelynn barked.

Now, Ella went to work. She might have been a screw-up in many areas of her life, leading to her current occupation. But when piloting a ship, she could do no wrong. Or at least little wrong. She veered sharply right, taking them just under a cascade of bright red cannon fire. Then Ella dove, juking left and then right as another battery of brilliant energy lanced past the ship, fleetingly lighting up the pitch-black space surrounding them.

She jerked sharply left, hurtling straight for a time and then plunged again, pulling behind an asteroid to take the brunt of another blistering barrage.

The whole flight from Guanag’s asteroid lair, Jaelynn remained silent. She better... Aside from gripes about superficial damage to their ship, piloting was the only aspect where the Tarkathian blindly trusted Ella.

The human stayed in a sharp plummet until they zoomed past any asteroids fitted with cannons. She kept plunging until finally the ship flew clear of the asteroid field.

Ella angled them up straight and rocketed forward.

“We’re clear!” Jaelynn announced from behind.

Perfect timing, as Ella spotted tiny dots of enemy ships streaming out of from many of the larger asteroids. No doubt Guanag’s cronies all knew their boss’s fate now.

“Jumping us outta here.” she tacked her fingers across the naviconsole, activating the Aurora’s hyperdrive. Within nanoclics of time, the stars in the viewscreen bled together, streaking ahead into forever as the vessel launched into hyperspace.

Ella let out a heavy sigh of relief. ”One crisis at a time,” she breathed, and stood up. Now there was Ronen Omaegus to deal with.

Whirling about, she ripped her pulse pistol from its holster and aimed for Ronen’s head. Jaelynn already had him covered, mini pulse pistol pointed at the Vorn’s chest.

Their captive raised his hands in surrender. But his bark-covered face had regained that smug defiance, as if he had the upper hand.

“How did you escape those magnecuffs?” Jaelynn demanded.

Ronen gave her a curious onceover and sneered. “Like this.” The space pirate’s left hand exploded off his wrist.

Suddenly, the Tarkathian dropped her weapon and staggered back, choking and coughing in surprise. She clutched at her throat, but couldn’t quite remove the detached hand strangling her.

“NO!” Ella gaped in horror at the metal stump on Ronen’s left wrist. His detached left hand clutched Jaelynn’s throat tightly.

“Let her GO!” Ella pressed her pulse pistol to Ronen’s neck, about to end this bastard.

“Not wise,” he warned. His smirk displayed an irksome superiority. “Kill me and that hand keeps squeezing until your little oddity dies.”

Ella’s world spun in a jagged circle. Was he lying to buy time? Hatred told her to call his bluff and blow his stupid shrubby beard off.

But fear stayed her hand again. If Jaelynn died because of her recklessness…

The Vorn gestured at her with his right hand. “Step five feet back and slide over your pulse pistol. Both of them.”

“Elena,” Jaelynn gasped out. “Kill...him!” The Tarkathian reached for one of her hidden daggers.

Ronen’s detached hand squeezed tighter. She gasped, clawing at the space pirate’s hand more frantically.

“OKAY,” Ella yelled. “Okay. Just don’t hurt her.” She knelt and placed her long pulse pistol on the ground. Then came her left boot, slowly drawing the smaller backup pulse pistol she carried. Ella glared up at Ronen with a hatred she rarely felt for another being. An idea danced dangerously through her mind. If she could draw fast enough, catching him off guard...

Ronen seemed to sense her sparks of defiance. “Do not be clever.” He nodded his bald head over at Jaelynn, on her knees and turning a pale grey color. Her struggles had grown weaker by the instant. “Your partner’s life depends on it.”

Ella took one look at Jaelynn choking...dying… Her heart cracked.

Tears were burning in the human’s eyes as she slowly pulled out her second pulse pistol. Ella then slid that next to the other gun at Ronen’s feet, which resembled dark and gnarly tree roots.

The Vorn crouched and snatched up the long pulse pistol, Ella’s favorite. The sight was a knife thrust to the heart.

“Very good.” Ronen pointed the pulse pistol at Ella’s stomach with ease.

The human tried to rein in her rapid breaths. But Jaelynn was nearly passed out, and this space pirate had them at his mercy. Ella raised her hands in surrender, silently praying to the Holy Trinity of Old Earth for salvation. Not for herself, but for the Tarkathian teenager who had already lost so much.

“Guanag had become a large impediment to my operations,” Ronen explained. “My thanks for helping me correct that.”

We were used, Ella fumed. She hated being used in someone else’s war. Her primary concern was if she and Jaelynn would survive this encounter. “Now what?” the human inquired breathlessly.

Ronen frowned at her question. “Now...I let you and your partner live.”

He squeezed the trigger twice.

The blasts streaked forward, striking Ella’s chest. Pain ignited her body like wildfire. The floor flew up to dash the air from her lungs.

All of a sudden, someone forcefully shook her shoulders.

Ella sat bolt upright, swiveling her head back and forth. The last thing she remembered was Ronen Omaegus shooting her. “Jaelynn??” Ella could never forgive herself if anything happened to her partner.

“Stupid human, I’m here.” Ella looked ahead and saw the Tarkathian crouched in front of her like a prowling cat.

“Are you okay?” Ella questioned with bated breath.

Jaelynn waved off the concern. “I’m fine.” The dark bruising around the girl’s neck told otherwise. Ella turned away in disgust as she pushed herself upright. Anger clutched her chest like a fist, muting the wooziness. “Ronen Omaegus?”

“Gone.” Jaelynn rose as well. “After shooting you, he shot me too. I woke up eleven macroms ago.”

Ella stopped and stared in disbelief. “You waited that long to wake me?”

“I had to make sure Ronen was no longer onboard,” Jaelynn replied, annoyed by the human’s annoyance. “And see what damage he may have left behind on the Aurora.”

Ella was about go off on the Tarkathian, but what would that accomplish? What happened already happened.

Rant later, triage now, her cousin Ana-Lucia used to say. She ran a trembling hand through her hair, yanking the band holding her long black hair in a ponytail. “The ship?!” Her mind leaped to the bomb threat that Ronen had made earlier.

“Undamaged,” Jaelynn stated with a surprised look. She approached the helm with feather-light steps. “The container that held Ronen is gone. Engines are intact, but the hyperdrive is disabled. That should probably take you half an orv to reactivate.”

Ella looked at the helm’s main viewscreen and frowned. Before them lay an ocean of black sprinkled with sparkling dots, which could be anywhere. “Where are we?”

“Somewhere in the heart of Lawless Space, nowhere near any habitable planets.” Jaelynn sounded angry. She plopped into the copilot’s seat and slouched. One of the rare moments she acted her age. “Ronen’s crew must have picked him up, then towed us about and dropped the ship here before taking off.”

“Motherfucker,” Ella seethed. The thought of being played and Jaelynn nearly getting strangled made her blood boil. She wanted to kill something, preferably Ronen and his scummy crew of space pirates. “Yeah, they’re gonna regret ever meeting us. Pull up all tracking data on whatever ship Ronen—”

“Can’t,” Jaelyn cut in, to Ella’s surprise. “They wiped our ship’s sensor array that tracked their ship’s images, trajectory, speed, directions. We have nothing on record about Ronen, his ship, or his crew.”

A confused Ella sank into the dark pilot’s seat. “What do you mean? We have data on his crew—”

“Which Ronen wiped as well,” Jaelynn stated with a touch of anger.

“Tattshi!” Ella slammed a fist on the ship’s naviconsole, biting her lip to curb the pain. She leaned back in her chair with eyes closed. So much impotent anger churned inside. “This job was a setup from the start.” The human turned to Jaelynn in the seat opposite her. “I am so sorry, Jae. I should’ve listened.”

The Tarkathian studied her coldly and shrugged. “Given the payout, I do not blame you.”

Ella pushed up to her feet. The Tarkathian teen was much calmer than she had expected. “I’ll reactivate our hyperdrive. Then we can head back to Embrose so we can pay our barkeep friend for her services.”

She saw Jaelynn’s incredulous reaction. “Is that another bad human joke, or are you serious? I can’t tell with you humans sometimes.”

“That bitch isn’t getting a single sterling of currency!” The only thing she would get was a pulse pistol blast or three to the face when they found her backstabbing ass. Ella kept walking toward the helm exit.

“About our earnings...” The Tarkathian called out.

Oh dulce madre. The human stopped in her tracks. “What about it?”

Jaelynn’s answer made Ella wish she hadn’t asked. “Ronen sliced into our vault account and stole half our bounty.”

***

Dawn came too soon for Arryn Foxx. The pale light of the dreary sky leaked through the viewport shades, needling her back to the waking world.

In her dreams she was still whole, her family still lived, she still had a home.

Then Arryn woke up, and the reality would be waiting.

Her family still dead.

She was a nomad, never laying down roots anywhere for too long.

Despite last night’s quick, painless love, Arynn felt emptier than before. Despite the slender melt-in-your-mouth crimsonborn beauty sprawled beside her, Arryn was alone. The bedroom was free due to her working at the Rayaal hostellaris two floors below. It was a small and drab setup, sparse on adornments which weren’t even hers. All of Arryn’s belongs could fit in two pieces of luggage.

Arryn glanced at the flowing chronometer on the wall. Her heart ached for more sleep, to immerse herself again in that past life. But it was too close to wake-up time for a few stolen moments.

“Alright.” She brushed curtains of tousled black waves from her face and aimed a kick at last night’s distraction. “Time to go.”

The young lady jolted awake and swore, but slithered out of bed as requested. Dreary beads of light from outside slipped over her mahogany frame as she headed for the exit. Arryn watched the sway of her hips with relish. Another perk of the job, free usage of any client-less workers.

A quick hydrobath shower and Arryn was fully awake, washing away last night’s liquor-soaked marathon of lust.

After drying off, she slid into a short-sleeved button-down black polo and dark grey cargos. Today was her day off, but the knot of tension in her chest offered no reprieve.

Arryn had played her part. “The only thing left now is the waiting,” she spoke to herself.

She might as well go downstairs. The Rayaal was closed, and most of its staff still asleep. The perfect time to grab a quick breakfast while she waited.

Arryn pushed open her door, and felt a pistol muzzle prod the back of her neck.

She froze but wasn’t afraid. Only two questions ran through her mind.

Who held the gun? And will they finally put me out of my misery?

“If you’re going to shoot,” Arryn sighed, “get it over with. I’m hungry.”

“That was some stunt, Foxy,” a deep voice rumbled, like a pine tree falling over.

Arryn smiled, half-relieved yet half-disappointed. “A stunt which worked, since you’re here in one piece.” She turned to face Ronen Omaegus, who had four inches on her.

“Not without some sacrifices.” The bald space pirate was back in his rugged travel clothing, pants and boots. His shrubby green beard looked as stiff with anger as those beady dark eyes nestled in his bark-like face. He kept his pulse pistol aimed between her eyes. “Do you know how many prostitutes I had to pleasure before your handpicked bounty hunters finally came?” he complained.

Arynn let out a disgusted laugh. The rooms’ inner soundproofing of these corridors allowed her to speak freely. “Oh, poor you with your plethora of sex. I had to make sure the bounty hunters that captured you didn’t kill you on sight.”

Ronen finally lowered his gun, holstering it at his side. “They came close.”

“With that magnetic personality, I can’t guess why,” Arryn snarked, grinning.

The human’s good humor soured when considering the nature of Ronen and his crew. “By the way, please tell me you didn’t kill those two girls. They looked sweet.” Arryn paused and reconsidered. “Correction, the human was sweet. Her little friend looked like she’d rather slice my face off.” She had no clue what species that bald little bounty hunter was, but her dagger-like glare still gave Arryn the chills.

Ronen nodded in agreement. “I guess female Tarkathians aren’t that different from males.”

Arryn’s mouth fell open in shock. “Really? That explains everything.” The human waved off the sidebar, concerned with the two bounty hunters. “Anyway. Did you—”

“No.” Ronen shook his head, causing his shrubby beard to wave back and forth. “Sovaat wanted to, but I forbade it.”

Arryn rolled her eyes. “Of course Sovaat did.” She would never understand a Kedri’s kill first, ask questions never philosophy. They were worse than Tarkathians. “Where did you guys leave them?”

“Stranded in the Tishari Cluster,” the space pirate answered. “We only disabled their hyper and stellar drives. Both are fixable,” he added after Arryn gave him a reproachful look.

“Good,’ she said, hugging herself. It was odd, giving a shit about two strangers she’d never see again. Those moments of warmth for strangers were once abundant during her tenure as a doctor. The few times she experienced them now were enough to convince the human that she wasn’t completely dead inside.

Ronen began walking slowly down the empty hallway. Arryn fell in beside him. “Your plan went perfectly,” he continued. “Guanag’s dead. Meaning his contract on my life dies with him. Thanks to your crazy scheme, which got us a big fat cut for that bounty.”

A spark of hope blossomed in Arryn’s heart. But the human contained her emotions, save for a lazy smile. “Does that mean I’m in?”

Ronen studied her with a smirk. “You proved yourself several times this past year. The Guanag scheme sealed the deal for the rest of the crew.” Ronen stopped and stood in Arryn’s path. His bark-covered features appeared uncertain. “That is, if you’re ready to leave your short-lived bartending career?”

Arryn nodded like an eager kid. “Definitely.”

The Vorn wrapped the human in a fierce hug. “Welcome to the Savage Omega crew.”

Arryn returned the hug unthinkingly, melting in his arms. A decade had passed since she belonged to any collective for a concentrated length of time. Mostly because she didn’t want to get attached—couldn’t get attached.

But Ronen, Merick, Sovaat, and Vgl’r Z’k’llh had snuck up on her...surprised her.

Before she knew it, Arryn had grown invested in this band of degenerate space pirates. Being part in their dynamic had been the most alive she’d felt in years. No way could Arryn give that up.

“Thanks,” she tried to sound nonchalant, cursing herself at the wistful catch in her voice. The human cleared her throat and pulled away from Ronen’s embrace. “What’s next?”

Ronen looked her over, visibly amused by her enthusiasm. Arryn blushed and looked away.

“Grab your stuff,” the space pirate said, “and we’ll talk about our next job.”
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The Trenches of Centauri Prime

By Craig Martelle

 

How could this suck more? Lance Corporal Riskin Devereaux thought. It’s the 24th Century, and here I am, standing in the muck. I used to drive a hover car, for crap’s sake...

Politicians, treaties, the instruments of failed diplomacy.

Maybe it didn’t fail. The war was being waged with low-tech weapons, but light years from Earth, light years from the Bazarian home world. Neither populace had to worry about war coming to their homes.

All they had to do was fight on a neutral planet.

Because that was what the politicians agreed to. The Marines and the warriors dug in, because they had to. No one could have an advantage.

Riskin was miffed yet again. At least his boots were high-tech, but the charge was running low. The indicator flashed on his wrist comp telling him to plug in, otherwise his feet would get wet. It needed to last another thirty-seven minutes until he got off watch.

Watch. A good word for what they did. The Interstellar Marines stood around with their always sparkly-clean slug throwers and watched to see if any Bazarian raised its ugly spiked head.

They used to shoot at the heads, never knowing if they hit anything. They weren’t allowed smart optics or guided bullets.

It was like fighting in the stone age of old Earth. The IMs were trained for better.

And then the reality of what they were ordered to do set them back centuries.

***

“Much suckage!” Ak’Tiul whined, clicking and whistling his dismay. He stood alone at his post in the trench. The humans were right over there. If they could only lob a low-yield nuke from their mortars, this would be over and they could go home.

But no. The Council of Advisors had different ideas. One destroyed planet and the weasel-heads decided to talk, which meant the grunts were thrown into a swamp on a backwater planet.

Out of sight, out of mind.

“Hate humans,” he told the wall in front of him. “No humans, no mud. Humans equal mud,” he chuckled, looking down at his clawed feet. They were enclosed in a flexible polymer that helped keep them dry. The boots had been see-through, but that had ended three milli-ticks after he put them on.

He carried a slug thrower. “Useless,” he snorted, slinging it over his back. “Might as well throw rocks.”

He dug into the mud until he found a stone, hefted it into his hand, corkscrewed his body, and spun as he launched the rock toward the enemy trench line.

Ak’Tiul had thrown it too high. It splashed down half way there. “Hate humans,” he reiterated.

***

Riskin saw the rock out of the corner of his eye. He ducked reactively, then laughed as the projectile splashed into a puddle halfway between the lines.

“Candy ass!” he yelled over the wall. He dug into the mud and found a small rock. He hefted it, threw it to the side, and looked for a bigger one.

The next was good enough, halfway between a golf ball and tennis ball. He limbered up, windmilled his throwing arm, and then moved to the back of his narrow trench. He wound up, hopped forward two steps, and heaved his rock.

It made it halfway. “Damn. Farther than it looks.” He would have sat down, but there was no place. The officers had taken the stools away because people were sitting on them and not paying attention. That was what they’d been told. Riskin never saw anyone else, only the lieutenant, but he said the order came from headquarters, HQ, so there was nothing he could do.

Easy for him to say as he took Riskin’s chair away.

Riskin cupped a hand to the side of his mouth and yelled, “Suck my hairy butt cheeks, spiker!”

Splashing footfalls signaled someone was walking in his direction.

“Did you throw something out there, Lance Corporal?” the officer demanded.

“Not as far as you know, your sirness,” Riskin replied. No one wanted to be out here. Disrespect ran rampant, especially when you had a lieutenant. New lieutenants got people killed. Seasoned lieutenants were just as cynical as the troops. And then there was this butthole.

“Why are you yelling?” The officer stomped his foot in the mud, sending splatters over both of them. “Damn. You know they don’t have ears, right?”

“Makes the corporal feel good, oh sirly one,” Riskin barked, stomping his foot as he came to attention. He found the resultant wave of sloppy, muddy water to be most gratifying as it splashed against the pants of the second lieutenant.

“You did that on purpose!” the officer declared.

“Most likely, your premier sirship,” he replied.

“Well,” the man sputtered, “don’t do it again.”

He stormed off before Riskin could do it again.

“That killed two minutes, now what?” Riskin asked the cold mud wall staring back at him.

***

Ak’Tiul saw the rock arc toward him and land short. By his estimate, it traveled farther than his. He dug into the mud to find another rock but hesitated as he heard something.

The Bazarian auditory glands covered the top of their head, giving them excellent hearing. He tipped his head and heard the harsh human language, one of many different ones that they used. Stupid humans couldn’t even speak one language. He’d learned Chinese, as all Bazarians did since it was tonal like their language.

But these two were speaking something different. He couldn’t understand them. Maybe they were giving orders for one of the ill-conceived but aptly named human wave attacks?

If he were so lucky. He’d burn up the old slug thrower then.

“Humans are stupid,” he complained. He dug in the mud for another rock.

His officer found him bent over.

“What is this?” the third level MarPul asked.

“Looking for a rock, Master MarPul, sir,” he said truthfully.

“To do what?” the officer demanded.

“To heave yonder, toward thy Council’s enemies, who are mine enemies. And if I can be blunt, thine enemies, too,” Ak’Tiul answered.

“You may not be blunt, Nug!” the officer sneered. “Now drop and give me twenty. I saw that throw. You’re getting weak, Nug. Maybe we keep you here until you strengthen up? Can’t send you home looking like you’ve been a prisoner of war, can we?”

The third level MarPul laughed uproariously and doubled over, whistling and clicking out of sync.

Ak’Tiul worked up a snotball and was going to hock it inadvertently onto the junior officer’s back, but the Bazarian stood up, composed himself, and stalked away.

“Take your twenty and stuff them in your carapace crack, dickface,” the upstart young warrior sassed.

“I heard that, Nug!” the Bazarian officer yelled from somewhere far away.

“I wasn’t talking to you, but to those pink-skinned, meatbags over yonder,” Ak’Tiul muttered. “Hate MarPuls.”

***

“Did you hear that?” Riskin asked, but there wasn’t anyone around. He was standing on one foot. He’d shut down one boot to save power.

“Why yes, I thought I heard the spikeheads having a heated conversation,” Riskin assumed a deep voice as he replied to himself. He peeked over the mud wall and searched for movement. He ducked down before he was through searching. He moved down the trench a dozen steps before popping up for a second look.

He thought he saw a spiker, that is, a Bazarian head sticking up above the trench, doing the same thing he was doing.

“You ball-slapping spikehead!” Riskin yelled.

He thought he heard a sing-song reply.

“I don’t speak Chinese, asswipe!” How dare you speak Chinese when I don’t, Riskin thought.

Riskin turned his right boot’s power back on. It came to life, ensuring that it would keep his foot dry. He lifted the other from the water and powered it down. He wanted enough juice in both of them to help him make it back to his bunk where he could both plug in and unplug at the same time.

Ten minutes had passed before a lazy step splashed his way.

“About time, you slimy bastard!” Riskin called out. But it wasn’t the man who was supposed to relieve him from watch. It was the lieutenant.

“Sir-en-dipity, would you look at that! I’m getting relieved by the brass. Nothing to see, nothing to report, it’s a big steaming pile of nothing, just like yesterday, last week, last month, and last freaking year. So, if that’ll be it, I hear my rack calling.”

Riskin turned his second boot on and prepared to slog through the mud and back to the cave he stayed in for his barracks.

“As you were, Lance Corporal!” the lieutenant barked.

“As I was what? Leaving? Yes, I was leaving and shall continue since you were staying, I was leaving, or something like that, sir highness, sir.” Riskin stomped in a puddle, sending a wave of muddy water over the lieutenant’s pants.

He didn’t seem to care. Usually, he would have danced out of the way or bitched up a storm about being dirty. Riskin was instantly wary.

“What’s wrong?” Riskin asked.

The lieutenant looked at him without arrogance, almost fearful. “Human wave in fifteen minutes. Every man goes. Every. Single. Man.”

“Glad I’m not one of those, sir. I must report that I’ve been masquerading as a man all these years. I’m not a dude,” Riskin said sincerely.

“Cut the crap. You’re going over that wall, just like me.” The lieutenant looked at his watch. “In thirteen minutes and you know what, smart-mouth? You’ll be right next to me. If the golden bullet comes our way, we’re going to take it together.”

Riskin was done having fun. The lieutenant was serious. He suspected the lieutenant had a sense of humor, but it was buried deeply within, and even if he did let it out, it wouldn’t be in front of the lowly enlisted scum.

“Make your peace, Riskin. This is the last attack. The survivors are the winners and they go home. This war ends today, Lance Corporal, and it’s up to us.”

“Don’t you dare try to motivate me, you sumbitch. I don’t want to go over that wall any more than you do, but ending the war is probably the tastiest carrot you can dangle. Damn you!”

***

Ak’Tiul hiked another rock and then another. He wasn’t getting close enough to the human trench. He leaned against the mud wall, resigned with the fact that the human trench was too far away for a hand-thrown rock. In his mind, he was engineering a trebuchet to hike a boulder across the dead land and into the enemy trench.

If it weren’t for the enemy, he wouldn’t have to be here. “Hate humans.”

The third level MarPul strode up; he held his skinny arms behind his back as a sign of his authority. “Do you really hate humans, Nug? Want to do something about it?”

“Your holiness, I am designing a trebuchet which isn’t a powered weapon. We could use that to lob boulders into the enemy trench, fill it and finish them. Then we go home, eh, supreme creakiness!” Ak’Tiul hated his life in the trenches.

He rectified himself with the fact that he’d have to prostrate himself before his father and beg forgiveness for his brash decision to join the military. He had done that out of spite. His father said he’d hate it. His father was right.

But hate didn’t quite capture the full magnitude of his disdain.

Ak’Tiul’s body language must have given him away. “Want to do something about it and start the process of leaving this planet, today? Would you like that?”

“The crack slammies you say! What do we have to do, dickface?” Ak’Tiul asked.

“I heard that, you upstart. In twelve minutes, a Bazarian wave attack. Every swinging limb goes over the wall. We meet the humans in the middle, and the winner goes home. The war ends today, dickface,” the third level MarPul replied.

“Aren’t suicide missions supposed to be volunteer only, your queasiness?” Ak’Tiul clicked, both pleased and horrified by the latest developments.

“Volunteer does not have to start with the word ‘I,’ dickface.”

“That word. I don’t think it means what you think it means,” Ak’Tiul countered. The MarPul checked his wrist monitor.

“Ten minutes, stinkhole. Make your peace. You and me, we go over together. We survive together, or we die together. Since I have no desire to die, I will need you to fight like the very Fire Demons of Bal Sagoth.”

The MarPul thought he was encouraging, but Ak’Tiul was instantly depressed. He didn’t feel like checking his slug thrower, which he’d never fired on this planet. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d cleaned it. No one ever inspected them.

Ak’Tiul thought about loading up on rocks. His arm felt limber, and he was sure he could hit something with a rock, not so much with the slug thrower.

Ak’Tiul started backing up slowly, looking for a place to run and hide.

“Get back here, Nug! For the glory of Bazaria, we meet the enemy on the field of battle, gladiators for all Bazarkind!” the MarPul shouted, thrusting a twig-like arm in the air with a maniacal look on his face.

“Okay, crazy MarPul, whatever you’ve been snorting, you need to stop. There’s no fonking way I’m going over that wall!” Ak’Tiul thrust his chest out defiantly.

The MarPul slapped his shock stick against Ak’Tiul’s thigh and stabbed the button with a pointy finger.

Ak’Tiul screamed as his muscles contracted violently and the pain shot through his whole body. “Dickface!” he yelled.

“We’re going over that wall, because you’re more afraid of me than the pink skins. Ha!” the MarPul ended with a fanatical scream.

Ak’Tiul was unimpressed. “Sir, yes, sir! I’ll be behind you all the way,” the young soldier offered as a way of compromise.

“At my side, dickface! You will kill the enemies as I point them out. We will sow death and destruction like a harvester clearing a wide swath across the great plain.”

“Truly magnificent, we will be, my lord,” Ak’Tiul quipped, unsure of what he would do.

Maybe it was time to make peace with his creator, because he couldn’t see a way out.

***

Lance Corporal Riskin Devereaux stood there. One boot had run out of power and the water seeped in. His discomfort seemed insignificant at that point in his life.

The second boot flashed and cycled down. At least he’d have two wet feet. Balance would be restored in his life, at least in the arena of discomfort.

The lieutenant had moved down the trench and was haranguing someone else. At least he was doing it with the level of zeal that he’d shared with Riskin.

Soon, the two joined the lance corporal. Riskin had seen the other man before but never talked with him. He’d made it a point not to get to know anyone. He reasoned that if he liked someone, then he might not hate this place so much and Riskin wanted his hate to fester in the hellhole that he’d been condemned to with the other Interstellar Marines he was certain were in the trenches somewhere.

“Hate spikers,” he murmured before adding, “and lieutenants.”

“What did you say, Lance Corporal?” the lieutenant asked, trying to stand tall and look down his nose at the junior enlisted. The other man was only a private, probably newly arrived, Riskin thought.

And least he wouldn’t be stuck in the trenches for an indeterminate interminable amount of time. Riskin had no idea how long he’d been there. Maybe he was new too, and didn’t realize it.

“Your penultimate sir-ness, I said nothing offensive and hold you in the utmost of contempt,” Riskin stated firmly, nodding once with pursed lips when he finished.

“Righty-o, then.” The lieutenant checked his watch and looked up at the sky as he counted out loud. “THREE MINUTES!” he bellowed, making the two IMs jump.

“What the hell? Didn’t you ever hear of OPSEC, Operational Security, you wank spanker?” Riskin whispered, trying to get the lieutenant to stop yelling.

“Didn’t I tell you? They are coming out to meet us. This is a fight to the end, right out there in no man’s land. Ha! Now we’ll take the fight to them. If I only had my family’s ceremonial sword, I’d show them a thing or two.”

“Like what it means to be a psychopath in a hurry to die a bazillion miles from home in a fight over nothing. Absolutely, sir. That would really show them.” Riskin shook his head, then offered his hand to his fellow Marine.

“I’m Riskin, pleased to meet you and to go out there and die with you, I guess, because that’s our orders, aren’t they, oh sir-upy one?”

The other man grasped Riskin’s hand. The private’s hand was cold and clammy. He was short, looked oriental and to be on the verge of going into shock.

“Chen,” was all he said and even that took a great effort from the smaller man.

“Nice to meet you, Chen. Too bad it’s under these circumstances, but you know what? We’ll be behind the lieutenant the whole way. Isn’t that right, Sir Magnificent?” Riskin tried for a lopsided smile but only achieved a half-sneer with contempt on top.

“ONE MINUTE!”

What made the bellow so odd was that there was only Riskin and Chen. No one else was nearby. They couldn’t hear any other people yelling. Riskin wondered how many IMs were left. He couldn’t remember seeing more than a handful at any one time in any one place. The only officer he remembered was the lieutenant.

“How many total are in this human wave, your sir-ness?” Riskin asked suddenly.

“All of them. Every swinging dick, Lance Corporal. Now, fix bayonets!” The lieutenant moved to the edge of the trench and cupped his hands as if to give them a boost up.

He noted that they didn’t have bayonets, but the lieutenant seemed to be in a different place at a different time.

“Oh, hell no!” Riskin answered, stepping beside the lieutenant and cupping his hands. “You can pull us up once you’re on top,” Riskin suggested.

The lieutenant unholstered his pistol and nodded. “You know if you don’t come, I’ll shoot you?” He smiled at the two men and looked at his watch, breathing heavily and grinning.

***

“I think the order has been rescinded,” Ak’Tiul said and relaxed. “Wow, that was a close one. Smoke if you are having them, eh, MarPul?”

“You get up that wall, dickface. Ten, nine…” the MarPul counted down, holding his shock stick at the ready. Ak’Tiul weighed his imminent death versus an extended period of pain before dying. He didn’t like his options.

“ONE!” the third level MarPul screeched in a click and a whistle.

Ak’Tiul had no idea where he found the courage, but he hit the two steps carved into the mud wall, popping out of the trench and into the open. He stood there dumbfounded but was bumped out of the way as the MarPul climbed up behind him.

Side by side they stood, two Bazarians. One hundred yards away, a human popped out of his trench, but he wasn’t looking their way.

“Well?!” the MarPul demanded.

“Well, what?” Ak’Tiul wondered.

“Shoot him! Shoot the enemy, dickface!” the junior officer howled, stamping one foot in the mud.

Ak’Tiul looked at it, curious that there was mud up in no man’s land, too. He figured all the water made its way into his trench. He couldn’t imagine that there was any remaining to make mud elsewhere. Maybe the planet wasn’t a rock, but one big mudball. He looked at the terrain, certain that no argument could convince him otherwise.

“Fire!” the officer yelled.

“Right!” Ak’Tiul said, thinking about the mud and that this would all be over soon. The winner would go home. He called out, “Time to win, your preeminent supremeness!”

Ak’Tiul took aim with his old slug thrower and pulled the trigger.

Nothing. The MarPul was not pleased and jammed the shock stick against the enlisted man’s leg. Ak’Tiul screamed in pain until his whole body convulsed and he dropped his weapon. It slid in the mud and back into the trench.

The third level MarPul released the button, and Ak’Tiul doubled over. “I shall recover my weapon, sir,” he said without any derision. He resigned himself to the fact that he would die in pain. He hated the humans for being here with him. He hated the Council for sending him to the godforsaken place. But he hated the MarPul most of all.

“No. You’ll fight them hand to hand. Look at their frail pink flesh! You’ll rend them into tiny pieces. Now forward, ho!”

Ak’Tiul walked ahead as if carrying the casket to his funeral. The perceived weight on his shoulders was equally great.

***

Riskin had every intention of running as soon as the lieutenant was out of the trench, but when Riskin threw him forward, the officer twisted in midair like a spider monkey and landed, aiming his pistol at Riskin’s astonished face.

With a sigh of reservation, he reached up and the lieutenant pulled him to the top. They both leaned back down and grabbed Chen’s outstretched arms. Besides holding his hands in the air, the private was incapable of helping. They dragged him up the mud wall and deposited him face first in the mud.

He lay there, weaponless. His slug thrower was still in the trench.

“You first, Private!” the lieutenant growled. “If you can’t shoot, then you can be our human shield. Now move! Lance Corporal, rifle up!”

Riskin whirled through one hundred eighty degrees. The lieutenant ducked to avoid getting brained by the weapon’s barrel as it flashed past.

“Watch it!” the lieutenant yelled, focusing all his attention on the two junior enlisted and none of it on the enemy.

Riskin had never had any respect for him before, but that clinched it. He decided that he had to kill the man. He looked across no man’s land to see who was watching

As far as the eye could see, horizon to horizon, he saw no more than ten Interstellar Marines. Most were singles, by themselves in the middle of nowhere. The story was the same on the other side. The Bazarians had an equal number.

“You have got to be kidding me! Are we it? We’re all that’s left?” Riskin glared at the lieutenant. “How in the hell did I get so unlucky to be stuck here and with an idiot like you?”

“No one ever leaves…” the lieutenant whispered, as if talking to himself.

***

Ak’Tiul shuffled toward the humans. The MarPul stayed behind him, hiding, but carrying his shock stick and ready to inflict pain should Ak’Tiul try to run.

“I have no weapon, dickface, maybe you give me your stick? Or better, why don’t you go first?” Ak’Tiul said, continuing to slop through the mud.

His answer was the stick jammed into his leg, followed by a short burst of voltage. Ak’Tiul spasmed and fell.

Pain and death were becoming one and the same. As he lay there, he saw the few bodies walking across no man’s land. The final push. It looked like wayward souls stumbling through the mist of life.

The third level MarPul screamed at Ak’Tiul to get up and keep walking.

Pain and death. He had no incentive to rise. The MarPul stabbed the stick against the prostrate Bazarian’s leg and pressed the button, holding it to inflict the maximum punishment.

***

“Shoot them!” the lieutenant screamed fanatically. Chen dropped to his knees and covered his ears. His pinched his eyes closed and rocked himself.

Lance Corporal Riskin Devereaux raised his slug thrower and took aim. If we win, I get to go home, he thought as he zeroed in on the one spiker jamming some stick into a second one lying on the ground.

They don’t want to be here any more than I do, he thought. But if we win, I get to go home. Losing is dying.

No one ever leaves, the lieutenant said. What the hell?

“What did you mean by that?” Riskin asked, lowering his slug thrower, which enraged the lieutenant. “What did you mean when you said no one ever leaves?”

The young officer aimed his pistol at Riskin’s face. “What I meant isn’t for the likes of you. Now raise your weapon, Marine, and get back into this battle. For the glory of the IM and a battle banner for the longest battle ever fought in all the interstellar wars. We must win!”

The whites of the lieutenant’s eyes showed as his mouth hung open and he panted like an animal. His pistol shook as his knuckles whitened from his fanatically tight grip.

Riskin raised his slug thrower’s barrel and aimed at the Bazarian cajoling the one in the mud.

Sight picture, sight alignment. He focused on the front sight post, positioning the slightly fuzzy silhouette of the spiker in the middle of the rear sight aperture. When everything was aligned, he exhaled and gently squeezed the trigger.

The weapon barked, and the trigger froze to the rear. It cycled uncontrollably like a machinegun, making the barrel jump. The first round hit the Bazarian center mass, in the middle of its chest. As the barrel jumped, the impacts climbed.

The next round hit the enemy in the throat, and the last impact blew a hole through its head. The weapon jumped out of Riskin’s hands as it continued to fire.

The lieutenant was too slow diving out of the way, and the last round from the magazine tore through the lieutenant’s head.

The slug thrower splashed into the mud beside Chen, followed closely by the lieutenant, who toppled over backward.

Riskin stood, eyes wide with shock at what had happened. He barely breathed. He’d killed his lieutenant.

But it was an accident! he tried to reason. Chen mumbled and whined.

“Shut up, Chen!” Riskin yelled, realizing his mistake. Chen didn’t do anything wrong. The man was terrified.

Riskin thought he should have felt worse, but he seemed oddly relieved. He felt free for the first time in a long time. He was out from under someone else’s boot, even if only for a short while.

“It’s okay, Chen, stand up and let’s go. There’s no one left to report anything, no one left who knows anything.” Riskin looked around and saw a few figures here or there, but wasn’t sure if they were human or Bazarian. The enemy closest to him was picking himself up out of the mud.

***

Ak’Tiul heard the sound at the same time he saw the slugs impact the third level MarPul. The officer was close, and Ak’Tiul simply laid there and watched as the Bazarian was torn apart. The dead body flopped like a wet rag, splashing into the mud.

The enlisted Bazarian crabbed backward, away from his dead officer. He thought about running for his trench, but if he didn’t stand, then maybe they would think him dead.

He remained where he was, but watched the humans closely. Where once there had been three, only one remained standing. Of the other two, one knelt and the last looked as dead as the MarPul.

One helped the other to his feet, then they turned and walked back to their trench. When they reached it, they stood there, motionless for an interminable amount of time.

He saw his opportunity to return unseen to his trench.

***

Riskin and Chen stood at the top of the wall, looking down at a heavy yellow gas. It rose chest high within, and that was if one knew where the high points were.

“Damn the lieutenant,” Riskin said softly, then turned back to the officer’s body and screamed. “DAMN YOU!”

Chen was coming back to himself, having raced through the five stages of grief, from denial to anger, bargaining, and depression. He was ready to accept his depression as the final state of his life.

“What if we surrender?” Chen asked. As a private in the IM, he’d never had to think for himself. Someone else always told him what to do. He needed that in his life. Riskin Devereaux was the opposite; he despised people telling him what to do.

Which was how he ended up as a Marine--to show his father that he couldn’t tell him what to do. Riskin had no idea how much freedom he’d had when he lived at home.

The irony wasn’t lost on him. The years of being ordered around by an idiot like the lieutenant had convinced him how smart and how wise his father was.

And how young and stupid Riskin had been.

Now I’m going to die for it, killed by my own people because everyone wants this little planet and this little war to go away.

“I wonder…” Riskin started to say. “Come on, Chen, let’s see if I’m right.”

He turned Chen around and they started walking toward the muddy Bazarian, who was looking at his trench the same way they’d just looked at theirs.

“You speak Chinese, Chen?” Riskin asked.

“What do you think?’ the private replied sarcastically, trying hard not to look at the lieutenant’s exploded head as they walked past. He failed miserably and he couldn’t keep his eyes off it.

“Tell that Bazarian not to go into the trench, it’s poison,” Riskin said.

Chen translated the phrases in milliseconds in his head and then spoke Mandarin Chinese in a normal tone of voice.

“Come on, Chen, everyone knows that the spikers don’t have ears. You gotta really belt it out!” Riskin threw up his hands in hopeful encouragement.

“You’re kidding, right?” Chen asked.

“You ask a lot of questions, Private,” Riskin sneered. “Why would I kid about something like poison and death?”

“If they don’t have ears, why would yelling make any difference?” Chen explained, eyebrows raised.

“Damn straight; maybe he can read lips?” Riskin suggested, then laughed heartily. The Bazarians didn’t have lips.

Riskin and Chen kept walking across no man’s land.

***

Ak’Tiul looked at the green gas in the trench. He could smell it.

Death.

He thought he heard someone tell him not to go into the trench, but it was in the human Chinese language. He knew the voice spoke the truth, although the truth sounded strange, no matter which language it was communicated in.

“Hate humans,” Ak’Tiul said. He looked back at the dead body of the MarPul. “Hate MarPul more. Sorry, your cerebral supremeness, in that I didn’t recognize your superiority sooner and race across the wasteland with reckless abandon to dispatch your enemies.”

He saluted haphazardly, then swaggered to the body, picked up the stick and jabbed it against the leg. When he depressed the button, the MarPul’s body jumped, but the stick shorted out, sending electricity through the water and into Ak’Tiul’s foot.

He dropped the stick and jumped around on one leg, feeling like a moron for shocking himself.

The humans stopped on the other side of the MarPul and stood there watching Ak’Tiul’s antics.

He stopped hopping and stood still, returning the humans’ gaze.

“Don’t go into your trench. The gas is death,” the Bazarian told them in the sing-song language of diplomacy.

***

The creature was the same size as the two Marines, but to Riskin, the Bazarian looked like a cross between a bumblebee and a wasp. When it spoke Chinese, Riskin was relieved, but still couldn’t understand the creature.

Chen nodded and replied.

Riskin slapped the shorter man on the arm. Chen remembered that the other Marine didn’t speak his language. “He said to not go into the trenches.”

“We know that,” Riskin said.

“That’s what I told him.” Chen looked oddly at the lance corporal.

“So what the hell do we do now?” Riskin asked. Chen translated the question for the Bazarian.

“Dammit! I was asking you, not him,” Riskin clarified.

Chen shrugged.

“Ak’Tiul,” the Bazarian said, pointing to himself with one spindly arm.

“Riskin,” Chen said, pointing to the lance corporal. He said it twice and then pointed to himself. “Chen.”

“Who was that?” Riskin asked, leaning toward the Bazarian that he himself had killed.

“The MarPul, an officer, a bad officer,” Ak’Tiul said, and Chen interpreted for Riskin.

“Our officer too, bad and dead,” Riskin said succinctly.

“What do we do now?” Ak’Tiul wondered.

“Find a way off this godforsaken mudball!” Riskin exclaimed. Chen smiled before telling Ak’Tiul what the lance corporal had said. The Bazarian bobbed excitedly.

“Like humans,” he said. The clicks and whistles of the Bazarian language were lost on his new companions.
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Plenty

By Jenetta Penner

 

If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the Tempest just coughed.

“Come on, old girl.” My hands fly over her controls as I check to make sure the heading is still correct. The entire ship rattles incessantly behind me, but if I get these goods to Taruk’s lair in the Letiri System by tomorrow, I can get her fixed. Again. And have plenty of credits left for me.

She’ll be okay.

“Ferek, if you call me an old girl again, my life support system may suddenly develop a malfunction.” Tempest’s flat, female voice comes from everywhere and nowhere throughout the small, ancient cargo vessel built for a crew of one.

I roll my eyes.

“I detected that,” the ship AI says.

“Now Tempest, you know I couldn’t do anything without my best girl. Don’t get your thrusters all in a wad. If we don’t deliver this load in time—”

“I am acutely aware of your need to arrive in the Letiri System by 1600 hours tomorrow.”

“And you know if we don’t get there it’s…” I raise my finger and swipe it across my neck in a slicing motion.

“Tardiness is your issue, not mine. In the case of vehicle confiscation, I’ll simply be auctioned off to a new owner. One which may keep me in better working order.”

“Or sell you off for par—”

Clunk.

The Tempest reverberates and lets out a high-pitched whine, settling into a slow glide. I fly out of my seat to manually check the ship function.

“What’s going on?” I yell, slamming my hand to the console. “Did you break the hyperdrive on purpose?”

“Disabling myself would be a poor choice,” Tempest says without a hint of concern.

“Then get busy performing a scan!” Stupid fifty-year-old, stolen, junkyard salvage ship. I scan through the diagnostics Tempest feeds me. The propulsion system crapped out again.

A vision of my head on a platter being fed to Taruk’s new favorite beast hijacks my brain. The last one was aqua blue with stripes and teeth…

“Ferek? Ferek?” Tempest’s voice breaks me from my nightmare.

“What?” I yell as the vision of the hairy beast vanishes.

“We are currently on approach to a small moon.”

“Moon? There shouldn’t be a planet, let alone a moon in this area.” I race back to the pilot seat and engage the view on the screen.

The white orb fills the screen, a reddish planet swirled with orange and yellow gases behind it.

I stare at the large bluish craters on the satellite. “Where are we?”

“Analyzing the system’s charts. So far unknown.”

A beep comes from the view screen.

“Incoming communication,” Tempest says.

Ignoring her and cursing under my breath I ask, “How could it be unknown?”

“Don’t use that word or I will discontinue the scan.”

The beep sounds again.

Letting out a sound of disgust, I throw my hands into the air. “Just play the comm. Maybe that will tell us something.”

The screen flickers on, revealing a man my grandfather’s age; white hair, a little jowly around the mouth.

“Oh hello,” he says. “My name is Proden. I see you are in distress.”

I look around. “You could say that.”

“We would love to be of assistance,” Proden says, his lips turning up into a smile revealing a set of perfect white teeth.

“Stars, that would be a lot of help. I have someplace I need to be.” As I say it a massive, round, silver and blue space station orbits around the moon toward us.

“It’s my pleasure. Currently, the Sycorax station has lost its long-range communications. But on board, we have the means to repair a small craft such as yours. Perhaps if you were to return the news of our plight and send someone to help us, Captain—?”

“Ferek. Just Ferek.”

“Don’t forget me,” Tempest demands.

“Oh, and my ship’s AI system, Tempest. And yeah, sure. I’d be glad to deliver your coordinates and send someone to help.” I have no idea if anyone will come, but I have places to be, and this could be my ticket in getting to them.

The old man smiles again. “We will bring you aboard momentarily.”

The screen flickers and Proden’s image disappears. The metal of the surrounding hull shakes and moans as a tracking beam locks onto the Tempest. Without a second to waste, she begins her descent into the belly of the Sycorax.

“Well, that was a stroke of luck.” I lean back in my seat, running my hand through my hair that’s in desperate need of a trim.

“You may make your rendezvous on time after all,” Tempest adds.

***

I straighten my shirt, tucking the back into my pants as the metal hatch on the Tempest flies open to a large, clean, white bay. Proden wears an equally white robe that hangs down to his feet, complete with gold rings on three of his fingers. The old man waits to greet me as I step down, boots clomping on the bay floor. Floating next to him is a metallic, semi-humanoid, AI unit. It’s essentially a hovering torso and head with two sets of arms and pincher hands at the end of its limbs.

“Greetings, Captain Ferek,” Proden says.

Not sure some eighteen-year-old black market trader in a vessel with a sawn-off Ship IDN can truly be called a captain, but I’m gonna roll with it. I straighten my shoulders, check for the blaster on my hip, and walk straight to him, hand extended. Might as well throw on a pearly white smile, too.

Proden takes my hand in a firm grip, nods, and releases me. “Welcome to the Sycorax. It’s been some time since we’ve entertained guests.”

“You know, I can’t stay long—”

“Oh, no, of course not.” He flicks his gaze from me to the AI beside him. “Ariel, would you please begin the repairs immediately? Captain Ferek has somewhere to be.”

A blue, glowing sensor on the AI—Ariel—blinks to life. “Yes, Proden.” It hovers toward the Tempest and then out of sight.

Proden places a hand on my shoulder and motions toward the bay exit. As he does, the door dilates and slurps away, revealing a petite girl with long blonde hair falling over her shoulders like ocean waves. Her sky-blue dress billows over the floor as she walks in. My heart catches in my throat. Since when do I use a word like billow?

Slightly dizzy, I shake my head as she steps toward us.

“This is my daughter,” Proden introduces her.

I barely hear him. I’m too busy planning our evening. “Huh?” is the best I can muster.

“I am Miranda.” She presents a dainty, perfect hand to me. “Proden’s daughter.”

I stand there like a dummy until my brain clears. I take Miranda’s hand, and it’s the softest skin I’ve ever felt. Like silk. “Capt…. Ferek. My name is Ferek.”

Her lips turn up at the corners. “Nice to meet you, Ferek.”

Again, I’m left standing here like a dummy, staring at the way her golden hair falls over her swan-like neck.

Golden hair? Swan like? What am I thinking?

I suck in a breath and close my gaping mouth. Are the oxygen levels on this station lower?

“Yes,” I choke out at last and release her hand.

“Why don’t we allow Ariel some time to repair your ship?” Proden offers. “Would you enjoy a tour, Captain Ferek?”

My head spins again, but I shake it off. “Sure. It would be a good idea to stretch my legs. Been on board too long.”

Proden guides us out into the station corridor, long halls that appear to go nowhere.

“Where’s the crew?” I ask Proden. Miranda leans her head forward and flashes me a shy smile. A flush travels up my cheeks

“No crew, young man,” Proden says, the hem of his robe catching the floor as we walk the hall. “This station maintains itself with very little human effort.”

“Hmm, must be lonely.”

Proden offers his arm to Miranda and she gingerly takes it. “We have each other, right my dear?

“Yes, Father.” Miranda nearly sings. The sound of her voice sends electricity up my spine. If only I could speak with her alone. Hold her. Put my hands where they don’t belong...

Proden clamps a ringed hand on my shoulder, snapping me from my fantasy. “Young Captain, an old man is not a good companion for two healthy young people. My dear daughter never has the opportunity to converse with someone of her age. What must you be?  Seventeen… eighteen?”

“Eighteen,” I choke out, my heart racing like a contestant in a Xotander mule race at the potential opportunity.

“Perfect. Miranda is seventeen.” He chuckles and lightly pushes the two of us together in front of him.

What father actually wants his teenage daughter to spend time with a love-struck—

Love-struck? Where did that come from?

Miranda slips her arm in the crook of mine and my mind settles.

Proden’s muffled voice falls away behind us, calling, “You two have fun.”

“We have a garden on board,” Miranda coos. “Would you enjoy a visit?”

“Not much of a flower type of gu—” I start to reply until I glance at her. I dive into the ocean of her eyes. “Sure, I love flowers.”

Miranda leads us through the never-ending halls to a door. As we approach, it dilates, and the scent of roses wafts into the corridor, making my brain spin. A giggling Miranda clasps my hand and pulls me into the garden.

Above us, any indication we’re inside a space station is gone. Two, what must be, projected moons shine brightly down in a starry sky, illuminating a garden stretching as far as the eye can see.

Miranda releases my hand and skips toward a rose bush, plucking off a large yellow bloom. She turns to me, smiling, and slips the flower behind her ear.

“What do you think?”

“You’re… um, it’s beautiful.” Heat radiates up the back of my neck.

She strides up to me and places her arms around my neck. “Really? You think so?”

I clear my throat. My hands have the urge, as if on their own, to wrap around her waist, pull her in… and…

Wait. I barely know this girl. I need to get my cargo to Taruk before he blows his top.

Before I have the chance to do anything, she’s off again, flying down a path I didn’t notice before now.

I slap the comm on my wrist. “Tempest?”

“Yes, Ferek?” Tempest’s voice sounds through the speaker.

“How’s it going?”

“I assume you are not speaking of my contentedness and are instead inquiring of the repair? If so, Ariel is performing a satisfactory job of overhauling the propulsion system. We are on track to leave by 1300 hours.”

I sigh in relief. “Ok, thanks. Ferek out.”

“Goodbye, dear.”

I stare at the comm, wide-eyed and unsure if I want to respond to that.

“Ferek,” Miranda calls.

I look up and jog over to where she now sits under a tree in the garden, the yellow flower gone from her hair. Spread underneath her is a blanket and scattered about are plates of cheese, fruit, meats, and two huge slices of what looks like chocolate cake.

“Are you hungry?” She pats a spot next to her on the blanket.

I’ve no clue where this feast came from, but the memories of the last week’s bland ration packs carousel through my mind. As if on cue, my stomach lets out a grumble.

She reaches out to me, and without a second thought, I take her hand and allow her to pull me gently to the blanket. She plucks a strawberry from a plate and holds it to my mouth. I flick my gaze to her, then bite into the juicy, tart fruit.

“I haven’t had strawberries in forever. Too expensive,” I mumble while still chewing.

“We have whatever we like here. Replicator system.” Miranda tips her head and gives a close-lipped smile. “Is there anything else you might enjoy?”

Just you.

My eyes grow wide. Did I say that out loud?

“No. No, this is great.” I scan over all the foods, eyeing the cake again. I scoot back and lean against the rough trunk of the tree. Somehow, throughout our meal, I avoid saying anything stupid or crazy out loud. When stuffed, I check the time.

“You should not have long to wait,” she says.

“No.” I rest my head against the tree, drowsy from a belly full of food. More than I’ve had in weeks. My eyelids sink shut.

“Ferek?”

My lids pop open to Miranda, now dressed in a shiny pink gown, giggling as she grabs my hand and pulls me down a green hill toward a gigantic house.

Where am I?

My mind spirals, trying to figure out how we got here. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the tall structure was out of some old fairy tale story. One my sister would always plunk me down and force me to listen to when I was five or so. Overhead, an oblong cruiser zips through the air. At least we aren’t back in time a thousand years.

Miranda slows her pace, spinning toward me, and throws her arms around my shoulders. A smile overtakes her lips, making me melt, and before I completely disappear into a puddle, she pulls me toward her into a deep kiss.

Who cares where we are.

I snake my arms around her waist and pull her in close to my body, my hands sliding from her thin waist to her—

She yanks back and smacks me on the arm, her lips twisting into a coy smile. “Silly, Ferek. What if the children see?”

I jump back from her and cough. “Children?”

My eyes shoot open to the garden again, and I gasp for breath. The artificial moon still illuminates the scene. Miranda, back in the blue dress and wearing a sweet, calm expression, stares at me.

“Did you enjoy your nap?”

I was asleep? I glance around to the night light trees and grass and rub my sweaty hands over my pants. “Um, yeah.”

All the dishes of food we ate have been cleared. Only the blanket remains.

“We didn’t...uh...”

Miranda rises and offers me her hand. “Did not what?”

I take it and stand. “Nothing, it was a dream.”

“A nice one, I hope.” She strolls toward the way we came into the garden. I follow, glancing at her, and it’s as if she’s somehow has grown more beautiful. Skin smoother. Eyes brighter. Lips.... her lips…

She grabs my arm, pulling me in close. “Can you maintain a secret?”

“Yes?”

“Good.” The door to the garden slurps open, and she pilots me into the corridor. “I have another place to show you, then.”

After walking for about five minutes, she activates a new door, which opens to a large empty room. The outer wall and dome ceiling are transparent. Below the Sycorax is the red planet, and off to the side the moon orbits. Black space, speckled with stars, waits above.

Miranda leads me to the center of the room as the door closes behind us. “I come here to think.” She raises her hands above her head and spins. “It is my favorite place on the station.”

“How come?”

She slows to a stop and sadness slowly washes over her face. “Because I dream about my home.”

Everything in me wants to reach out to her, comfort her, but we just met. Despite the driving urge, I hold back. “Tell me about it.”

Miranda waves her hand and two circles on the floor dilate. From inside, two seats rise, and with a click, move into a slightly reclined position. She gestures toward one of the chairs and I sit. She does the same.

“I was not born on the Sycorax, you know. Father and I lived on a planet called...” She pauses, and her face takes on a quizzical look. “Let us call the planet, Plenty, because ‘plenty’ describes it perfectly. The correct name is difficult to say in your tongue.”

“Why did you leave?”

A tiny crease forms between Miranda’s perfect brows, but it somehow doesn’t spoil her beauty. “We were forced.”

“Forced?” I sit upright, unexplained anger burning in my chest.

“Yes, forced. Twelve years ago, we were banished by my uncle.”

“Why would he do that?” Taruk crosses my mind. Someone who’s cruel and feeds people to his dogs if he doesn’t like their face that day.

“To become the new king, of course.”

“So, you’re a princess of an entire planet, and Proden is king?” I gasp.

“I was. Father and I barely escaped with our lives. And Ariel, of course. My uncle told the people we were dead, lost in a horrible accident.”

I shake my head in disbelief. Me? Sitting here with a princess? What are the odds?

But quickly I return to her story, my fists balling as the anger continues to burn up my neck against this uncle of hers. He had no right.

I leap from my seat and pace in front of her. “Your father is the rightful king of Plenty. Why are you wasting your time out here, alone, when you could be royalty? I know people. People who could help. They might want a little kickback,” I mutter, “but they could help!”

“Shh,” she scolds. Miranda waves her hand over the arm of the chair and the back returns to a full seated position. “I told you, this is a secret.” That little crease returns between her brows as she stands and hurries toward me.

Confusion muddles my brain. “Why? Don’t you want Proden to be king again?”

“Over the years, my father has grown… unkind.”

Unkind? That old man wouldn’t hurt a space fly. He’d been nothing but helpful.

Miranda stretches up on her toes and leans close to my ear. Her proximity makes my breath hitch. “I think the years of near solitude have driven him mad.”

I’ve met people like Proden before. They can hold it together for a while in front of strangers, but with family? That’s another story.

“I do not want Father to know I shared this with you. I am afraid he would be furious.” The light dims in Miranda’s deep blue eyes, and with it despair hollows me.

I grab her hand. “Come with me. On the Tempest.”

She shakes her head. “Oh no, I could never do that. Father would be all alone.”

Miranda is the kind of sweet soul who only thinks of others. I’ll need to take charge. I tap the comm on my wrist. “Tempest.”

Tempest’s voice echoes in the open room. “Yes, Ferek?”

“Almost ready to go?”

“Repairs will be completed momentarily.”

“Thanks, old girl!”

“Ferek, I’ve informed you—” Tempest scolds, but I tap off the comm before she gets any further.

I grapple for Miranda’s hands and spin her toward me. “Tempest will be ready to go by the time we get there. I know it’s crazy, but come with me.”

The sadness in Miranda’s eyes dissipates. “Really? Do you think we can do it?”

I nod, and without warning, she throws her arms around me and pecks her lips to mine. The vision of the towering house and Miranda pulling me toward it flashes through my mind again. I push away the kid talk… for now.

She pulls back. “If you can return me to Plenty, I will reclaim the throne. Father will be unable to follow, as the Sycorax is no longer operational. I know there are people still on my side. I could reward you greatly.” She pauses to think and a broad smile takes over her lips. “We could be married. You could rule with me. Have anything you want.”

Me? Rule a planet?

It’s a long shot, but it would be a world better than the errand boy life I’m leading now.

“Do you love me?” Miranda asks, eyes full of hope.

Heavens above. The question belts into me like a blaster hit and a wave of something one might call “love” ebbs through my body. “Yeah, I do. I love, prize, honor you.”

Huh? Honor you?

Miranda grins and snatches up my hand, dragging me toward the exit.

“Wait, wait. We need a plan.” I pull her to a stop. “Even if Proden isn’t around, that AI is still repairing the Tempest. It’ll alert your father right away.”

Miranda shakes her head. “No, Ariel is my friend. We can go.”

She activates the exit, but I snag the fabric on her sleeve as she makes for the door again.

“If this is going to work, we need a better plan.” Nervousness rolls around in my belly as I scan the hall.

She huffs and wraps her arms around her chest. “Fine, here is the plan. I will return you to the service bay. You stay out of sight, and I will speak with Ariel. I’ll tell him Proden is in need of assistance immediately. Ariel will listen and do as it’s told.”

“Then we can activate the bay exit, book it out of here, and Proden won’t be able to follow or call for help,” I say. It’s not a great plan, but the reward for returning a princess to her rightful throne calls.

I glance at Miranda, and it’s as if she’s glowing with excitement. The sight rockets happiness through my veins and a flash of her wearing a white dress, complete with a crown and veil, careens through my head. I shake my head and snap out of it.

Reward. Think about the reward.

“Okay,” I say. “Good enough.”

She guides me through a maze of halls. It’s a good thing too, because I’d have no clue where to go without her. This entire station looks the same to me; gray wall after gray wall, no unique markings to discern our location until, finally, we reach what might be the large entry to the repair bay.

“This is it,” she whispers. “You hide once we arrive, and I will send Ariel to my father.”

Miranda activates the bay entrance and the door dilates. Inside, she waves me behind a stack of large storage containers. I crouch behind them, ice traveling up my spine and already spending the money I’ll receive if the princess can regain her throne. Across the bay, Miranda disappears behind the Tempest to find the AI unit.

I tap my comm and reduce the volume. “Tempest?” I whisper and stick my ear to the tech.

“Yes, Ferek.”

“Get ready to roll. And we have a guest.”

“A guest?” she asks. “My accommodations remain for one person only.”

“Oh, knock it off. You know two people will work just fine. Be ready.” I tap off the comm.

“Ferek?”

I look up to find Miranda with Ariel behind her, its limb extended. Instead of a pincher hand, it has formed into a blaster. I touch the weapon on my hip, but hold back from drawing it.

No sudden moves.

Miranda darts her eyes and races toward me as the bay door slurps open. A stern-faced Proden, still wearing his white robe but looking years younger and much spryer, enters, also with a pulse gun in hand at his side.

I grab for Miranda and push her behind me, keeping my hand on my weapon. “Look Proden, we can work this out,” I reason. “Miranda’s tired of living on the Sycorax, and I can take her with me. She wants to come. She’s almost an adult.”

Sweat drips down the side of my face, but I resist the urge to wipe it away.

Proden stops a few feet in from the opening. “That’s not something I can allow, and my guess is that silly girl has told you everything.”

“Whoa, whoa, I don’t know nothin’,” I lie, raising my hands. “All I know is Miranda doesn’t want to be here anymore.”

“You know too much.”

With the speed of a gunslinger, Proden flicks up his weapon.

But I’m faster.

Blaster in hand, I depress the trigger and shoot. The beam lights up the room as a white light explodes throughout the bay. My head goes light and my knees buckle, but somehow I stay upright.

When the smoke clears, the bay has transformed into a small, dark room no bigger than the inside of the Tempest. Proden is gone. Chattering sounds from behind me and I spin to locate Miranda, but instead find something entirely different.

A creature no less than seven feet tall with olive green skin and four stick-like limbs stands in front of me.

“Where’s Miranda?” I shout as it stares back at me with buggy, black eyes, located on each side of its head. “What did you do with her?”

Slower than normal, I raise my blaster to shoot, but the alien somehow wrenches the weapon from my hand by flicking one of its four limbs through the air. The metal clacks to the ground and slides across the room. I make to dive for it, but my feet won’t move.

My mind spins, trying to make sense of what’s happening. As if I’m changing entertainment channels on the ship’s viewing screen, visions of Miranda flip through my consciousness. A kiss. Our bodies locked. That magnificent face. A fortune and kingdom lost.

A loud smacking breaks me from my trance. The alien claps with two of its four hands, if that’s what one might call the thin, three fingered, claw-like appendages jutting from the ends of its stick arms.

Miranda’s sweet voice perplexingly emits from the creature’s insect-like mouth. “That was lovely.”

“Lovely?” I scoff, confused and still searching the space for Miranda. “What was lovely?”

“Why, the show, of course.” It waves a hand again and in an instant Miranda returns, wearing the same pink dress from my dream, taking the alien’s place.

“I... I don’t understand.” Still frozen, I work to move my hands, with no success.

“Well, of course you don’t.” A knowing look crosses her face and she stalks toward me. Slowly, she stretches up and plants a gentle, lingering kiss on my lips. With the kiss, my body floods with electricity and the desire to hold her. Marry her. Be with her forever.

She releases and the desire dies.

“You tricked me,” I spit at her, my body releasing from its frozen state, but for some reason, I don’t try to run.

She touches her hand to my face, stroking my cheek. “I’m so sorry about that. You are a sweet boy. Greedy, but sweet.” She tisks. “But you see, my race, the Caliban, are solitary creatures. Ariel is my only companion, and you know how dull AI can be some days. It is unlikely I will meet with any of my kind more than once in a lifetime and then only to breed, lay my eggs, and die shortly after.”

Miranda paces the floor, hands on hips. “I have been out here for so long. One hundred and twenty-five years is a great amount of time to fill when trying to amuse one’s self. To pass the time, I choose to seek out some entertainment. I bring various species on board by disabling their ships, probe their minds, and discover how each experiences love.”

She holds my stare, eyes shining. “I found you the most exciting. Human love and attachment is very different than so many of the races which have crossed my path. I find it fascinating how quickly you are to bond with someone you have recently met and become attracted to. How you trust them. Your willingness to protect a near stranger.”

“What about Proden? Doesn’t he keep you company?”

“Proden is a figment of my imagination, one which I shared with you to make our daring escape more interesting. I often construct an illusion of a friend for myself, but in the end...” She yawns and raises her hand to her mouth. “It is as if I am speaking with myself.”

The urge to run overtakes me once more as I bolt for my weapon and smack right into the AI. I whip around to Miranda and slap at my comm.

“Tempest!” I yell, heart hammering in my chest. I have no idea what my ship’s computer can do for me now, but it’s the only chance I’ve got.

“Yes, Ferek?” she says through the comm.

“Uh—”

My body freezes once again, as does my mouth.

“Madam?” Ariel locks his two pincher hands onto my upper arms. “I believe your meal is ready.”

My eyes jerk to attention at that.

Meal?

Miranda tips her head and tisks. “Yes, Arial. A little longer to play with it would have been pleasing.” She licks her lips, eyeing me up and down. “But, alas, I am famished and must eat my dinner.”
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Chapter 1- Ambush

T’kon perched, as still as a mountain, atop the rusting arch. Wind swirled around him, heavily laden with flecks of orange. Rust from the long abandoned spires stabbed into the sky around him.

This city had died centuries ago but, like any corpse, it was infested with vermin.

His vantage allowed him to observe the thin trickle of traffic below: ka’tok, the lowest caste of Ganog society. There were a dozen races, their only commonality the threadbare clothing and makeshift tools. There were few vehicles, only the occasional battered transport for those that could afford passage. Most walked, or pulled carts cobbled together from abandoned buildings.

Not a single passerby looked up, or they might have seen him huddling in the shadows provided by the skeletal spire behind him.

He’d been here for nearly three hours, patient and focused. Within minutes he’d been coated in a thin layer of granular rust. Now that rust was a half-finger thick, coating his environmental armor.

He wiped his goggles again, peering up the narrow thoroughfare. Finally, his quarry had arrived.

T’kon tapped the button on the side of his helmet, ending lower-power mode. Holographic metrics overlaid his vision, cataloguing passersby. The helmet’s primitive assessment matrix identified only one threat: a tall, proud Ganog warrior striding down the rubble-strewn street.

The ka’tok scurried from his path, the scent of their terror thick and cloying. This seemed to please the warrior, who lunged at a juvenile Whalorian--a biped from an aquatic world--who had strayed just a bit too close. The Whalorian began bleating frantically, its pipes emitting high-pitched squeals as it scurried away. The warrior laughed.

T’kon studied the man’s blood-red armor. His helmet’s diagnostics tagged the material as a deresium alloy--priceless, the kind of armor passed from war leader to war leader. The crimson bore many sigils, each giving a piece of the warrior’s family history.

But it was the weapon strapped to the warrior’s back that really drew T’kon’s eye. The vibro-axe was ancient, twenty centuries old if it was a day. Such weapons were rare, and costly to maintain. Yet they were worth the effort. If the warrior were allowed to shift, a single blow would silence T’kon’s song forever.

So T’kon would never let that blow fall. He dropped silently from the arch, bracing his stiletto against his armored boot as he fell. It too was forged from deresium, tapering to a tip a mere micron across. The weapon bit deep into the warrior’s shoulder, T’kon’s weight forcing it through the armor. He depressed a button on the hilt of the stiletto, sending his last jet of neurotoxin into the wound.

The effect was immediate, and the warrior slumped soundlessly to the ground. T’kon knelt, hoisting the warrior’s considerable weight onto his shoulder, and hurried down the neighboring alley, ignoring the glances from the terrified ka’tok. They were unlikely to interfere, but it was best to work quickly. He dropped the paralyzed warrior against the alley’s far wall, in a puddle of of fermenting bile leaking from a nearby trash receptacle. The warrior struggled to regain his footing, but T’kon shattered his kneecap with a well-placed kick.

“Your armor is impressive,” he snarled, “but affords little defense against kinetic energy applied in the correct proportion.”

He delivered a second kick, knocking the warrior’s helmet away. Unlike T’kon’s armor, this wasn’t environmentally sealed.

“You rely too much on size and strength, on having an overwhelming advantage over your foe. The neurotoxin will keep you from shifting, and remove that advantage. I’d advise you not to try, by the way. The pain is reputed to be...unrivaled.”

The warrior tensed. A swift kick from T’kon spilled him back into the dark puddle, but he did not cry out. A true warrior, then. That would make what came next more difficult, but T’kon was prepared. He took a step back, holstering his stiletto in his boot sheath. The warrior’s fur slowly darkened from red to black, signaling his growing rage.

“If you try to stand, I will be forced to incapacitate you. It will be both painful and pointless.” T’kon withdrew his pistol, a battered slug thrower. The lovingly repaired weapon wasn’t the most lethal in the Imperium, but it had served faithfully since his father’s father had forged it two centuries past.

Besides, the ammunition was easily scavenged, and T’kon had to husband his limited resources.

“What you do you want, honorless cur?” the warrior spat. His fur darkened further, and his upper nostrils flared. “Who sent you? Was it Krekon? Why? What does he hope to gain?”

“Your curiosity is understandable, but my time is limited.” T’kon knelt next to the warrior, keeping the slug thrower aimed at his face. “If you cooperate, then I will honor your body. If you do not--if you resist--I will devour your still-beating heart. I will mark you as og’ok, for any passerby to devour. The Nameless Ones will have your soul.”

“No,” the warrior whispered. His fur lightened to a wan yellow. “Surely even you have more honor than that. You would not do such a thing. You know what they would do to my offspring.”

“There is a hatch on the rear of the planetstrider Vkat, on the base of the control unit where it sits upon the creature’s back. I need the passcode for that door, and I need to know more about the defenses around the heart of the mound. Give this to me, and I will honor your body. Your children will be safe.” T’kon didn’t bother repeating his threat. It was already doing its work, and in a few moments he knew the warrior would make the only choice allowed to him.

“You will say the rites?” The warrior’s tone was heavy was resignation.

T’kon reached up to unlatch his helmet, removing it so the warrior could see his face. “I will speak them well and true.”

“You are Ganog.” The warrior’s eyes widened, then narrowed suddenly. “What do you seek at the mound? Why do you wish to access the planetstrider?”

“I am of the Azi clan.” T’kon smiled grimly at the other’s reaction. “Ah, yes. I see you’ve heard what befell us in the Yrata system--what your clan leader did to us.” His fur settled into a deep red. “I am interested in vengeance, but not against you. You have a choice remaining, a way to affect the world one last time. Will your line continue after your death? Or will it end with your prideful need to protect another man’s secret?”

The warrior’s fur darkened a half-shade, to a ruddy brown. “Very well. By my honor, I will give you the passcode, if you swear by yours to perform the rites. But before our bargain is struck, hear this: you are no true Ganog, no true warrior. Azi are nothing but mongrels.”

“I will speak your rites well and true.” T’kon placed his hand over his heart, nodding slowly. He ignored the warrior’s rancor. The man knew death had found him; of course he would spit in death’s eye. “Give me your name.”

“Very well. I am Uval of the Vkash clan, and I serve clan leader Takkar, even in death. Speak true, Azi. Send me to the afterlife with honor.”






Chapter 2- Rites


T’kon darted another glance up the alleyway, but the flash of movement was merely another passerby. The saurian hurried by, clutching orange-stained robes closely about her. No one was interested in what was happening in the shadows; these people had grown adept at surviving, and had learned that asking questions often ended in a swift death. The Imperium had taught them that over a thousand generations, each more brutal than the last.

T’kon turned back to the warrior’s body, which he’d arranged as funerary custom dictated. The corpse’s hands were clasped over the heart, his eyes open and staring at the sky. T’kon didn’t have the proper oils, nor could he mummify it for the prescribed seven days, but he’d done his best with what he had at hand.

He used his stiletto to carve the Sigil of Nupaah into the bony ridge above the warrior’s eyes.

“Nameless Ones, avert your gaze from one who was worthy, one who fought with honor and served unto death. Allow warrior Uval, of the Vkash clan, to escape your terrible wrath. Ignore any transgressions he may have committed. Allow him to escape into oblivion.” T’kon’s tone brimmed with reverence as he continued to carve sigils along Uval’s brow. “Uval was worthy, and his body is sacred.”

He withdrew a small black bottle from his pocket, sprinkling droplets up and down the corpse. He did it quickly, but made sure to cover it evenly, then withdrew a firemaker from his pocket and lit the corpse ablaze. Hot, oily smoke filled the alleyway as the corpse was consumed by thousand-degree flames.

The stench was terrible, even after T’kon’s lower nostrils scrunched reflexively shut.

“Rest well, Uval.” T’kon turned on his heel, picking up the skarskin pack he’d dropped when he engaged his opponent. He slid the straps over his shoulders, and stepped back onto the thoroughfare.

No one paid him any mind as he joined the few travelers who’d not yet made it home. Night would soon fall, and the nights here were bitterly cold for those lacking power. T’kon’s armor would protect him, but maintaining a survivable temperature further depleted his starlight generator. He’d been trickle-charging where he could, but this world was blanketed with clouds. If he did not find a more reliable supply of power, he’d run out in a few more days.

He made his way north, between what had likely been the heart of this once-prosperous city. The rusting hulks had been picked clean of everything useful, and now served as shelter for the throngs too poor to afford a way off-world.

No one came to this world. Ganog 7 had no resources, no strategic value. It lay at the very edge of Vkash clan space, and provided passage to nowhere of importance. It was a footnote, marking the Imperium’s boundary in this sector of space.

Yet clan leader Takkar had brought not only his mighty fleet, but all three of his planetstriders. It made no sense. Why send so many resources to a single world? What did he hope to gain?

That was, in part at least, why T’kon had come to this world: he needed to find out why the fleet was here, and get that information back to his clan.

That information was secondary to his true purpose, though. All three planetstriders were here, and that meant security had to be divided between them. Security would be stretched thin, and that left the planetstriders vulnerable.

The road narrowed as it reached the western market. Traffic thickened as T’kon approached, until he was surrounded by hundreds of aliens from half a dozen worlds. Most were whalorians, ill-suited to dry planets like this one. Their suits maintained a thin layer of water around them, but replacing one was damnably expensive.

There were a few saurians, lean and hungry-eyed as they went about their business. Those he watched carefully, especially the red-scaled ones. They belonged to Takkar, and were probably here buying opa root, or seeking females of their species--or any species. Saurians weren’t picky.

T’kon’s path carried him in a rough spiral, closer and closer to the largest of the mounds where Vkat lay. The mound was a truly impressive structure, especially from this vantage. Drifting over it in a dreadnought had never filled T’kon with the sense of its majesty.

It towered in the air, three times taller than the tallest of the spires. The surface was an uneven brown-orange, the stone and metal coated by streamers of rust pulled from the spires by the wind.

The mound contained Vkat, the planetstrider that had delivered the death blow to the Azi clan’s power on Yrata. It was the oldest and most powerful of Takkar’s striders, one of the very oldest in the entire Imperium.

Millions of tons of rock and metal had been fused over each planetstrider, obscuring them from planetary scans. The mound also provided rudimentary protection, and could absorb the full fury of a dreadnought’s planetary barrage for several seconds. That was almost always enough time for a strider to fire back, and more than one fleet leader had learned that being in orbit provided no protection from the mighty weapons.

T’kon completed his last rotation, winding past the very base of the mound. He kept his head down and his cloak pulled up to shield his face. The guards would see nothing more than a tired laborslave, taking the shortest route back to his hovel. He shuffled along as if in no particular hurry, conscious of the guards as he passed another squad.

The red-scaled saurians were inattentive, laughing raucously at a joke told in their harsh tongue. Four per outpost, six outposts in total. Twenty-four gate guards meant that the group was small enough that everyone would know everyone else by sight. Impersonating a guard was unlikely to succeed.

That left stealth or violence, either of which he could manage easily enough--for getting in, at least. Getting out would be another matter, one that would require several items he didn’t possess.

Fortunately, every planet like this one had a thriving market. All he needed to do was find someone willing to sell him what he needed.






Chapter 3- Market

T’kon paused next to the ruined building, using its blasted-out shell as cover while he studied the market. He counted nearly three dozen stalls, ranging from repurposed transports to clusters of multicolored tents.

Most of the activity was centered around an uneven stage. A Ganog in scarlet armor dragged four blue-scaled saurians--three females and a male--onto it as the crowd pressed eagerly forward. The low buzz of conversation grew louder.

The Ganog roared out at the crowd. “Saurians are the finest laborslaves in the Imperium; all know this. I present my finest breeding clutch. With these, you could have your own army in just a few short years.”

T’kon took the opportunity to join the flow of traffic. No one paid him any mind--exactly as he liked it. While his armor disguised his heritage, it couldn’t hide his height, so it was best that he be about his business quickly and quietly. He scanned the market again, surveying the stalls. Some were open, with customers browsing through bins of scavenged junk. A few were more private, and it was those he sought.

He shifted his course slightly, angling toward an array of bright blue-and-green tents. They wavered in the breeze, not quite managing to resemble an ocean, as their creator had clearly intended. It was common Whalorian material, cheap to construct and fast to disassemble if you were fleeing a raid.

Such raids were common out here, along the fringe. Ka’tok were always ready to scurry back into the shadows, if they wanted to survive the Imperium’s boot.

T’kon ducked through the flap into the relative coolness of the dim interior. Rows of trays, each brimming with junk, sat atop misshapen tables. Many of the items were rusting; some were raw scrap. Other trays were filled with scavenged starship parts.

There was even an antiquated missile platform in one corner, though T’kon doubted it was functional.

A Whalorian lurked behind the tables, peering up at him through goggles perched on a long, bumpy head. She rose no higher than T’kon’s waist, but had roughly the same body mass as he. She wore a standard Whalorian water suit, and the goggles made her large eyes appear even larger.

“Welcome, welcome. You here to trade?” Her voice was high and piping; whalorians had evolved underwater, and their speech was very difficult to understand in a standard atmosphere. “You tall one. Very tall.” She bobbed her long, spotted head, her grin exposing worn baleen where most species had teeth.

“Yes, I’m here to trade,” T’kon allowed. He’d left his helmet on, and didn’t plan on removing it. She would remember a Ganog, and whalorians were notorious gossips. “I have some very specific requirements. Let’s start with some opa root. Can you get it?”

“I don’t stock it, but I can obtain it easily enough.” She eyed him curiously, but didn’t ask questions. Hopefully that signified discretion.

“What about ekur guano? And sulphur?” he asked.

“Yes, both are available. Mmm, cheaper than flash powder, if you know how to make your own. You are hand-loading cartridges?” She blinked up at him.

He ignored her question. “Do you have a portable starlight generator?”

“Mmm, that I have over here, I think.” She waddled over to a tray and begun plucking out parts. “Why do you need that much power?”

“My ship was damaged on reentry,” he lied, moving to the tray she was searching. He watched as she hunted through parts.

“Aha,” she cried, hefting a cube into the air. It was a little larger than his fist, but the iridescent surface was dark. “Hmm, one moment.” She shook the cube, and it glimmered faintly. “Looks like most of the power is used up. I can trickle-charge it, but it will take all night.”

T’kon considered that. The longer he was on-world, the more chance Takkar would find him. The death of Takkar’s warrior wouldn’t go unnoticed. Speed was T’kon’s ally.

But he couldn’t proceed hastily; he needed the proper tools.

“If you can provide for my other needs, I might be willing to wait that long,” T’kon allowed. “Do you have any ferro gel?”

“Mmm, mmm. A power source, and an explosive.” She waddled behind the counter, pausing to face him. “I have ferro gel in the back. Is there anything else you need? A transmitter perhaps?”

T’kon tensed, reaching instinctively for his slug thrower.

“Mmm, don’t be hasty,” the Whalorian piped. She raised her short little arms protectively over her head, scrunching her eyes shut. After a moment, a tentative eye opened. “Not going to kill me? Mmm, good, good. Your business is your own, and I don’t want to know it.”

“Why do you think I’ll need a transmitter?” T’kon kept his tone neutral, slowly easing his hand from his side arm.

“Ferro gel is highly explosive. It will vaporize matter. Mmm, not healthy to be near detonation. Best caused from a safe distance.”

“Yes, I’ll need a transmitter.” T’kon reached into his pack, removing the vibro-axe he’d liberated from Uval. “I’m willing to trade this.”

“Mmm, interesting. Very interesting.” The Whalorian waddled forward eagerly, extending her arms. T’kon handed the weapon across, and she carried it over to a low counter. She reached for a pair of magnification goggles on a wall peg, fitting them awkwardly over the lenses on her suit. “Mmm, fine craftsmanship. This weapon is old. Very old. Came from the forges of Kruuth, judging by this maker’s mark. Mmm, selling this will get me killed, though. This weapon will be sought by its owner.”

“The owner won’t be looking for it--or for anything else. That’s why I’m willing to part with it so cheaply. If you find the right buyer, this could purchase a way off-world.” T’kon hesitated, then decided to take a risk. He reached up slowly, undoing the clasp on his helmet, and removed it, tucking it under his arm.

The Whalorian froze, her eyes going comically wide. Her mouth worked, and short little pipes came from her blowhole. “You are Ganog. Mmm, thought maybe, with that height. Your business is your own, I promise. I won’t talk. There’s no need to silence me.”

“I’m glad to hear that, because I have no wish to silence you. If you can provide what I need, and if I can trust your discretion, then this can be the single most profitable day of your life. If you feel the need to gossip, however...” T’kon left the threat unfinished.

“Mmm, I will not speak of this.” She ran thick fingers over the blade. “Do you need a place to stay while the starlight generator charges? If you stay here you can keep watch. Then you know I haven’t gone talking to anyone.”

“I think I might like you, Whalorian. What’s your name?”

“Mmm, I am called Aluki.” She gave another one of those grins, exposing her baleen.

“Delight at your meeting, Aluki. I am T’kon of the Azi clan.” T’kon clasped his fist over his heart respectfully.

Aluki blinked as if she recognized the name, then the smile widened.






Chapter 4- Breathing Room


T’kon followed Aluki down a narrow hallway, its blue cloth walls bulging inward from the keening wind. The hallway emptied into the rusted hull of a centuries dead freighter. The floor had been swept recently, and the room was completely empty save for a workbench and stool in one corner.

“Mmm, I rent out this room sometimes, to people I trust,” Aluki explained. She gave another broad smile. “Denok has guano, and probably opa root. I’ve already got the rest of the stuff. Mmm, ten minutes? Maybe less. Denok’s got the stall next to mine.”

“All right,” T’kon allowed. He deposited his pack in the corner next to the workbench. “I’ll trust you not to run, but if you aren’t back in a quarter cycle I will find you.”

“Mmm, I know. I know. Can I tell you a secret, T’kon of the Azi clan?” Aluki blinked her oversized eyes, leaning conspiratorially close. “I think you’re here to get revenge for the slaughter at Yrata. I think you’re going to do something to hurt the clan leader. If you are, then many, many people would speak the rites for your body.”

“Thank you.” T’kon was at a loss. The Azi clan had never been large, and before they’d been broken the heart of their strength was over a thousand light years away. That the ka’tok on backwater worlds knew of the attack attested to the savagery Takkar had used. “Why do you hate the Vkash?”

“Mmm, they took my husband as a laborslave. He is nearly a techsmith, as close as a Whalorian can get. Takkar’s warriors were purchasing goods in the bazaar, and one saw him fixing a starlight generator. They dragged him back to the ship like he was just another one of their packages.” The whalorian’s tone deepened, and her broad face took on a determined cast. “I could do nothing. I have no way to find Halut, but I can get vengeance. Mmm, in a small way, maybe.”

“Vengeance, I can understand. How did you hear about Yrata?”

“The clan leader made sure of it,” Aluki said. She balled her bulky hands into impressive fists. “He broadcast the attack, as it occurred. The entire Imperium saw your people die, cut down by orbital bombardment, then slaughtered by his planetstriders. Mmm, were you in the battle?”

“Yes, I was there.” T’kon sat on the stool next to the workbench. His fur darkened, and he didn’t try to stop it. “Takkar’s brutality is unparalleled. He engaged our forces on the southern continent, with a force three times as large as ours. We thought that meant a ground war, but his men were only there to keep us pinned. The sky rained fire, and people on both sides died. We were wiped out nearly to a man, leaving just a few thousand scattered refugees. Takkar sacrificed an entire army to eliminate us.”

“Mmm, so awful.” Aluki waddled closer, patting him gently on the arm, which was as high as she could reach. “Many people here have a similar story. Wives, husbands, fathers, sons--all of us have lost someone. Mmm, we’re powerless. We cannot fight back, not against the armada. But you can.”

She gave one more broad smile, then waddled out of the room. Her pipes began humming a happy melody, and T’kon couldn’t help but smile. The whalorian’s enthusiasm was infectious. He bent to his pack, withdrawing a small leather bag of spent cartridges, and started picking through them, looking for those that had been warped the least. There were only six usable ones in this bunch, and he lined the shells up along the workbench.

Next he removed a wire brush from his pack, picking up the first shell. He scrubbed at it, removing traces of powder. It took several minutes to repeat the process with all the shells, but he enjoyed the activity. His breathing room, he called it. Some people meditated; he mended his gear, and hand-loaded his ammunition.

T’kon fished a small hammer from his pack, and began tapping dents out of the shells. It was laborious work, but this too he enjoyed. He was lost in the flow of it when he heard shuffling footsteps. He reached for his slug thrower, then relaxed slightly when Aluki reentered the room.

She carried a large tray laden with a variety of objects. Setting it on the corner of the workbench, she paused for a moment to watch him. “I brought the guano and sulfur. Mmm, I’m guessing you already have a reloading kit?”

“Part of one,” T’kon admitted. “I was almost caught at the spaceport, and had to abandon some of my equipment.”

“Mmm, and one of the things you left behind was a molder?” she asked, nodding at his hammer. “Trying to fix warped bullets is very inefficient.”

“It’s better than having no bullets,” T’kon countered, setting down the shell he’d been tapping.

“Try this. Much more efficient.” Aluki picked up a dark brown box from the corner of the tray and handed it to T’kon. “Look inside.”

The box contained a dozen molds, each properly shaped to hold a standard slug. “The molds are nice,” he said, “but I still need a way to melt the bullets.”

“Watch.” Aluki plucked the box from his hand, picked up the bag of shells from the table, and closed the box, twisting the lid until it clicked. She opened a slot on the top, pouring in all the shells, then there was another click as she pressed a small black button on one side. “Mmm, it will take about thirty seconds.” She set the box on the workbench and back away with another of those broad grins.

T’kon waited for the box to stop humming, then opened it. Inside were a dozen perfectly formed bullets, just waiting for primer and powder. “How much do you want for it?”

“Nothing. Mmm, this is part of the deal for the vibro-axe.” She patted his arm again. “I’ll leave you to relax for a while. I imagine you’ve got a busy day tomorrow. Mmm, one that will leave many Vkash dead.”

 






Chapter 5- Approach

T’kon knelt next to the rusted pipe, slowly filling his canteen. He took his time, to the annoyance of the small crowd of aliens waiting behind him. This was their water supply, located across the rubble-strewn street from the mound’s southern guard post, and coming here was likely how most started their day.

He risked a glance at the guards as he tightened the cap of the canteen. All four saurians lounged just inside the mouth of a tunnel leading into the mound. The only defense was a waist-high fortification shaped from the same metal and stone debris as the rest of the mound. It was easily leapt if needed, and--since the saurians were standing--could also be fired over if necessary.

T’kon ambled away from the pipe, and the next person quickly slipped into his place. He walked away from the guard post until he was out of sight of the mouth of the tunnel. Had the fools stationed even one lookout they’d have seen him creep up to the wall of the mound, but this lot was lazy, and clearly avoiding the sweltering sun.

In their defense, an assault on a mound was unthinkable. It was, so far as T’kon knew, the first time such a thing had been done. Even thinking of it would be considered treason by every clan.

Succeed or fail here, he’d be hunted.

Yet it would be worth the price, if he succeeded.

T’kon paralleled the mound’s towering wall, staying as close as he could. He walked slowly, no one paying him any mind as he approached the shadowed opening. He was close enough to hear laughter and the clink of coins.

They were gambling. Even better.

He paused at the mouth of the tunnel, extending a small mirror from the thumb of his suit. He angled it to provide a view of the guards, studying them all in a single glance, then pulled back, analyzing what he’d seen.

None of the guards were looking in his direction. Their attention was focused on a mat spread across the ground. On top of the mat were some shohji dice and a pile of golden credits, most of those in front of the guard sitting crosslegged near it. His reptilian face was split into a grin. The opposite expression sat on the faces of the other three guards.

The timing would never be more perfect. T’kon withdrew a heavy sphere from his pocket, rolling it silently up the corridor. Its surface was dark and roughly scored, to prevent it from reflecting light. The guards were unaware as it rolled between the first man’s legs.

T’kon depressed a button on his belt, and the sphere began to dissolve. A thick cloud of dense black smoke billowed up around the guards. He set his atmospheric scrubbers to high, counting to three before darting around the corner. Three of the guards had already slumped to the ground. The last was rising, reaching shakily for his blaster.

T’kon glided forward, knocking it from the guard’s grasp, then slammed his elbow into the guard’s head. The guard fell to the ground, twitching feebly, then the gas completed its work. His eyes closed.

T’kon knelt, carefully holstering the man’s weapon. Then he withdrew a vial from one of his own pockets, sprinkling the brown powder on each of the guards. If they were discovered, their superiors would assume they’d been snorting opa root. The practice was so common that it likely wouldn’t raise an immediate alarm, and they guards would have a tough time explaining that they hadn’t really been snorting it when it was scattered all over their clothing.

Still, every moment was vital. T’kon sprinted up the hallway, vaulting waist-high fortifications every fifty meters. His footsteps sent echoes up the corridor, but that couldn’t be helped. Right now, stealth was less valuable than speed.

He came up short when he found the hallway barred by a thick, durasteel door. It was heavy and crude, with a physical mechanism that had been locked from the other side. There was no easy way to open it from this side.

T’kon unslung his pack, rooting around for the ferro gel. He squeezed the tube, leaving a thin trail of wet resin everywhere the wall met the door. The process took precious seconds, but he forced himself to be precise. This couldn’t be rushed.

When he finally finished, T’kon trotted back up the corridor, kneeling behind one of the fortifications. He watched the door carefully, placing his thumb over the generator switch on his belt. A low, red glow came from the resin, then intensified into a blinding yellow-white.

T’kon flipped the switch on his shield generator and plastered his body against the wall.

A wall of superheated flame filled the hallway, glazing the walls as it burst around T’kon. The heat passed over his shield, warming his armor to nearly intolerable levels, then the flame was gone.

T’kon flicked the generator switch off, already moving up through the space the door had occupied. He couldn’t afford to exhaust his suit’s generator; he regretted the need for the shield, but was pleased no apparent damage had been done to his suit.

The door had been flung up the corridor, bent and warped by the heat and force of the explosion. T’kon leapt nimbly over it, landing in a crouch on the other side.

The whine of an energy rifle came from a shadowed alcove to his right, and a beam of harsh blue light lanced into his shoulder. T’kon grunted, acknowledging the pain without giving it reign. He charged the shadows, leaping at his attacker.

They collided, sparks flying as their armor scraped. T’kon landed atop his opponent, knocking the man’s weapon away with a quick blow. The saurian reached for a knife at his belt, and T’kon let him. He extended his stiletto with a flick of his wrist, then rammed the blade through the guard’s throat.

From behind him came the unmistakable sound of an energy rifle powering up. T’kon rolled, dragging his assailant’s body around as a shield. A blue beam hit the dying guard in the face, ending his struggles, and T’kon darted a hand to his slug thrower, desperately unholstering the weapon.

His opponent took careful aim, sighting down his barrel with the enviable calm of an Imperial veteran. A hard, frigid glow began in the barrel.

T’kon tensed, waiting as long as he dared. Then he dragged the guard’s body upward, lunging toward his opponent.

The man was already committed to the shot, somehow keeping his aim even as T’kon rushed him. The shot blazed past T’kon’s side, carving an molten furrow in his armor.

T’kon roared, hopping backward as he yanked his slug thrower from its holster. The sudden change in direction caught the guard by surprise, and the man was unable to line up his rifle before T’kon fired. The shot took him in the temple, shattering scale and bone.

T’kon stumbled up the hallway, away from the carnage. Should he flee? He was wounded, and there was no way to hide the mess here.

No, he’d never have another chance. T’kon reached into his pack and removed a small bottle of pungent salve. He smeared it over the wound in his side, flinching as he touched the raw pink flesh. His fur had been burned away entirely there; judging by the depth of the wound, he doubted it would ever grow back.

T’kon replaced the vial, then shouldered his pack. He plunged up the corridor, wrapping both hands around the grip of his pistol. Perhaps another hundred meters ahead, the hallway emptied into a cavernous room. That room was filled with unbroken darkness, silent and menacing.

T’kon touched a button on his helmet, and the vision spectrum shifted to low light. The vague outlines of something truly massive slowly gained definition.

“By their terrible gaze, it is even more massive than I’d believed,” T’kon breathed, staring at the legendary planetstrider Vkat.






Chapter 6- Complications

T’kon lacked the words to describe the creature he stood beneath. He’d seen combat footage, of course, but it failed to capture the planetstrider’s immensity. The tallest spires on this world would barely reach its knees, and many worlds could only boast a few mountains that were taller.

A pair of gargantuan reptilian legs ascended into the darkness, leading to a bulky body made more so by cybernetic enhancements. The creature’s right arm had been replaced with a grasping claw with blades sharp enough to shear through anything unwise enough to engage. The left arm ended in a cannon the equal of any dreadnaught. It was quite capable of reaching vessels in orbit, but was more often used to end ground resistance. Mechanized divisions could be vaporized in a single shot, clearing the way for mobs of saurian infantry to finish the job.

Many self-styled empires had been brought to an early end by a single planetstrider. Even at the height of Azi power, they had only controlled one. Now, thanks largely to his own actions, the Azi had none.

Takkar possessed three of them.

T’kon reluctantly flipped the switch on his generator, bringing the boosters online. He leapt across the distance to the planetstrider’s left foot in three quick hops. There was no immediate sign of resistance, so T’kon leapt again. This time he landed on the reptilian leg, along a bony ankle.

The stench was overpowering, even with his suit’s atmospheric scrubbers. His eyes burned, and his lower nostrils scrunched shut. What did they feed such a beast?

He leapt again, grabbing a loose scale just below the knee. A low beeping came from his belt, and he cursed under his breath. He leapt again, three times in quick succession. He’d reached the planetstrider’s waist, but the energy indicator on his belt was a cautionary yellow.

This was going to be close.

T’kon gathered himself, leaping to the mass of cybernetics where the elbow should have been. He grabbed a thick cable and swung himself atop a nearby panel, then leapt again, ignoring the frantic beeping, and again.

He’d made it to the shoulder.

A glance at his energy indicator confirmed his fear: the battery was drained. Even the beeping stopped after another few moments.

T’kon squatted, resting his back against a ropy conduit thicker than his body. There seemed no way to avoid the gaze of the Nameless Ones. Even if he made it inside and successfully found the core, how would he escape? It would take hours to climb back down, and by that time the guards would be on full alert.

He couldn’t summon his ship, because it was too wide to fit down the corridors. There was simply no way to escape, not that he could see.

“Very well, then, the plan changes--a bit, anyway. I cannot escape, but my clan will know of my actions. The stain on my honor will be gone.”

A lightness settled over him--the Haak, they called it. The certainty of death. Once a warrior embraced it, fear vanished. Peace remained.

T’kon rose, walking slowly up the scaled shoulder. Above him, the creature’s reptilian head loomed. Its mouth lolled open, hundred-meter teeth occasionally grinding together. Every few moments a rush of hot, disgusting wind washed over T’kon’s armor.

Affixed to the creature’s head and back was a mechanical harness, the control unit. The armor protected the creature, and made the control unit all but impervious to attack. At least one planetstrider had survived sustained orbital bombardment.

T’kon had spent days poring over the footage of this exact control unit during the attack on Yrata. It had been grainy, but he was positive he’d spotted an exploitable flaw. There was a hatch nestled between the shoulder blades, midway down the back. It was both small and difficult to detect--much less to reach during combat.

Of course, getting inside meant trusting Uval’s information. If the code worked, T’kon would gain entry to the undefended heart of this titan. He had some ferro gel remaining. If the Nameless Ones had their eyes averted, he might be able to destroy that heart.

T’kon withdrew a roll of cable from his pack, bolting it to the joint where flesh met metal. He spooled it out slowly, spilling the cable down the creature’s back. He leapt over the side, spelunking down the shoulder. Each time he kicked off metal or scale, he angled further toward the center of the creature’s back.

He risked a glance at the cable, hoping his math had been correct. The high-density polymer was thin, but he’d still only been able to pack 1000 metras. T’kon kicked again, scanning the area below him.

Finally, he spied what he’d been seeking.

T’kon landed next to a bent hatch, catching himself against it. He took a few moments to catch his breath, then studied the door. He tried to ignore the keening wind and the yawning blackness below. An impact from this height would liquify him.

A small black box was affixed to the door, with the eight Imperial sigils. T’kon tapped in the sequence Uval had given him, holding his breath as he waited. A long moment later, the hatch popped open with a hiss.

“Rest well, Uval of the Vkash clan.”

Inside was a dimly lit corridor that sloped upward until it disappeared out of view. Based on the angle, that corridor likely led to the base of the skull, which made sense given that the core controlled the planetstrider’s nervous system.

T’kon unclipped his cable, and rolled smoothly to his feet, sprinting up the corridor. He extended his stiletto with one hand, and drew the slug thrower with the other. Just in time. He skidded to a halt as a trio of saurians appeared at the top of the corridor. For a split second, they stared in confusion, and T’kon capitalized on it.

His slug thrower roared, taking the first saurian through the eye. The explosive round detonated, vaporizing everything from the neck up.

The second and third darted back up the corridor, but T’kon squeezed off a shot that took one in the back of the knee. The joint exploded, and the now legless saurian landed in a pool of its own black blood.

T’kon kicked away its weapon as he sprinted by, keeping his slug thrower at the ready. The third figure had disappeared around a corner, presumably going for help. T’kon had no idea how much help he’d be able to summon, or if he could close and lock a door behind him. He had to catch the saurian before he reached safety.

He flicked the switch on his generator, laughing in delighted surprise when a small surge of power rumbled through his amor. He leaned into a sprint, kicking off a wall as he rounded the corner after the saurian.

The saurian was scaling a ladder, and his head was already out of sight. T’kon shot him in the back, right between the hearts. A second later the explosive round detonated, and the saurian’s body crashed back to the deck.

T’kon sprinted toward the corpse, leaping over it to grab the ladder. He scaled as quickly as he could, hoping he could reach the top before whoever was up there realized an enemy had infiltrated.

He was panting by the time he reached the top, and had no choice but the open his lower nostrils. The stench was even worse here, but there was no helping it. He needed the oxygen.

He finally reached the top, pulling himself into a narrow room. His gaze was drawn to the left wall, which had been replaced with a viewport. It stared off into the darkness, but T’kon knew what it would reveal once the planetstrider was in combat: he was directly over the beast’s head, nestled above the eyes.

His distraction was costly. A grey-robed Ganog techsmith leaned out from behind a terminal, squeezing off a trio of plasma shots in T’kon’s direction. The first took him in the chest, but he dropped prone to avoid the others. His armor had reddened alarmingly, and he could feel the intense heat even through the rubberized interior. He gritted his teeth against the pain, jerking up his slug thrower.

The techsmith had ducked behind cover. Pulsing purple light bathed the wall behind him, giving away his location. T’kon knew that the light came from his arcanotome--the device techsmiths used to draw upon the stored knowledge of their caste--and found it ironic that it would be his undoing. If he revealed himself again, T’kon was positive he could end him.

He unclenched his jaw, stifling the quaver as he spoke. “Throw out your weapon, Techsmith. I will spare your life.”

There was no immediate response, so T’kon waited. Eventually, the figure shifted uncomfortably behind the console. He did not reveal himself, but T’kon hadn’t really expected him to. Not all techsmiths were fanatical, but any picked to serve here would be.

The techsmith finally spoke. “They’ll be coming for you soon. There’s no way you can escape alive. Surrender, or your death will be legendary. You don’t know Takkar. He will flay us both for this intrusion. You’ve attacked the sacred heart of his favorite strider.”

T’kon didn’t reply. Time was his enemy, and the techsmith knew it.

T’kon peered carefully at the console, slowly taking aim at the upper corner, where it was thinnest. He fired, then jumped to his feet as the round slammed into the console. It lodged there for an instant, then it exploded, peppering the techsmith with shrapnel. The techsmith shrieked.

T’kon darted around the corner and shot him in the face, ending his cries. Then he ducked back around the corner, avoiding the small explosion a moment later.

T’kon’s chest heaved, and he breathed greedily through all four nostrils. He’d done it. He’d reached the control console.

Now all he needed to do was figure out how to destroy this thing.

 






Chapter 7- The Control Unit

T’kon examined his surroundings, filled with a wonder he’d not experienced since the first time he’d seen a dreadnought savage an enemy world. This place--this cavern--hadn’t existed for more than a few weeks. The beast, on the other hand, had survived for countless millennia. Its age was unknown, predating earliest dynastic records.

Countless generations had guided this monstrosity to war, across even more countless worlds.

But T’kon didn’t have the luxury of awe. He forced himself to focus, as a warrior should.

T’kon moved to the central console, focusing on a large cube that floated and bobbed over the console, pulsing slowly. A slow rhythmic pounding hovered at the edge of his hearing; pulses of purple light flowed across the surface in time with the pounding.

T’kon turned to the techsmith’s corpse and bent to inspect the arcanotome, still connected to the techsmith’s temple with a thick, ropy cable. He was careful not to touch the thing. Doing so was said to draw the eye of the Nameless Ones. T’kon wasn’t sure he believed that, but it was quite possible the tome had a lethal trap for unwary thieves.

He studied the surface of the book, which pulsed with purple light identical to the light from the cube. The pulses still flowed up the cable, to the corpse’s brain.

T’kon’s eyes widened as he realized what that meant. In all likelihood, every techsmith now knew what had transpired here. If a team had not already been on the way, they were now.

He jerked the table from the techsmith’s temple, stilling the pulses.

“If only I had more time,” he whispered, stretching out a hand to touch the cube. A bolt of blue lightning crackled from it, shooting into his gauntlet. The palm heated; the metal smoked from the energy. His thermal dampening had grounded the shot, but there was no guarantee it could stop another.

Clearly, the cube served the same function for the beast that the arcanotome did for the techsmith: linking it back to a greater collective. If that were the case, removing the tome would cut the planetstrider off from the collective. They’d be unable to order it into battle, effectively losing it until they could find another such cube.

The question was, how did he remove it? He couldn’t touch it, and there was no way his slug thrower could damage the thick deresium alloy.

“What if I don’t have to destroy it?” T’kon murmured. He glanced at the arcanotome, then back at the cube.

In theory, there must be a control to release the cube. If he could release it, then maybe he could take the cube back to the Azi clan.

There were a dozen abandoned planetstriders who’d been allowed to go wild. No one had ever explained why, but T’kon realized he was probably staring at the reason. Maybe the cubes broke down with age, or maybe they’d been stolen or damaged in battle.

Whatever the reason, if he could remove this cube it was possible he could insert it into another planetstrider. He could return the Azi to power, allowing them to reclaim some of the worlds taken by the Vkash. He could be a true warrior again, even if it meant following another.

But the cube was unreachable for the moment. T’kon bent to the console, studying the array of switches and buttons. None were labeled; whatever inscriptions they’d originally borne were long since worn away by countless fingers.

He briefly regretted the techsmith’s death, but discarded the notion. The techsmith wouldn’t have given him any information, no matter how much pain T’kon had inflicted. He’d been an article of his faith, blindly serving vacant gods.

The room began to shake. T’kon steadied himself against the wall. Had the techsmith’s death somehow awakened the strider?

The shaking stopped, then resumed, more violent than before. Sudden light filled the viewport as Vkat’s claw punched through the mound.

Transport-sized stones and the metal bones of ancient spires were knocked away as Vkat lunged at the wall. It thundered through, crashing into the city. More spires were knocked aside like saplings, and a tremendous waves of wind rushed through the city with every step.

Hundreds of ant-sized figures scurried away, but those in the path of the planetstrider simply could not escape. They were crushed, obliterated by strider’s immense weight.

T’kon moved to the viewport, resting his hands on the console as he peered at the city below. Was he responsible for this?

A squadron of unfamiliar fighters winged by overhead--too quickly to study, but T’kon saw they were bipedal. Flying power armor, or perhaps some sort of mechanized robot? Regardless, they were definitely a new species.

The mechanized units strafed the planetstrider, volleys of missiles detonating harmlessly along the side of Vkat’s head. The creature ignored them, swinging its cannon into firing position. The weapon pointed toward a battle: the strange aliens clashing with Takkar’s best elites.

Most of the Ganog warriors had already shifted into assault form, becoming ten-metra-tall death machines. They’d overwhelmed countless species, but the aliens’ mechanized troops seemed to be holding their own--more than holding their own. Judging by their size in relation to the infantry near them, he’d guess them to be about eight metras tall. A few were down, but there were far more Ganog down, their smoking hulks scattered through the ruined city.

Takkar’s forces were not faring well.

A squadron of fighters screamed by, strafing the strider’s face again. It raised a ponderous claw to shield itself, and the fighters danced nimbly away. The strider bellowed at the fighters, the noise trumpeting through the city.

Every window, in every shop, shattered. Glass rained down throughout the city.

T’kon had no idea who these aliens were, or where they’d come from. There were dozens of races within the Imperium, and even more lurked on the fringes. So far as he knew, none had technology like this. All used a variation of Imperial tech, though every culture modified it in their own way.

The strider lurched forward another step, obliterating several buildings. Then it fired. A brilliant red beam burst from the cannon, washing over several city blocks. Everyone in those blocks died instantly, nothing but a blackened scar left to mark their passing. Two of the enemy mechs had been caught in the blast, along with a division of ground troops.

Thinking that perhaps he could intervene on the aliens’ behalf, T’kon moved back to the cube. Somehow, the strider was responding to commands. If he was right about those commands coming from the cube, all he had to do was remove it. It might not save the aliens, but it would make their defeat more costly for Takkar.

Shouts came from below, and booted feet thudded their way toward the ladder leading into the control room. Someone had found the hatch and come to investigate. He needed to get out of here, right now.

T’kon looked around, but there was no other way in or out of the room--except the viewport. He darted over to pick up the techsmith’s plasma blaster, aiming it at the joint where the thermaglass connected to the deresium housing. He raised the setting on the pistol and fired a continuous beam at the glass.

It took agonizing seconds to draw a molten circle around a large enough area, and by then the shouts were right below him. T’kon delivered a sharp kick to the viewport, and the section he’d cut out shot away. It was seized by the howling wind, which made the room frigid in the space of a heartbeat.

T’kon took a step backward, then ran at the hole. He dove through, even as a saurian head popped into view. The red-scale brought up a rifle to fire, but T’kon was already through by the time it discharged. He tumbled away from the viewport, landing in a heap atop a scaly ridge over the creature’s eye.

 






Chapter 8- Ship

T’kon ducked, narrowly avoiding another blast from the hole in the viewport he’d leapt through. He could make out a trio of furious saurians, and the first one was climbing out after him. The saurian tightened his grip on the planetstrider’s scaly hide, lining up a quick shot.

T’kon’s slug thrower kicked, and the saurian tumbled through the hole. He plummeted past, screaming wordlessly as the wind whipped his body toward the ground. The scream was inaudible long before impact.

This enraged the remaining saurians, who stopped trying to exit and started using the hole as cover. Shots lanced out, washing harmlessly over the planetstrider’s scales. T’kon ducked behind the ridgy fold, using it to shield him.

The stalemate could only end one way; the saurians could summon reinforcements, while he could not. The only reason he was still alive was the battle raging below. The instant that ended they’d finish him.

So how did one escape a situation like this? T’kon’s fur lightened to a wild blue. When he’d originally considered his escape, summoning his ship hadn’t been a possibility, because it couldn’t fit inside the narrow corridors. Now that the mound was gone, though, it might be possible.

T’kon keyed in the autopilot sequence on the keyboard mounted to his left forearm. A green light beeped, moving over a crude image of the city.

T’kon peered over the monster’s head, trying to catch sight of his transport. It was lost in the chaos, one ship among many. Would it even make it through the chaotic mess? He had no idea, and he had no other choice.

Either the autopilot safely guided his little ship to him, or he died.

He darted from cover, firing a quick shot at the saurians. They ducked behind cover, but at least they were keeping their heads down. He glanced back at the map on his wrist, smiling grimly as his ship approached.

It looked like this new alien species had been unprepared for the ferocity of a planetstrider. They were falling back, using the city for cover. The Imperial forces were pursuing them, leaving the planetstrider more or less by itself.

The little dot grew closer, slowing as it approached the strider. That would be it gaining altitude, which the scrolling text on the side of the screen confirmed.

The familiar howl of his ship’s engines overpowered the sound of the wind as the craft glided into sight. It was tiny, the smallest transport capable of warp travel--just a cockpit bolted onto a reactor, with a tiny locker to store gear.

The canopy raised as the vessel slowed, gliding to his position. Shots came from the saurians, scoring the already pitted metal on his right wing. T’kon darted from cover again, firing a few suppressive shots as he dove into the cockpit. The ship was already in motion before the canopy closed, dipping away from the planetstrider.

T’kon seized the controls, deactivating the autopilot. He dove straight for the ground, using the planetstrider’s leg as cover. If he was fortunate, the saurians would lose him. If he could reach the dust cloud along the ground, he might be able to get away.

The ship shed altitude, winging through a cluster of skyscrapers in the direction of the combat. Risky, but the odds of him losing pursuit were much higher in a chaotic battle. If he fled, odds were good he’d be picked up by a kill squad before he made the first outer marker.

No, he needed cover, whatever that entailed.

T’kon banked around a rusted spire, darting through a gaping hole where the wall had once been. A red light began flashing on his console, and he cursed again. Someone had locked onto him. He slammed against the harness as he executed a tight S maneuver, flying into an alley.

He flew low and fast, hoping for a glance at his pursuer. It was a sleek, black craft utilized by only one group: the clanguard. Evidently they’d taken his incursion personally.

They were gaining on him, their craft both more agile and better equipped. The fight could only end one way, unless he did something to change it.

He hazarded a look at the planetstrider. It was moving its arm into position, preparing to fire its cannon again. T’kon veered toward the projected path, trying to estimate were the beam would hit. If he misjudged the size, he’d be vaporized. He dropped beneath a steel girder, his ship jerking as the girder caught his wing.

It took precious seconds to right his course, and by then the saurians were in firing range. A stream of blue pulses shot from their craft, stitching a line toward T’kon. The last few shots hit his ship, sending a spray of shrapnel into the cockpit. It pinged off his armor, and he was thankful he was still wearing his helmet.

T’kon accelerated, juking around another building, then into another alley. The craft pursued. Above them, the planetstrider took another step, the ground thundering as its foot impacted with the force of a megabomb. Then the cannon began to fire.

“Come on, come on,” T’kon murmured. He accelerated, shooting up over a small building. A ruby beam cut a swathe through the city, its tail passing a few dozen meters from his ship.

The force of the blast knocked his craft forward, and he careened off a building in a shower of sparks. Both wings sheared off as the cockpit sailed into the side of the building. It shattered, peppering T’kon with thermaglass. He raised an arm to ward his face, bracing himself as the cockpit tumbled toward the ground. It landed in a heap, slamming into the side of a mostly intact wall.

T’kon stumbled free of the wreckage, grasping at his side. The crash had reopened the wound the guards had inflicted. He gritted his teeth, hobbling away as quickly as he could. The whine of engines came from behind him, and a hot rush of air swirled around him as the enemy craft moved into position to fire.

It was directly above him, and there was nowhere to go. He was too far from the nearest alley; his armor’s batteries were drained.

He was going to die.

A rocket streaked from the alleyway, sailing into the enemy ship’s engines. They exploded spectacularly, sending the cockpit spinning to the ground. It landed intact, but before either saurian could react a second rocket shot from the alley.

The resulting explosion left nothing but a smoking ruin.

T’kon fell to one knee, bracing himself as he panted. The pain was excruciating, and he longed to pass out--but if he did, he knew he’d likely never wake up again.

A small wheeled rocket platform zoomed out of the alley. Aluki was perched on it, grinning broadly in T’kon’s direction. “Mmm, get on. We need to get out of here before the elites figure out that their patrol is gone.”

 






Chapter 9- Choices

T’kon awakened by degrees, various competing aches dragging him back to consciousness. He was back in the room with the workbench, slumped against the far wall. His canteen had been left within easy reach, as well as a blanket that he’d evidently kicked off.

His armor had been neatly stacked in the corner, and a quick glance at the breastplate showed that it had been expertly repaired. He still wore his leathers, but those too had been cleaned.

How long had he been unconscious?

He stretched a shaking hand toward the canteen, noting how pale his fur was, and gulped down the water. He was panting after he’d finished, and set the canteen down, struggling to rise.

“Mmm, don’t move, don’t move,” Aluki said, waddling into the room. She pushed him gently back down against the wall.

He felt weak, and was unable to resist. “All right, all right,” he said, relaxing. “How long have I been unconscious?”

“Not long, just a few hours.” Aluki placed a hand on his neck. “Your pulse is steady. I think you’re well enough.”

“What happened after the battle with the new aliens?” T’kon asked. He badly wanted to get out there and examine the site, but knew it was impractical.

“The battle is still going on--well, the aftermath anyway.” She hopped up onto the stool, leaning her back against the workbench. Her big eyes blinked at him. “The strider finished off the resistance, but it looks like their fleet escaped.”

“What about their warriors fighting in the city?” T’kon pushed past a sudden wave of dizziness. “Did any survive?”

“Yes, but we’re in no shape to do anything about it.” Aluki pursed her broad lips, then grinned again. “Mmm, sleep. Rest for a few hours. I’ll get some opa root to dull the pain. A rust storm is washing over the city--probably started by the planetstrider.”

“That’s good. A storm will keep the Imperium from launching an immediate search. If the aliens are smart they’ll be able to hide, at least in the short term.”

“They’ll be caught eventually, unless someone were to help them,” Aluki suggested slyly.

T’kon gave her a grim smile. If they could reach these aliens, then maybe the situation could be salvaged. Maybe he could still get his revenge. “We will find them. And when we do, they will help us defeat Takkar.”

The story continues in the novel

Behind The Lines






About the Author, Chris Fox



By day I am an iPhone developer architecting the app used to scope Stephen Colbert’s ear. By night I am Batman. Ok maybe not. One can dream though, right?

I’ve been writing since I was six years old and started inflicting my work on others at age 18. By age 24 people stopped running away when I approached them with a new story and shortly thereafter I published my first one in the Rifter.

Wait you’re still reading?


Find Chris online: Facebook | Twitter | Amazon | Website




Books by Chris Fox

Void Wraith Trilogy
Ganog Wars
Deathless Series


Tombstone

Crimson Worlds Prequel Novella I
By Jay Allan

 

Chapter 1

2252 AD

Kelven Ridge

Delta Trianguli I

We were pinned down, bracketed by fire from two directions. Somebody screwed up; somebody really screwed the hell up. Now we had to clean up the mess. Now we had to get out of here alive.

I had no idea how we were going to manage that, though. I was crouched behind a slight ridge, and I’d swear I could feel the hyper-velocity rounds streaming by a centimeter over my back. That’s nonsense, of course. My armor was sealed tight, and I couldn’t feel anything but the cool metal on my slick, sweat-soaked skin. The first thing I felt from outside would tell me my suit was breached, and that would mean I had a few seconds left to live.

Tombstone was one of the most miserable hells where men have ever tried to live, and you could pass the time trying to count all the ways the planet could kill you. Heat, radiation, poisonous atmosphere – take your pick. Tombstone wasn’t its real name, of course, but that’s what the locals have been calling it since 85% of the first colonization party died in less than a month. The place was a nightmare, but the elements in the planet’s crust were worth a king’s ransom, so men were here to exploit that wealth. And we were here to defend it.

I’d drawn a hell of a mission for my first battle. We came in as reinforcements for depleted units already fighting here. Neither side really controlled the space around the planet, so we’d come in hot in fast assault ships and made a quick landing. The ride down had been a rough one; I was grateful the only thing I’d eaten for 36 hours had come intravenously…an empty stomach was a big plus.

The planet had frequent, unpredictable storms, especially in the upper atmosphere. Not storms like on Earth, but intense, violent, magnetic vortices, with 1,000 kph winds and radioactive metallic hale. Our landing AIs did their best to avoid the worst spots, but the disturbances were unpredictable, and some of our ships dropped right through one of the smaller storms, taking 15% losses before we even hit ground.

This wasn’t a normal battle or a smash and grab raid; the situation on Tombstone was unique. We’d had troops fighting here for ten years, almost since the initial colonization. In a few years the Third Frontier War would begin, and before it was over I would fight in massive battles I couldn’t have imagined, on worlds all across occupied space. But the engagement on Tombstone was one of those small, unofficial battles the Superpowers so often fought between declared wars.

The planet had been explored by multiple colonization groups more or less simultaneously. Both the Caliphate settlers and ours claimed they were first, and each regarded the other as an invader. The governments, greedy for the planet’s rare and valuable resources, backed their colonists’ claims, and so soldiers ended up here, fighting a seemingly endless struggle on one of the deadliest battlefields where men have ever tried to kill each other.

The diplomats and government types would say that the “situation” on Tombstone was not officially a war, but that was a bureaucrat’s distinction, meaningless to those sent here to fight. I doubt a bleeding Marine gasping a dying breath of toxic air drew any comfort from the limited status of the engagement. It did, however, starve us of the strength and supplies we needed to win. Neither the Alliance nor the Caliphate were quite ready for full-scale war, so both governments sent enough troops to keep the fight going, but too few to risk serious escalation. It made perfect sense to the politicians, if not to those sent here to fight and die to maintain a perverse status quo.

To a sane mind there were two choices: Fight to win, whatever the consequences, or negotiate and take the best deal you can make. But to those in government there was a third option – maintain a bloody stalemate, sending in just enough force to hold out and not enough to expand the conflict.

But the politics that led to my being here really didn’t matter. Not now. What mattered was getting out of this ravine – actually more of a gully – and doing it without getting blown to bits. We’d been out on a seemingly routine scouting mission. One of the mining operations had reported enemy activity in the area, and the captain sent out a patrol. My platoon was next up in the rotation, so we pulled the duty.

I’d been on planet for about a week, but I hadn’t seen any action yet…this was my baptism of fire. I’ve always thought it would have been easier to draw an assault for a first mission, hitting the ground somewhere and going right into combat without too much time to think about it instead of waiting around for the orders to suit up and go into battle. The idle time was tough, really tough. A long and amazing road lay ahead of me, full of achievement, struggle, and sacrifice. I’d live to wear a general’s stars one day and fight alongside friends and against enemies I couldn’t have even imagined then. But that was still years in the future – on Tombstone I was a raw private, and I was scared shitless.

When the word came down, I stripped and climbed into my armor, just as the rest of the platoon was doing. It takes long enough to suit up even when your hands aren’t shaking like mine were. The armor weighs a couple tons, and until the reactor is powered up it’s almost totally immobile in the rack. Once you’ve done the prep work and setup, you back into the thing and hold yourself in place while the front closes. It’s hard to keep yourself suspended in the open suit, but you only need to do it for a few seconds. I felt a little relief once my armor was sealed. At least it wasn’t so obvious how scared I was.

The thing that surprised me when I first put my armor on in training was how much it hurts. No one had ever mentioned that before. We’re Marines, and we’re supposed to be tough, I guess. So no one wants to admit they notice the pain when they get into their armor. Well, I’ll say it; it hurts like hell. The suit recycles your breath, your bodily wastes, your sweat. It monitors every metabolic function and administers nutrition, stimulants, and, if necessary, medications. There are monitors and probes and intravenous links that all attach when you close your armor. And most of them hurt going in.

Tombstone was a long term campaign, and we were billeted in firebases scattered all around the Alliance-controlled sections of the planet. Each one covered a designated sector and was located within supporting range of at least two others. My platoon was stationed with another from our company in base Delta-4, which was dug into the side of a rocky mountain along the edge of a long range of jagged peaks. We’d replaced two platoons that were being rotated out after four months’ on the line. They were 100 strong when they got there; 41 of them marched out.

We lined up in single file in the ingress/egress tunnel and marched slowly toward the main hatch. The corridor had been cut into the rock and then coated with a high density polymer that insured the tunnel was airtight, even against the planet’s corrosive atmosphere. One whiff of Tombstone’s air was enough to kill you. There was a double airlock system, but only one of our sections at a time fit in the outer chamber, so half the platoon had to wait. My squad was part of the rear group, and we stood around in the inner chamber for a few minutes while the other section marched through the outer airlock. The doors back into the base wouldn’t open again until both airlocks were closed tight and the cleansing/decontamination procedure was completed. The contaminants on one Marine’s untreated armor could endanger the entire installation. Tombstone was no joke. It was death itself, waiting for an instant of carelessness to strike.

When we finally got outside we deployed in two long skirmish lines, one positioned about half a klick behind the other. If there was one thing they taught us in training, it was not to bunch up. It makes it too easy to pick us off in groups, and if the enemy decided to go nuclear, they could take out a densely-packed force with one or two warheads.

I was a newb, so the lieutenant palmed me off on the most seasoned squad leader. The sergeant positioned me between one of the team leaders and an experienced private. There were only three raw recruits in the whole platoon, so it was pretty easy for the lieutenant to make sure we were looked after. Years later, when I got my own lieutenant’s bars, we were in the middle of the Third Frontier War and getting our asses handed to us. My first platoon command had 36 new recruits out of 50 total strength, and there’s no doubt in my mind we suffered heavier losses because of that. I’m grateful that on Tombstone I was surrounded by veterans…experienced men and women who pulled me through the nightmare of combat on that hell world.

The terrain was surreal, jagged exposed rock as far as the eye could see. Nothing could live on Tombstone, at least not beyond some exotic and highly dangerous bacteria. As far as the eye could see there was nothing but sulfur-crusted rock and bubbling pools of fluorosulfuric acid, heated to the boiling point by subterranean lava flows. The atmosphere was hazy, with dense green clouds of corrosive gas floating close to the ground.

We were moving up toward a long ridge where we could get a good look at the low, rocky plain below. Normally, we’d be able to detect any enemy within 50 klicks, but between the radiation, the unstable atmosphere, and the almost constant magnetic storms, our scanners were unreliable. The two sides had been fighting here a long time, and both had figured how to calibrate their ECM, to maximize the cover the planet’s thick atmosphere and heavy radiation offered. But fancy electronics were only part of our arsenal, and the captain wanted us to scout the old fashioned way. We were heading for the high ground with the best visibility to get a better look.

You could say we were scouting, but it was really a search and destroy mission. We were out there to find any enemy troops who had come into our sector and wipe them out. That was the reality of the fighting on Tombstone, lots of scattered actions aimed at taking out as many of the enemy as possible. The war – excuse me, “situation” – was almost purely attritional. Neither side had enough strength to win conventionally nor the willingness to risk massive escalation, so the idea was to break down the other side’s will to fight, primarily by inflicting losses. Only an idiot could have embraced that kind of strategy…precisely the kind of idiot that ran the governments of both powers.

I didn’t think too much about why we were there, at least not back then. I’d gotten my blood up for the landing, and I was scared to death on the way down, but once we’d made it to the ground the tension subsided. We marched right to the firebase and we’d spent the last week sealed in, my biggest concern the inadequate number of showers and the consequent effect on the livability of the place. We were bored stiff, and we played cards or hung out in the media center to pass the time.

Now I was out in the shit, armored up and tramping through the alien landscape looking for enemies. Enemies I was supposed to kill. Enemies who would try to kill me. That adrenalin that had faded after the landing was back. I was edgy and tense, imagining someone hiding behind every rock we passed, just waiting to take a shot. I had to force myself to focus on my training and what I was supposed to do. I knew my best chance to stay alive – and help my comrades do the same – was to do as I had been taught. But that was easier said than done…especially in a place like Tombstone.

Tension can be good in a combat situation; it keeps you focused and attentive. But it can also be dangerous. If you step too aggressively in powered armor you may find yourself jumping three or four meters in the air, offering some enemy sniper a juicy target. Move forward too quickly and you end up out of position and ahead of your team…alone and exposed. The suit does so much of the work, it you aren’t paying attention you can lose track of how far or fast you’ve been walking.

We were moving forward slowly, carefully. The lieutenant was a pro. He’d been a private who came up in the Second Frontier War, and he’d fought in the Battle of Persis, which was a bloody mess and also the climactic event of that war. His unit ended up cut off during the final days of the campaign, and all the officers and non-coms were killed or wounded. He was the senior private, and he took command of the remnants of the company, maybe 30 Marines in all. They’d been given up for lost, but when the Alliance forces finally broke through days later they were stunned to find 13 survivors, starving and exhausted, but still holding out – and tying down enemy forces ten times their strength. That got him his sergeant’s stripes and, later, an invitation to the Academy.

My suit’s AI controlled my internal climate perfectly, but I was still sweating. I could feel the slickness of my arms sliding against the cool metal sleeves of my armor. I was a little lightheaded – I still wasn’t used to the oxygen-rich mix my suit fed me during combat operations. We’d used it a few times in training, but I think I was a little sensitive to it, and it was taking me longer to adapt completely. The suit had given me the standard pre-battle stimulants which, combined with my own adrenalin – and a healthy dose of fear – really had me on edge.

We’d just reached the ridgeline, and my com started beeping. It wasn’t any kind of communication; it was something else my AI picked up. I was just about to report it to Corporal Clark when his voice came through. “Everybody down.” He was in control, as always, but his tone was excited, urgent. “Now!”

My body responded to his command before my conscious mind had processed it. I’ll never know for sure, but I’d wager the stimulants they give us before battle saved my life that day, because an instant later the spot where I was standing was raked with fire. I was behind a spiny rock outcropping, maybe two-thirds of a meter high…just enough to hide me if I lay very flat.

I was the lowest rung on the chain of command, so I didn’t have a data feed on the rest of the platoon or squad, but I could tell from the chatter on the com that we had some people hit. Getting shot on Tombstone was especially bad, because if the breach was more than your suit’s auto-repair system could handle you were as good as dead. A scratch on the arm could be fatal if your suit couldn’t fix the hole in a few seconds.

The armor does have a significant self-repair capacity. The AI will respond to any suit breach in a hostile environment by immediately increasing the air pressure to keep toxic atmosphere from leaking into the suit. The climate control adjusts, attempting to minimize the effects of any excess heat or cold. While these systems are keeping the Marine alive, at least for a few seconds, the suit deploys a wave of nano-bots to attempt to patch the breach with self-expanding adhesive polymer. It is an extremely workable system, and fast too. As long as the hole isn’t too big.

They’d laid a trap for us. The beeping was coming from a series of transponders they’d set along the ridge, powerful enough to send a signal through the dense atmosphere, giving them a precise firing solution. Now we were caught in interlocking fields of fire – they had heavy auto-cannons hidden in multiple locations. It was bait and destroy instead of search and destroy, and we were the targets.

The heavy auto-cannon rounds tore into the rock wall that was shielding me, sending shards scattering in all directions. My body was pressed down against the front of my armor, an instinctive but pointless effort to get farther away from the deadly stream of fire just over my back. My mind raced…what should I do? I looked for a spot where I could get a view out over the ground in front of the outcropping, but I couldn’t find anything. I couldn’t move up and fire over the ridge; I’d get cut to pieces before I got a shot off.

I just lay there, thinking, I’m going to die here. Six years of training so I can come here and get killed in my first skirmish? I was scared for sure, but even more, I was angry at the waste of it all. But I couldn’t think of any way out. I was starting to panic, to forget all the training. Then I heard the lieutenant’s voice on the com.

 






Chapter 2

2243 AD

Abandoned suburbs

North of the Ruins of Old Houston

Texas, USA, Western Alliance

The Corps got most of its recruits in unorthodox ways, and it had a tremendous track record of turning cutthroats and gutter rats into top notch soldiers. But I’d wager they found me in the strangest way of all. I was stealing from them.

I was a thief, a damned good one. I’m two meters tall and then some, and I look like a big clumsy oaf. But looks can be deceiving. I can sneak around without anybody hearing me, and I can strip everything valuable out of a warehouse in the time it takes a guard to finish his rounds.

I was only sixteen, but I already had my own crew. We had our base in an old suburb outside Houston. The fringe areas of the city had been mostly abandoned by the government, and when the police and other services went, so did the residents…or at least most of them. Anyone who tried to stick it out gave up after Houston was nuked during the Unification Wars; they built New Houston about 50 klicks west of the old city, and the fallout-contaminated exurbs surrounding the radioactive ruins of the old metropolis sat almost totally empty for a century.

The radiation hadn’t been a major hazard for years, at least this far out, and the place made a great base of operations. None of the monitors and detection devices that were so thick in the inhabited areas. No regular patrols, not even any nosy, pain in the ass residents. We practically had the place to ourselves.

We hijacked freight shipments moving through the area, and we raided the Cogs living around New Houston. Since the original city had been destroyed, New Houston didn’t have the ancient factories and decaying slums most of the other metro areas did. The Cogs lived in cheap prefab housing units and tent cites set up around the big plasti-crete and chemical plants the megacorps built there. They had it a little better than the lower classes in some other cities. There was crime, certainly, but there wasn’t as much of an organized gang presence as in other places. It was more a series of company towns, and while the inhabitants lived just above sustenance levels, they were a little more prosperous than Cogs elsewhere. They had a bit more material wealth, a few modest luxuries…and we tried to steal it all.

We snuck into the city sometimes and stole there too. We always targeted the middle classes, never the rich. Going after the upper classes was a fool’s game. The wealthy have power and influence; become too much of a problem for them and your days are numbered. But what is some engineer going to do?

I was prosperous, at least my own version of it. I set myself up in a big old abandoned house. It must have been a politician or executive who built the place, because it was huge. There was a big double staircase right inside the entry and a high ceiling – at least six meters. It looked like the floors had been marble at one time and the walls covered with paneling, but there were only a few bits and pieces left; the rest had been stripped long ago by some scavenger who got there a few generations before I did.

I’d traveled a long way to get where I was. My father’s name was Gregory Jax, and I have no idea what possessed him to name me Darius. He was a Cropper, a Cog recruited by a megacorp to work on one of the big agricultural preserves. The labor was difficult and dangerous, but no worse than working in one of the factories, and the farming campuses were a little safer than the outer ghettoes of the cities. I think he took the job because he thought it would be better for me. At least I’d grow up away from the gangs, which were really bad in the Louisville slums where I was born. He’d convinced himself it was the right thing to do, and it was only after we got there he realized he’d just gone from one trap to another.

My mother was gone. I never really knew her. She died when I was young; I’m not really sure how. My father couldn’t even talk about her without getting upset, even years later. I know her name was Risa, but that’s about all. I always meant to ask him to tell me more about her, but the days went by and I never did. Then, one day, he was gone too, and I had no one to ask. I was alone, and my questions about the past would go unanswered.

He died in an accident on the farm. They never told me exactly how it happened, but the machinery was mostly old and poorly maintained, and mishaps were common. It was easier and cheaper to replace workers than it was to inspect and maintain the equipment. The Megacorp was owned by the government, and they established a production quota and a budget. The Corporate Magnates who ran the thing got to keep whatever was left unspent, and they weren’t going to lose sleep over a few dead or crippled Croppers. Not as long as profits were rolling in and their skim kept coming.

I was only twelve, but I was already taller and bigger than most of the adults, so they assigned me to take over my father’s workload. Technically, he still owed the corporation for transport and housing, so I had to work off the debt. It was all bullshit; the whole system was a scam run by the megacorp. No one ever got out of debt, they just passed it on to the next generation, who became as trapped as their parents before them. They just kept working on the farm until they were too weak or hurt to continue, and then they were discharged, which meant they lost their housing and probably starved to death.

I did the work for a while, but I had no intention of spending the rest of my life in those forsaken fields. One of the supervisors rode me constantly – I think he had been in some sort of quarrel with my father, and now he took it out on me. He was a miserable bastard, and he was relentless. I tried my best to put up with it, but I blamed him for my father’s death and one day I’d had enough. He was giving me a hard time about nothing, and I just grabbed him and twisted his head. His neck snapped like a dry twig. I can still remember the feeling of his body jerking around, then going limp while I still held him…and the hideous stench as his bowels released in death. It was the first time I’d ever stood up for myself, the first time I’d ever killed anyone.

After the initial adrenalin rush, I panicked. The other supervisors backed away, but they were all calling frantically for security. I knew I’d be lucky if they gave me the formality of a trial before gassing me…most likely they just shoot me down on sight. So I ran. I ran, and somehow I got away, past the checkpoints and over the perimeter fence.

I was alone, hiding in the rugged ground east of the farm complex, terrified, frantically trying to think of what to do. I knew I had to get my implant out or it would lead them right to me. I sat for what seemed like a long time, working up my courage. Finally, reaching behind me, I sliced into my back, digging for the implant. I didn’t have a knife, but I’d found a jagged shard of metal when I was running – probably part of a broken farm tool. I had no idea what I was doing, but I knew the chips were implanted somewhere in the lower back. I couldn’t see; I couldn’t even get a good grip on the makeshift blade as I dug it into my flesh. I gritted my teeth against the agony, and I could feel my hands getting slick with my own blood. I got nauseous and almost threw up, but I managed to stay focused. I knew I was as good as dead with the damned implant still inside me broadcasting. I can’t remember how long it took – it seemed like hours, though it could only have been minutes – but I finally found the thing and got it out.

I lay there a long time, tears streaming down my face. I’d never been in so much pain. The bottom of my shirt was soaked with blood. I’m going to die here, I thought. But I finally managed to get control of myself and think clearly for a few seconds. I smashed the implant with a rock; it wouldn’t be tracking me anymore. But it would lead them there, to the last known position it had transmitted. I had to move on, and I had to do it immediately.

I tried to get up, but I was dizzy and it took me a while to steady myself. I took off my shirt and tore it into long strips, wrapping it around me the best I could to bind the wound. I thought about just lying there until it was all over, but again, something inside me drove me to live. I staggered my way over the rocky hills in the fading light until I couldn’t take another step…then I collapsed and passed out.

I couldn’t have gotten more than a couple klicks at most. I don’t know how they didn’t find me, but they didn’t. I woke up – it must have been hours later because the sun was high in the sky. My back hurt like fire, but I managed to drag myself to my feet and start heading south. I had no idea where I was going; south was an arbitrary decision. I just kept stumbling on my way, putting more kilometers between me and that damned megafarm.

I knew most water that didn’t come from one of the filtration plants was polluted, sometimes dangerously so, but I didn’t have much choice, so I drank from the streams I passed. Most of them seemed OK, except for one that smelled so badly of chemicals I passed it by. I did my best to wash the wound every time I reached a body of water, but it got infected anyway. I had a few feverish days when I was too weak to do anything, but finally it broke, and I started to feel better. The wound itself abscessed, and I felt the warm puss oozing down my back. It was an upsetting feeling at first, but almost immediately the pain subsided, and I felt much better.

I’d been eating what I could scavenge, but that wasn’t much. The lack of food was making me weaker, but I hadn’t had much desire to eat anyway. The fear first, and then the fever had blunted my appetite. But now my fever was past and I was ravenous.

I started looking around, paying attention to my surroundings and trying, for the first time since I ran, to figure out where I was. I found a mag-rail line, and I decided to follow it, figuring it had to lead somewhere. The mag lines were huge plasti-crete structures, suspended about five meters above the ground. As it turned out, I had stumbled onto the freight line serving the megafarms all over the area. It wasn’t long before the rail line led into the next agri-complex. I managed to sneak in after dark, and for the first time in my life I stole something. That first theft wasn’t anything of great value, just three loaves of bread. But to me, alone, terrified, and hungry, they were priceless.

I made my way south from there, following the rail line, sometimes even sneaking onto a train and riding it to the next stop. The line terminated in New Houston, and by the time I got to southern Texas I was getting pretty good at stealing. I had found a way to survive.

Over time I got better at it, and I moved past just surviving. I put together a small team so we could hit bigger targets. We did pretty well for a long time by limiting our ambitions. We stole enough to get by comfortably, but not enough to make it worthwhile for the authorities to get too interested. Once in a while a few of the other guys wanted to get more aggressive and go for more lucrative jobs, but I always managed to keep control.

The Marine Corps’ main training facility was just a few klicks west of our basecamp, and it was a huge complex. There were transports moving in and out of there constantly carrying all sorts of supplies. For a long time we avoided targets that made us a problem for powerful people, but that wisdom finally failed me. I think I just gave in to the desire of the crew to ramp up our efforts. Caution gave way to greed, and we started intercepting the Marine supply convoys, lying in wait for them a few kilometers outside the camp gates. We’d hit three of them and gotten away with it – it was almost too easy. But the night we hit the fourth they were waiting for us. That was the first time I’d ever seen a Marine in powered armor. They came out of the brush and surrounded us. Despite the fact that they were fully armored, they came streaming out of the forest quickly and quietly. I was amazed that soldiers in such heavy gear could move so gracefully. They worked flawlessly as a unit, each seeming to almost predict the actions of the others. I turned and tried to run, hoping to make it into the heavy brush and somehow sneak away. But the first step I took was the last. All I remember was the blinding flash and then the darkness.

 






Chapter 3

2252 AD

Kelven Ridge

Delta Trianguli I

“OK, everybody keep grabbing some dirt. We’re going to maneuver to the right flank by fire teams, so nobody move a centimeter until your team leaders order it.” The lieutenant sounded rock solid, like he was sitting in base calmly assigning us a duty roster. I was amazed, and that voice, so firm, so assured, reached out to me and drew me back from the fear and despair. It was like a beacon in the darkness, and I clung to it, forcing myself to focus, to remember my training, and the responsibility I had to my fellow Marines. That was my first lesson in command, the way the lieutenant held us together that day with nothing more than his voice. I don’t think I completely understood it until years later, when I was in his shoes, and there were troops on the line waiting for my steady voice, needing it as much as I had that day on Tombstone.

The gully behind the ridge was slightly deeper to the right. We’d have enough cover there to deploy and return the fire. We didn’t have a lot of time; it was pretty certain the enemy would hit us as soon as they’d picked off everyone they could with their auto-cannons. They’d planned these fields of fire, so knew exactly where they covered. They’d be able to advance in the dead zones, forcing us to keep our heads down until they were almost on us.

The lieutenant’s voice had been a lifeline. Now that I was focused again, the training started flowing back. While I was waiting I doubled-checked my weapons, just like they told us to do. It wasn’t more than a few minutes before Corporal Clark was on the line.

“Alright, fire team A, we’re going to turn 90 degrees and work our way east behind this outcropping.” He was definitive and in command, not quite like the lieutenant, but still solid. He spoke slowly and clearly so there was no chance any of us would misunderstand him. “We’re going to go slow, and I want you all to pay attention and stay low. No one gets picked off on this move.” He paused for a few seconds. “That’s an order.”

My first thought was, you don’t have to remind me to stay low! But then I considered how easy it is to lose focus for a second…and that was enough to get you killed. They pound that into your head in training, over and over again. You can be meticulous for hours, days, weeks…but it only takes one careless second to get yourself scragged.

I made damned sure I stayed low, though it was difficult to move that way in armor. It felt like forever, but it was really less than ten minutes before we reached our new position, which was only about 200 meters from the original one. But the rocky spur was higher and thicker here…much better cover, and big enough that we could go prone behind it and start returning some of this fire.

Harden and James were already setting up the SAW, positioning it on a small ledge just below the outcropping. They’d found a spot with a small notch in the stone they could shoot through. Their field of fire would be somewhat restricted, but anything coming up at us would be right in their sights for at least part of the time. The enemy could have come up through our old position to try and flank us – but they’d also have to go right through their own field of fire to get there. So we’d know they were heading that way if the auto-cannon fire stopped.

I slid over a meter or so to a spot where I had my own break in the rock wall. I’d be able to shoot pretty well from there, so I ground my knee into the loose gravel and braced myself. I peered through the crack and looked out. In front of the rock spur the chopped up, broken ground dropped off gradually, reaching a low point almost a klick from our position. The valley was pockmarked with small craters, about half of them filled with bubbling acid and other nasty-looking liquids. The entire landscape was obscured by slowly moving clouds of greenish gas, which an advancing enemy could try use to cover an advance. The gas interfered with our scanners, making it difficult to either detect or see anything hidden within one of the patchy clouds. Of course anyone moving through would have a hard time keeping their own bearings too.

“Good position, Jax.” Corporal Clark was double checking the deployment of the team. He was a worrier, very dedicated to the wellbeing of the four troopers he commanded. He was very relaxed and informal when we weren’t on duty, and he’d made me feel at home right away. Oliver Clark wasn’t a convict or other problem case, like most of the rest of us were; his father had been a career sergeant, and he was a second generation Marine. He’d been raised to love and respect the Corps, unlike the rest of us, who generally joined opportunistically, usually to avoid prosecution or worse, and developed loyalty later. “Stay alert. You’re backup on the SAW, so if either Harden or James gets hit I want you to reposition immediately without further orders. Understood?”

“Acknowledged.” We would need that SAW running full out if the enemy attacked. The Model 5 auto-cannon is one of the most successful infantry weapon designs ever put into the field. It accepts two gauges of ammo and can fire up 3,600 rounds per minute using the smaller projectiles. I’d rated well on the thing during training, but combat conditions were another thing entirely. The SAW put out a huge chunk of the team’s firepower; I wasn’t one to shrink from a challenge, but I was just as happy with it in more experienced hands.

We actually had a pretty good position to handle whatever was coming at us. The enemy had laid a trap for sure, but if I had to make a guess, someone over there opened up before he was supposed to. If they’d have waited for us to clear the rocky spur we’d have been caught in the open and torn to shreds. As it was, we were probably outnumbered, but we had decent cover and a good chance to hold out until reserves got here.

It wasn’t more than a few minutes before the attack began. They hit us with grenades – the Caliphate had a first rate grenade launcher that considerably outranged ours. They started hitting all around us. They were taking potshots, hoping to make up for inaccuracy with volume. Still, they scored some hits, and we had about three or four more down from the platoon. Most of the wounds were minor, but on Tombstone, anything that breached your suit was deadly serious. Even if the repair system patched the damage before the planet killed you, the adhesive polymer wasn’t up to handling combat conditions. You might keep fighting with a wounded arm, but if you ripped open the patch on your suit you’d go from WIA to KIA damned quickly.

“Here they come!” It was Sergeant Lassa, my squad leader. It was a few seconds before anything started to show on my scanner, and another few before I caught sight of enemy troops advancing through the spotty cloud cover. I took a breath and leveled my mag rifle. I had a pretty good shot on a small cluster of advancing troops, and I started firing short bursts on full auto. My first shots fired in combat were way off – I was a good marksman in training, but you just don’t realize what it’s like shooting at targets that are firing back at you until you experience it. It took me a few seconds to settle down, but once I did my fire got a lot more accurate.

It was hard to tell what we hit until they started coming out of the clouds but, when they did, the SAWs ripped into them. They were trying to advance along the lowest spots, crouching to maximize their cover, but they had to cross some open areas, and they suffered heavily. They’d expected us to be hit harder by the heavy auto-cannons, but they’d fired too soon and ruined their ambush. We had the better cover now, and they had to come at us the hard way.

I was terrified, so scared I could hardly think. I wanted to run, to get away and go somewhere, anywhere that people weren’t shooting at me. I could hear my heart pounding in my ears, feel it in my chest. My hands were sweaty, my legs weak. But I stayed focused and kept squeezing off shots, targeting the enemy troopers as they advanced. It was hard to tell if I hit anyone, but it looked like overall we’d taken out at least a dozen.

Our fire blunted their advance, and they stopped and took cover. There were cracks and fissures in the rocky ground, and the enemy troops scattered, occupying any crack that offered some protection. Our cover was heavier, but theirs was enough to offer significant protection, and they outgunned us, which compensated for our stronger position. The combat had turned into a protracted firefight, and both sides expended a lot of ordnance for very little return.

These were the kinds of fights where carelessness gets you killed. When the shooting goes on this long with no break you can lose focus. A Marine raises his head just a touch too far, trying to get a better shot. That’s all it takes to get killed, an instant’s lapse in judgment.

I was getting exhausted, mentally more than physically, and running low on ammunition. I was taking single shots now, saving the rounds I had left in case the enemy tried to assault our position. The corporal came on the com and told us to cut our ammo expenditures, but I had beaten him to it.

As a private, I wasn’t on the higher levels of the com line, so I had no idea what was happening outside my squad. I knew we were stuck here – we didn’t have enough strength to assault the enemy, and if we tried to retire we’d give up the cover of the ridgeline, and the enemy would just move up and shoot us to pieces. I figured there were reinforcements heading to support us, but all I could do was guess.

It’s hard to separate what you thought years ago from your perceptions after the fact, but looking back, the enemy had the initiative. Their trap had failed, at least partially, but they still had numbers for a while. It was up to them to force the issue or to withdraw. We didn’t have the strength to attack, but we could put up a considerable defense. They could probably beat us, wipe us out…but they’d pay heavily. The enemy commander had to decide if he wanted a major fight here.

It wasn’t long before I got my answer. The enemy troops started withdrawing, pulling back slowly from one piece of cover to the next. The auto-cannons kept up their fire, keeping our heads down so we couldn’t harass the retreating infantry. But that was unnecessary, because the lieutenant was on the line a few seconds after they started pulling back. “Cease fire.” His voice was as steady as ever, but I’d swear I could detect the slightest bit of relief. Maybe he was human too. “All units, cease fire. Hold positions.” We didn’t have ammo to waste shooting at retreating enemies, and if it turned out to be a ruse, the lieutenant wanted us to be armed and ready to deal with it.

But it wasn’t a ruse. The enemy didn’t want a big battle here. That would come later, and when it did we would know it.

 






Chapter 4

2243 AD

Camp Puller

North of New Houston

Texas, USA, Western Alliance

“Welcome back. Did you have a nice sleep?”

The voice was deep but friendly, and it was the first thing that came to me in the darkness. The light was next, hazy at first then brighter, clearer. My head felt like a mag train had run through it.

“Here, drink this.” I started to get an image of the room, small, with bare metal walls and a table with two chairs. I was sprawled out on a cot, and as I pulled myself up I got the first look at my companion. He was tall, dressed in a neatly-pressed gray uniform, and he was holding out a small metal cup. “Those stun guns give you quite a headache.” He smiled sympathetically. “This will help.”

I straightened myself out. I was still sitting, but at least I was halfway up. I took the cup and downed it in one gulp. If these guys wanted to harm me they’d had plenty of chances. I felt better almost immediately; it was like the fog in my head just cleared away.

“Welcome to Camp Puller.” I was about to say something, but he beat me to it. “I’m Captain Sam Jackson.” He paused and smiled. “And you are a very resourceful young man who, among other things, has nothing but a scar where his implant was.”

I leaned back nervously. My first thought was, they will figure out who I am and send me back to the farm. For that matter, just removing the implant was highly illegal. He must have read my mind, because he laughed softly. “Don’t worry; we’re really not interested in whatever you’ve done. You were stealing from us, and we don’t care. We’re certainly not concerned with what you did to anyone else. Or the fact that you removed your implant.” After a brief pause: “We’re not cops.”

I looked up at him, feeling better but still groggy. “You’re a Marine?” I took a good look at him. I guessed he was about 35, though I wasn’t sure. He could have been younger or, with a rejuv treatment or two, quite a bit older. His hair was light brown, neatly trimmed, and his face was pleasant, relaxed. He certainly didn’t match my expectation of a Marine. The Corps had a reputation for producing savage fighters, but this guy looked like someone who spent his day in front of a workstation. I laugh when I look back – now I realize that Captain Jackson could have dropped me in half a second, despite the fact that he was ten centimeters shorter and at least 20 kilos lighter.

“Yes, I’m a Marine.” He could tell what I was thinking, and he smiled again. “Surprised I’m not three meters tall with weapons growing out of my arms?” He reached out and dragged one of the chairs closer to the cot. “We have a few things to discuss. Why don’t we start with your name?” He sat with the chair turned around, leaning against the back.

“Jax. Darius Jax.” I’d been thinking, I’m not going to tell this guy anything, but my mouth opened and my name came out. It’s not like they couldn’t find out anyway. I got my implant out, but I couldn’t change my DNA. I was in the main database just like anybody else. Besides, I had the strangest feeling he was trying to help me.

“Interesting name. I’ve seen a lot of guys come through here, but you’re the first Darius. Persian king, right?”

I had no idea what he was talking about. My education at the time was almost non-existent. The government didn’t waste resources educating Cogs and Croppers. I’d had an hour a day of online classes at the farm, but it was nothing but basics. I wasn’t entirely illiterate, but ancient history was well beyond my knowledge base. I didn’t even know what a Persian was. Years later, at the Academy, I was finally able to answer his question. Two famous Persian kings, actually, the second enjoying the dubious privilege of facing off against Alexander the Great.

When I didn’t answer he just continued. “Doesn’t matter. Let me get right to the point.” He straightened up slightly in the chair. “I’m here to offer you a chance to join the Corps.”

“What?” The word just blurted out. I hadn’t been sure what he was going to say, but that was certainly not what I was expecting.

“You heard me, Darius.” There was a smile on his face – he was enjoying this, the SOB. “I’d like to make a Marine out of you.”

“Why would you want me?” About half a dozen responses came to my mind, but that’s the one that came out. I couldn’t imagine why they’d be after me. The entire thing seemed ridiculous.

He let out a short breath. “Darius, the Corps is unlike any other military organization. We are looking for a certain type of recruit.” He stopped for a few seconds as he put together what he wanted to say. “Most of us have pasts like yours…” He looked me right in the eye. “…or worse.” He emphasized that last part and let it sink in before he continued. “Some a lot worse. I’m from the LA Metroplex myself. The Valley.”

The Valley was one of the most notorious slums in the U.S. I didn’t know much about other places, but I’d heard of the Valley. If this guy grew up there it was no joke. “So you guys need a thief? What, did your budgets get cut and you’re looking for new income?”

He smiled and snorted slightly, not quite a laugh. “No, Darius, we need independent thinkers. We need doers. Not easy to find.”

I laughed. “And you think that’s me? What makes you think I’m what you’re looking for?”

“Well, for one, you obviously cut out your own implant, which suggests that you have the toughness you will need to make it through our program. A sloppy surgeon to be sure, but it takes a certain grit to do what you did.”

“Big deal, you want tough you should head up to Louisville and hit up some of the Gangers there.”

He held in a small laugh. “I said tough, not crazy. We aren’t looking for psychopaths, Darius. Look at you…you are very measured in how you do things. You haven’t been terribly forthcoming with me, but you haven’t been overtly hostile either. Measured.”

“So the fact that I didn’t tell you to fuck off makes me Marine material?” The whole thing still seemed crazy to me.

“It’s more than what you say or don’t say. Look at how you ran your little gang. You robbed us three times – we were watching you after the first, by the way – and didn’t kill or seriously injure anyone. You did what you needed to do to survive, but you didn’t escalate the situation past what was required. It is very clear you are deliberative, brave but cautious. Just what we want.”

Still on my mind: “You were watching us?” I hadn’t had a clue. “Why didn’t you stop us sooner?”

“Why do you think? He had an annoying smirk on his face. He clearly enjoyed these head games.

“My God, you’re fucking kidding me.” This was getting more and more bizarre. “You were watching to see if you wanted to recruit us?”

“Very good.” He leaned forward over the back of the chair. “You are starting to understand. It was pretty clear from your first robbery that you knew what you were doing. You even watched the convoys, and you hit the specific cargo that was easiest for you to move.” He paused slightly. “Unless that was a coincidence.”

“It was no coincidence.” I felt a little naked; they had us completely figured out. “I wasn’t looking for the kind of attention stealing weapons or high tech stuff would bring.”

“Look, Darius, trust me.” His voice changed slightly, less casual, more serious. “You are the kind of recruit we’re looking for. You’re clearly intelligent, despite your lack of education.” He smiled again. “And your robberies displayed some first rate small unit tactics.”

He let me think for a minute. Why would I want to be a Marine anyway? Just because they invited me? “Look, I appreciate the offer, but why would I want to join up anyway? So I can go get my ass shot off…what? In space?” He nodded. “You figure I’ll join up so you don’t turn me in. Because it’s better to take your deal than end up getting sent to the lunar mines for stealing?”

“Or sentenced to gas by the megafarm magistrate back home?” He had a self-satisfied smile on his face. “Of course we know who you are, Darius. We’re not imbeciles.” He paused, clearly enjoying my dumbstruck silence. “But to answer your question, no, if you say no to us we won’t turn you in. Not for your robberies and certainly not to the megacorp that runs that farm.”

“You’ll just let me go?” I looked at him quizzically. “Just walk out the door?”

“Yes. With a stern warning never to steal from us again.” He looked at me and his eyes were deadly serious. “A very stern warning.”

I was quiet for maybe half a minute, trying to process everything he said. Free to go? I could just walk out? “So if that’s true, why would I ever agree to sign up? If you’re not blackmailing me with prosecution why shouldn’t I just leave now?”

He let out a deep breath. “Well, Darius, the first part of that answer is the fact that you’re asking the question at all. I just told you that you could leave any time you want to. Why are you asking me questions at all?” He paused for an instant, but continued before I could answer. “It depends on what you really want, Darius. You’re smart enough to get by as a thief for a while, at least until you step on someone else’s toes and you end up mining meteor fragments on the moon. Or more likely dead.”

He rolled up his sleeve. “You see this arm?” I looked at him, confused. “I got this blown off as a private. My first battle.”

I thought to myself, this guy needs work on his sales pitch if that is his idea of an inducement. But I kept listening anyway. I was curious where he was going with this.

“This is a new one. A perfect regeneration. You’d have to be a member of the political class here for that kind of medical priority. But in the Corps all you have to be is a Marine. What was your medical priority rating before you ran? Zero?”

I frowned. “So you’re saying if you get my arm shot off you’ll grow me a new one? You’re a lousy salesman.”

“No.” He looked at me with the first hint of impatience I’d seen from him. “I’m saying that the Corps is someplace that respects all of its members. We don’t prioritize our people and throw most of them away because it’s expedient. An injured Marine gets the care he needs, whatever that is. Private, general…it doesn’t matter. A Marine in trouble gets the support he needs.” He stared right at me, his eyes boring into mine. “Haven’t you ever wanted to belong somewhere? To be part of a team where everyone has your back?”

“So it’s that simple? I say yes, and you make me part of this team you’re talking about?” I had to admit to myself, the prospect of not feeling totally on my own every second was appealing. I also thought it had to be bullshit.

He laughed. “Far from. If you say yes, I will give you a chance to make it. If you sign on you will do six years of training.” He paused, smiling wickedly at the blank expression on my face. “Yes, that’s right. Six years. You’ll get the education you never got before, and you’ll learn how to really use that reasonably effective brain I think you have. You’ll also work like a dog; like nothing you have ever experienced. You think they worked people hard on that farm?” The wicked grin widened, becoming downright maniacal. “You’ll end up face down in the mud puking your guts up from physical training you can’t imagine now. Our program is serious.” He paused, and the grin slowly vanished. “It’s dangerous too. People die in training. You may die in training.”

“So you sell the Corps hard and then try to scare me away?” My head was spinning. I didn’t know what to think. “So if I make it through your training, then what happens?”

“Then you graduate as a private.” His voice was serious now. All the earlier informality was gone. “And when you make your first drop you’re one of us.” Long pause. “For the rest of your life.”

“After my first drop?”

“Graduating from training gives you the right to drop with a Marine unit. Completing the drop makes you a Marine. We’re combat veterans, every one of us. You may end up being a mechanic or a computer tech in the Corps, but the first time out you’re a private and a combat soldier. Even our medical staff starts out fighting.”

“Everybody starts as a private?” I was intrigued. This was very different from the society I’d seen my whole life, where birth and connections were everything. It amused me to think of a Senator starting out as a field hand on the farm.

“Everybody. You may be a general someday, but until then you’ll always know that whoever ordered you into battle has been there himself.” He was exaggerating to make a point, but it turns out he was right…I would become a general one day, and I would never ever forget what it felt like to climb into that first lander.

“So fine, the Corps takes care of its own. That’s all great, but it still sounds like going out there and getting all shot up for the politicians who sit behind desks and tell everyone else what to do. The Marines may have a different attitude, but they still fight for the system that worked my father to death on that farm.”

“I knew you were smart.” His grin was back. “Most recruits aren’t this much of a pain in the ass.” He hesitated, as if he was trying to decide how to discuss delicate matters. “Darius, the system is what it is. I’m not here to defend it or even worry about it. But if you become one of us you will see a whole universe you can’t imagine now. The colony worlds are nothing like Earth. I’m posted here, but this isn’t my home any more. When I retire it will be to Atlantia or Arcadia or one of the other frontier planets. Earth is dying, choking to death on corruption and repression, but not mankind. The future isn’t here; it’s out there.” He pointed upwards.

He got up and spun the chair around facing the right way. “We’re not offering you a job, Darius. We’re offering you a home. One you need to prove yourself worthy for. When you hit the dirt on that first drop you are reborn; your sins are washed away. It’s in the Marine Charter…a full legal pardon. If you want, you can come back to Earth when your ten years are up. You can walk right onto that farm and tell the administrator you killed one of his supervisors a few years back. You can tell him to eat shit if you want. They can’t arrest you, and if they tried they’d have a Marine strike force showing up to get you out.”

He sat back in the chair, sitting closer, looking right at me. “When you muster out, if you want to settle on a colony world, you’ll get a land grant or resource allotment. We take care of our own, and once you’re one of us, you’re always one of us.” He slapped me on the knee and got up again. “Think about it, Darius. I’ll have some dinner sent in here. Then sleep on it. We’ll talk in the morning.” He turned and walked out without another word, and the door slid shut behind him.

I sat for a long while just thinking about everything he had said. My first reaction was to tell him to forget about it. I was only sixteen – six years of training seemed like an eternity. And leave Earth? Fight on other worlds? It was just too much.

But then a lot of what he said came back to me, and I started to think about it. I had grown up on the lowest rung of the system. My parents were penniless Cogs with no prospects to improve their lives or mine. I got only a rudimentary education, little or no access to medical care, and barely enough food to survive. At the time, that just seemed to be the way of things. A Cog’s life is ruled by necessity, by the daily struggle to get by. There wasn’t time to think about anything else or to contemplate the inequities of the system or the failings of the government. The utter powerlessness and vulnerability made all that seem very far away. A Cog worries about getting food today, not a better life tomorrow.

When I ran from the farm, I started to become someone else, but only to a limited extent. My horizons had expanded, but not all that much. I stole because I didn’t have what I needed to survive, and later because I got better at it and could live a more tolerable life, albeit at the expense of my victims. I had my crew, but we were drawn together by necessity and opportunity, not by any great commitment to each other.

I tried to imagine what it would be like to be part of a group like he’d described, but it was just too much to deal with. I put it out of my mind and drifted off to sleep determined to turn Captain Jackson down, to go back to my hideout and lay low and be more careful about picking my targets. For some reason, I believed him when he said they would let us go. But I thrashed around all night, my decision made consciously but still conflicted somewhere deeper inside myself. Something he said got to me on a level I couldn’t entirely understand or control. When he came back the next morning I tried to say no, but all that came out of my mouth was, “Yes, I’m in.” I was on my way.

 






Chapter 5

2253 AD

Firebase Delta-4

South of the Kelven Ridge

Delta Trianguli I

By the time I got to Tombstone, I was a different person. Marine training is long, longer than anything I’ve ever heard of for any military organization. Part of that is because our wars are complex. No uneducated conscript can survive on a 23rd century battlefield. The suite of weapons and equipment we utilize is extensive, and it takes considerable effort to master. But the Marine program is as much about evolving the individual as teaching him to shoot and walk around in armor, and that is what really takes time.

I adapted well and really excelled at training. I’d never felt a part of anything meaningful, and when I had the opportunity to join a team that truly worked together, I jumped at it. Some of the others in my trainee class took longer. Many of them had even worse backgrounds, and they’d sunk deeper into depravity than I had. Bitterness and hatred hadn’t entirely consumed me as it had with some of them. I was an outlaw, yes, but never a bloodthirsty one. I stole to survive, and later to live comfortably, but my crew didn’t murder the people we robbed. I’d killed the supervisor, but he had abused me for some time, and I was sure he had been responsible for my father’s death. Some of the others in my class at Camp Puller were real hardcases, broken people who had been driven to do some truly horrible things to survive and to lash back at the world. It took time to repair that kind of psychic damage, and that’s part of the reason Marine training is six years.

Now I’d made my first drop, and I’d fought my first action. I’d fought several, in fact – I was a full-fledged Marine. My crimes were gone, pardoned away in exchange for my service. I could go back to Earth when I mustered out if I wanted to, and I would be free from any consequences of my past. But even then, Earth was already starting to seem like something far away and long ago. I didn’t realize it at the time, but the concept of home was changing for me.

We’d been on one mission that particularly made an impression on me. Three of our troopers were out on patrol, and they ended up cut off by superior enemy forces. The lieutenant didn’t hesitate – he mustered the whole platoon and we scrambled out to try to link up and get them back home. The Captain was in on it too, sending a group of snipers and a heavy weapons team from base Delta-3 to assist us. We fought for four hours, the lieutenant pushing us relentlessly the entire time. In the end we broke through, but too late to save them. They were all lost.

The mood was somber when we got back to base. We were in a profession where people got killed – there was no way around that. Yet we mourned every one of them, and every trooper in the platoon wondered how he’d failed, what he could have done differently. I felt the loss too, and the futility of our fruitless, costly fight to save them. But then I realized it wasn’t fruitless. Mathematically it was, of course. Had we abandoned them we would have had three casualties instead of the eight we ended up with. But combat isn’t decided solely by numbers or equations; it is a test of morale, of the willingness of men and women to fight, sometimes under impossible conditions. Those three Marines died on that plateau, but they were never abandoned by their comrades. They knew to the last that their brothers and sisters were fighting to reach them…and the troops struggling to break through saw how the Corps treats its own. If it was them next time, trapped and cut off, they knew at least that they would not be cut loose, that no officer was going to make a cold blooded decision that they were expendable. The Corps stood by its own…wherever, whenever, whatever the cost.

I’d been on-planet for five months, and I wasn’t one of the new guys anymore. Combat on Tombstone wasn’t cheap, and we’d lost eighteen of our fifty since we’d landed. Half of them were wounded, all thanks to the armor’s impressive repair and trauma control mechanisms. Our suits were a hell of a lot better than the Caliphate’s in that regard – their nanotech was way behind ours. In a place like this, a wound was pretty much a death sentence for one of them.

We evac’d the wounded on the transport that brought us replacements. We had eighteen fresh new faces wandering around the base, and I was in the unfamiliar territory of mentoring the new people. Somewhere in five months of serving in hell I’d become not quite a veteran, but at least seasoned. I knew my way around this miserable planet and how to survive its many hazards, and I was determined that none of these 18 newbs would go out and get themselves killed doing something stupid. Others had done that for me, and some of those people were now dead or shipping out to the hospital on Armstrong. It was my turn, my debt to start repaying.

We’d just celebrated the new year…the new Earth year, of course. A year on Tombstone was only 61 Terran days, and just over 20 of the 73 hour local days. I’d never celebrated the new year before I’d become a Marine, but we had a nice little party in base Delta-4 and welcomed the new additions to the platoon. Six of them were experienced and were transferring from other units or the hospital. The rest were fresh from Camp Puller, the class that was half a year behind mine.

There was a lull in the action as the new Earth year began. Both sides were building up and replacing losses, and while we did frequent patrols there was little action. There was one interesting thing, though. We managed to intercept and decode a Caliphate message that gave the exact arrival date of their next convoy. I’d been with the patrol that caught the transmission, and we were pretty excited for a while. Taking out a couple hundred of their troops while they were still in the launch bays would save us a lot of trouble down here. But in the end nothing came of it. Alliance Gov considered engaging enemy forces in space to be an unacceptable escalation. Neither side had attacked the other’s naval forces, and they weren’t looking to start now. Everyone knew that full-scale war was coming, but nobody was ready for it yet. It was frustrating fighting a war that you weren’t allowed to win, but there was nothing we could do about that.

I ended up going out on patrols with most of the new people. The lieutenant was insistent that the fresh arrivals pair up with a more senior private any time they went outside. It was something that stuck with me years later when I was in command of various units. You want to keep your new people under the command of the most experienced non-coms available, of course. But it really helps to have them paired off with an experienced private, regardless of how good a team or squad leader they have. Human psychology is complex thing, and there are considerable differences in how a person interacts with a command figure and how they function with a peer at their own level.

 






Chapter 6

2252 AD

McCraw’s Ridge

Day One

Delta Trianguli I

This was shaping up to be a significant battle. It started small, just two patrols running into each other. They exchanged some fire, and that would have been the end of it, but neither side backed down. The Caliphate sent in reinforcements and pushed back our forces, taking the main ridge.

It looked like worthless ground to us, but the captain wasn’t going to give it up without a fight, and we got the orders to suit up. We were the farthest away, and when we got there the entire company was formed up, covering a front stretching over five kilometers. They had already counter-attacked and retaken the ridge when we arrived, and we fed into the line, allowing the units that had taken losses to condense their frontages.

The ridge was named after the megacorp that claimed the mining rights in the area. McCraw Resources was a huge mining concern that had a number of places named after it, including an entire planet on the Rim. It was one of several Alliance companies mining on Tombstone, though the only difference between them was which Corporate Magnate managers got the richest. A McCraw may have started the company centuries ago, but now it was basically owned by the government, just like all the megacorps. The Magnates who ran it stole what they could, but in the end they answered to Alliance Gov.

We dug into our new positions, and the lieutenant directed the placement of our SAWs and SHWs. He was very careful about arranging them to maximize their fields of fire and also to provide mutual support. Any enemy attack against one of our heavy weapons would come under fire from at least two others. It made an impression on me how he obsessed over the placements himself rather than just ordering the teams to deploy. That stuck with me years later when I was in his position. I’ve always believed that low-level heavy weapons are a huge key to victory, and that belief started that day.

The enemy had fallen back but not withdrawn entirely. They’d fortified another ridge about five klicks north, and it didn’t look like they were planning to leave. Their position didn’t look quite as good as ours, but it was strong enough to discourage an attack, at least until we were heavily reinforced. We exchanged sporadic long-ranged fire, but it was mostly quiet for about six hours, with occasional excitement when someone got careless and was picked off by long-ranged fire.

It’s hard to stay alert for hour after hour, especially when nothing much is happening. The suit can keep you pumped up on stimulants, but you have to be careful and save that for when you really need it. Otherwise you end up strung out, and you lose as much effectiveness as you gain. But you still have to stay sharp. Snipers can pick off a target at five klicks, no problem, and we’d lost two people already because they let their guard down. Newbs were particularly vulnerable, but I’ve seen veterans lose their focus for a few seconds too, and that’s long enough to get scragged.

Finally, we got intermittent scanning reports on approaching enemy forces. Normally, we’d have a complete breakdown of anything so close, but on Tombstone you generally had less information than you wanted, and even that was unreliable.

Fresh troops meant they were planning another attack, and the lieutenant made his way all along the line, checking and adjusting our positions. Physical proximity really wasn’t necessary for communication, but still, it was a morale boost to have him crouching next to you while he spoke.

“How’s everything, Jax?” He put his hand on my back, a seemingly pointless gesture among armored troops, but one that was nevertheless somehow reassuring.

“I’m good, sir.” I turned to face him, another bit of instinctive body language that had dubious utility when suited up. In non-combat situations I would have saluted him, but the Corps dispensed with the clunky salutes among armored troops in battle. You could barely manage it in a fighting suit in normal conditions. No one wanted a casualty because a Marine was struggling to salute in armor and got his head blown off. And there was no point in advertising where the officers were.

“You’ve come along well, Darius.” His voice was gentle, sincere. “You were nervous as a cat when you first got here, but you are calm and cool now. You’ve been great with the new guys, too. You’re a valued member of this platoon. And you ended up with quite a first assignment. My first was a cakewalk, a quick raid that was over in six hours.” He paused for a second. “You’ve taken all Tombstone could throw at you. I’m proud of you.”

I got a little choked up. This was the first time anyone had really told me I was worth anything. Except my father, of course, but that doesn’t count. I already felt at home in the platoon, but this sealed it. “Thank you, sir.” I hesitated, trying, not terribly successfully, not to show too much emotion in my voice. “That means a lot.” I’d have followed that man anywhere. I’d drawn the short straw getting posted to Tombstone, but I swear there wasn’t a better commanding officer in the Corps than the one I got.

“Carry on.” He crouched down and started over toward Private Samms, about 100 meters to my right. He stopped for a second and turned back toward me. “And stay low.” His head snapped back forward and he was on his way. I had a minute or two to think about what he had said and then all hell broke loose.

My AI warned me about three seconds before the first explosions…grenade and mortar fire. I instinctively crouched lower just before I was pelted with dirt and shattered chunks of rock. The grenades weren’t too bad; we had good cover, and they had to drop one right next to you to cause serious damage. The mortars were another matter. The rounds coming in were heavier than the usual ones; if one of them hit within twenty meters, you’d better have good cover between you and it.

Fortunately for me, they were concentrating the mortar fire to my right, and the worst thing I had to deal with was a grenade landing behind me. It covered me with debris and caused some minor damage to my external sensors, but all things considered, I got off light.

We returned fire with grenades, but ours were no more effective than theirs against troops in heavy cover. They had the exclusive on heavier ordnance right now, and it occurred to me that mortars that big were usually battalion level assets. The Caliphate called their battalions tac-forces, and they were about 35% larger than ours.

“OK, platoon…” The lieutenant’s voice, calm but urgent. “…we’re looking at a major attack incoming at any time. I just spoke with the colonel…” Holy fuck, I thought…the colonel! He was the planetary theater commander…the top dog. Something big must be brewing. “…and we’ve got support inbound. But we might have to hold out for a while against tough odds.” He paused. “I told him he could count on us. Now you’re not going to make a liar out of me, are you Second Platoon?”

A chorus of “no, sirs” flooded the com, and mine was as loud as anybody’s. We were ready, though I figured if the colonel was getting involved, we were likely in for a rough ride. I was right.

Tactically, the ridge was of limited value, not worth a major fight to hold. We could have pulled back and actually enhanced our longer term positions. We held most of the surrounding hills, and any enemy penetration here would quickly become an exposed salient. But what we didn’t know…what we didn’t need to know…was under the ridge ran a rich vein of trans-urianic element…not the fleeting scraps manufactured in labs that decayed in nano-seconds, but naturally-occurring stable isotopes that were non-existent on Earth and still not fully explained by physicists. These strange substances had been found on a small handful of worlds and, vital for high-yield spaceship drives, they were priceless. The deposits under the ridge were worth more than all of our lives – at least to Alliance Gov – and while the Corps had a different set of priorities, it followed orders. Where we were told to fight, we fought. And right now that was on McCraw’s Ridge. I was positioned almost dead-center, along a spiny Y-shaped rock outcropping…a spot that would later be known as the Cauldron.

 






Chapter 7

2252 AD

McCraw’s Ridge

Central Sector – “The Cauldron”

Day Two – Morning

Delta Trianguli

They’d hit us five times the day before. Of course, the days were our own construct, existing largely on our suits’ chronometers. Tombstone took over sixty Earth hours to complete its rotation, and it was never really dark, not even at night, thanks to the electrical activity and chemical reactions in the upper atmosphere. The eerie glowing clouds didn’t give off the light the sun did, but it was enough to see by, especially with your visor set to mag 2 or 3.

Now we were on day two of the battle, though we’d fought more or less continuously, and the second day notation had more importance for record-keeping than any real tactical significance. You’d want it to be correctly noted what day of the battle you were killed on, after all.

I was only a private, barely a rung above the lowly position of “new guy,” so keeping track of planetwide resources wasn’t something I spent much time on. But to my knowledge, our total strength on Tombstone was approximately three battalions. The enemy had more, but only marginally so – about two and a half of their tac-forces – the rough equivalent of four battalions. Now they’d deployed what appeared to be an entire tac-force against us, which was an unprecedented troop concentration on Tombstone. A ten-year struggle between widely-dispersed patrols and platoons was seeing its first pitched battle.

We’d been taken by surprise by the enemy build-up, but the colonel responded quickly, shifting forces from all over to reinforce our position. It’s amazing how minutes can drag into eternity when you’re outnumbered 5-1 and waiting for reserves that are “almost there.”

I hadn’t moved more than 50 meters in the last 24 hours. I was behind the rocky crest of the ridge when the attacks started, with a good field of fire on the broad plain in front of us. Just to my right there was a spur of the outcropping that ran perpendicular out from our location. Any attack on our position forced the enemy to either split his forces or concentrate on one side or the other.

The first attack came right at me, with all the strength to the left of the rocky spine. We hit them hard with fire on the way in, but there were a lot of them, and it looked like they might overrun us. But they’d made a mistake in ignoring the other side of the rock spine. The lieutenant swung around with one of our squads, firing at the enemy flank from the cover of the line of rock. Faced with heavy fire from two directions they withdrew with heavy casualties.

The lieutenant pulled back the advanced squad before they were exposed to the resumption of enemy long-ranged fire. The Caliphate forces had suffered at least 40 casualties; we’d lost 3, and two of those were wounded. We got them both patched up and stabilized before Tombstone finished them off. The enemy casualties were mostly KIA, either from the initial hit or the consequences of their suits being breached.

The second time they didn’t make the same mistake; they split their forces evenly on the two sides of the spur, but the lack of force concentration did them in. The two groups, unable to support each other, were both beaten back, again with heavy losses.

There was a brief lull, probably while they brought a fresh unit up to attack. When they had reinforced they charged us again, and the last two assaults came close to taking our position. The enemy commander sent a small group against the left side of the spur, just enough to demonstrate and prevent a repetition of the lieutenant’s flanking maneuver while the main force concentrated against the right. They came at us twice that way, but our lines barely held, reinforced at the last minute by arriving reserves fed in squad by squad.

Things quieted down for a few hours, giving us the “night” respite between our Earth days. We had more troops arriving all the time, and we finally got the orders to pull back. The entire company was being rotated to the reserve to rest, replaced by a fresh unit that had just marched up.

I was positioned between Corporal Vincennes, my team leader, and Harden and Quincy with the SAW. Harden had been the team’s lead SAW operator since before I got to Tombstone, and he’d been through four partners since then. It was considered something of a jinx posting, but I escaped because of my marksmanship ratings in training. I hadn’t gone through sniper school, but the lieutenant wanted me as an informal sharpshooter rather than managing Harden’s ammo feed. So I stayed in the line on a standing order to try and target enemy officers and non-coms if I could identify them.

“Hey, Sam, how’s it going over there?” Harden and I had become pretty good friends. Most commanders probably would have forbidden this type of chatting over the com, but the lieutenant believed the unit was a living organism. As long as it didn’t interfere with vital communications, he encouraged limited banter.”

“Not too bad. I’d say we held pretty damned well.” He paused, and I could hear him taking a deep breath. Not a bad use of a couple million rounds of ammo.” Harden was a little bloodthirsty; he’d lost a brother in the service and I don’t even know how many partners. I didn’t know it then, mostly because I’d had no one close to me since my dad died, but you get that way if you lose enough people. We’re professionals, but that only goes so far…enough pain will make any of us into vengeful sadists howling for blood.

“Yeah, we did OK.” I was a little more circumspect. I wasn’t all that comfortable with the killing yet, and I found it hard to rejoice as he did in the enemy dead. After all, most of them were just conscripts with no choice in the matter. The Caliphate was pretty rough with its recruiting; it was a theocracy and a dictatorship that made the Alliance look like a big happy family. Its recruiters could pressgang just about anyone except the clergy and the nobility.

“Just OK? It was a shooting gallery, baby!” Harden was overstating things. We did give the enemy a bloody nose, but it was hardly a walkover. We were pulling back with 31 troops; we’d gotten here at full strength with 50. I couldn’t get over the losses, even if we did inflict almost ten times that on the enemy.

“We lost a lot of friends today, Sam.” My voice was soft; I was trying hard not to sound like I was scolding him.

“Yes, we did.” His spoke more slowly, his tone darker. I think he got the point. “But it could have been a lot worse…a lot worse. If we’d been overrun, the whole unit could have been wiped.” He paused, and sighed. “But we did pay the price.”

“Yes, we paid the price.” The last of our wounded had been evac’d, but we were leaving seven dead on the field. I thought quietly to myself for a few seconds then I shifted my mind to more relevant things, with the soldier’s knack for mourning the dead one minute and focusing on duty the next. “You need help packing up that thing?”

“Nah, let the newb handle it.” The light auto-cannon really wasn’t all that large, just a bit unwieldy. Still, I had a twinge of sympathy for Quincy. It wasn’t that long ago I was the newb.

I climbed down carefully from the perch I’d occupied for the last twenty hours. Keep your head down, I thought. Although the fighting was in a lull, the sporadic sniper fire had never stopped. What a stupid way to get killed, losing focus on your way to the rear to rest. I took one last look out over the field, thinking the worst of it was over. I was wrong.






Chapter 8

2252 AD

McCraw’s Ridge

Central Sector – “The Cauldron”

Day Two – Afternoon

Delta Trianguli I

We pulled back about five klicks, just behind the next ridge. We were well within range of enemy mortars and other ordnance, and we wanted some cover. On a more hospitable world we might have popped our helmets and actually eaten some solid food, but that wasn’t an option on a planet like Tombstone. So I enjoyed the epicurean delight of another shot of high-energy intravenous nutritional formula, kindly served by my suit’s AI. It wasn’t exactly a stick-to-your-ribs meal, but you could definitely feel the increased energy level.

Sleep was another issue. We’d been going for about 40 hours, the last 24 under combat conditions. I was tired. You could go for several days on stims injected through the armor’s medical maintenance system, but there was no substitute for actual rest…plus, the less you relied on the stims, the longer you could go on them before getting really strung out. The armor is more comfortable than anyone who hasn’t worn it would think, but it wasn’t built for taking a nap. The most comfortable position was sitting on the ground leaning against something. I staked out a fairly choice spot against a good-sized rock outcropping and closed my eyes. I fell asleep in a few minutes.

When I’d first gotten to Tombstone, a well-trained but completely untried Marine, I found it very difficult to relax at all. Even in base when we sat around, waiting days, even weeks before getting the orders to suit up, I was nervous as a cat, expecting the alarm to sound any minute and scared to death about going outside, going into battle. There are certain clichés about soldiers, and I have found that many of them are true. One of these is the fact that we can sleep anywhere, and it wasn’t long before I’d joined that club. I was still scared to death whenever we fought; I still am to this day, though I have since learned to more or less ignore it. But even back then, if the shooting stopped for a few minutes, I could take a nap.

We’re good scroungers too, another military stereotype that turns out to be true. Despite living in the most hostile environment imaginable, cut off from virtually everything except official supply routes, there was actually a fairly active black market in the firebase. I never understood how the most active participants got some of the items that did. Later I came to realize that the officer didn’t just look the other way – they actually helped things along a little behind the scenes. All of our officers start as privates, and they knew very well that a posting on a place like Tombstone was a cheerless enough existence. As long as nothing degraded combat readiness, it was helpful to boost morale any way possible.

I’d gotten maybe 45 minutes’ sleep when I woke up to a jarring on my leg. My visor automatically went transparent and I could see Harden standing above me, kicking my leg. It was a gesture best performed by veterans; a little too much power behind the kick and the force amplification system in his suit could have damaged my armor. It was best done to a seasoned Marine too…startle a sleeping newb and you may end up getting shot to pieces or sliced in half with a molecular blade.

I was seasoned enough not to over-react. “I was sleeping, asshole.” Not normal chatter for the comlink, but I was mildly annoyed, and my tone conveyed it.

“What are you gonna do, sleep your life away?” He was always cheerful, which was surprisingly irritating sometimes. This time, though, it seemed like a facade. Something was bothering him.

“Wouldn’t want to waste a minute of the Tombstone experience, would we?” I wanted to be pissed, but he was a good guy; he just never shut up. “I think it will be a big vacation spot once we’re done fighting for it.”

He sat down next to me, leaning back against the rock wall. “I wonder how long we’ll be posted here.” His upbeat tone was gradually getting a little more somber. Tombstone wore everyone down. “The unit we replaced had been here six months. We’re almost there, but I haven’t heard squat about us getting rotated out.”

Of course, I’d considered it too, but I wasn’t sure I should tell him what I really thought. It looked to me like both sides were increasing the strength deployed here, and they were probably going to do it by extending the tours. “I think we’ll be here awhile.” What the hell, I thought. Tell him what you think. “It’s obvious the expeditionary force here is being increased. If they increase the postings to a year they can bring in the unit that was going to replace us as an incremental force.”

“Fuuuuck.” He stretched the word out impressively. “I hadn’t thought about it that way, but you’re right.” He paused for five or ten seconds, both of us silent as we thought about that unpleasant prospect. “Man, I hate this shithole.” He slapped his hand lightly against the ground as he spoke.

I nodded, though it wasn’t all that obvious of a gesture in armor. “We made it this far; we’ll make it a year if we have to.” I said it, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. A lot of us hadn’t made it this far, and it was anyone’s guess how many would get through another seven months on this hellhole.

I expected him to say something – he always had something to say – but not this time. What was there to say? We were here, and we had a job to do. That was all there was to it. Whether we liked it or not wasn’t part of the equation.

“I’m getting the shakes.” He’d switched to direct laser com. “The last month, maybe more.” His voice was serious, more so than I’d ever heard it.

I let out a short breath, thinking about what to say, wishing he’d gone to one of the real veterans who might have something wise to tell him. But he’d come to me, and we were Marines…we were there for each other. Always. “It can’t be too bad, Sam. I lost count of how many you dropped this morning. It’s not affecting your shooting any.”

“I’ve managed to control it when we’re fighting. I guess it’s the adrenalin or something. Focuses me.” He paused. “But it’s bad before, and it’s starting to get that way after too. It took me the whole walk back here to settle down.” His voice was edgy; he was really worried.

Sam Harden was a decorated Marine who’d been in half a dozen engagements. He was sure to be bumped to corporal and given his own team after this posting. But none of us was immune to the nerves, the fear. It gnawed at you, even as you pushed it aside, and it could come out at any time. We all controlled it in our own ways. Over the years I’ve known guys who had lucky charms, some who prayed before battle, still others who played different mind games with themselves. Some of them focused anger and rage; others relied on a sense of discipline.

When you started to lose your control, even a little, it became harder to get it back. Doubts preyed on your confidence, and eventually the fear that you wouldn’t be able to regain control added its own pressure. Marines, especially veterans like Harden, didn’t like to talk about this kind of thing, so if he was coming to me it was probably bad.

“Sam, you’re one of the guys who pulled me through when I got here. You’ve done it for other guys too…I’ve seen it.” I was trying to sound upbeat and supportive, but I really had no idea what to say. I was so green I barely knew how I kept myself together. “This place gets to everybody sooner or later. Don’t let it eat away at you. When it’s important, you’ll be ready. There’s no one here I’d rather have backing me up.”

He sat quietly for a minute then he turned and looked at me. “Four partners. Four partners I’ve lost here.” He looked down at his feet.

“Sam, that has nothing to do with you. We’re in a dangerous business.” I frowned, though of course he couldn’t see that in armor. The next time I heard that jinx bullshit being joked about I was going to have a talk with whoever started it. “Not one of them got hit because of anything you did.”

“I know you’re right.” His voice was really unsteady. “But still, I should have been able to do something, kept them safer somehow.”

He really sounded like shit. I was in way over my head. My first thought was, he shouldn’t be in battle right now. But what should I do? I wanted to run to the lieutenant and tell him about this, or at least the squad leader. It was the hardest situation I’d run into since I’d been in the Corps. Harden had come to me in confidence. He’d be furious if I ratted him out. It felt wrong. But letting him go back to the line in his current condition didn’t seem any better. I talked to him a while longer, trying to make him feel better, all the while trying to decide what to do.

In the end, I got up and walked away and kept my mouth shut. It was a mistake I have regretted the rest of my life. We were about to get called back to the lines, and Harden would be dead in two hours, him and Quincy both. I was never sure exactly what happened; I think he got rattled and decided to move the SAW, and they ended up exposed and were chopped up by enemy fire. By the time I got over there they were both dead, riddled by half a dozen rounds each. They’d had a good position; if they’d stayed put they probably would have been fine.

Things were hot on the line when they got hit, so I didn’t have time for grief or guilt. But a few hours later the situation calmed down for a while and I just sat on the ground in shock. My stomach clenched, and I wretched, though there wasn’t much in my stomach to come up but a little foam. My suit’s systems tried to clean up inside my helmet, doing a fairly reasonable job.

It was my fault; I knew it was my fault. I didn’t want to betray Harden’s confidence…I wanted to be a good friend. So I didn’t tell anybody he was too unnerved to go back into the line. I didn’t do anything.

Harden died thinking of me as a friend, but I failed him when he needed me. We were more than friends; we were comrades in arms. I owed him more than he got from me. He was my brother, and I didn’t have his back. He thought I did, and I thought so too, but that was superficial. I could have saved his life, but I didn’t. A live Harden who hated me the rest of his life would have been a thousand times better than a dead friend.

I never forgot the lesson I learned that day.






Chapter 9

2252 AD

McCraw’s Ridge

Central Sector – “The Cauldron”

Day Three

Delta Trianguli I

We were in the middle of the third day of the biggest battle ever fought on Tombstone. Our estimates of enemy strength on the planet turned out to be wildly inaccurate. My distrust of intelligence services, which would continue to increase at an exponential rate over the years, started that day. It wasn’t the last time I’d see bad intel, but it was the last time I’d believe it.

Not only were we facing more enemy troops than should have been possible, but we were also up against a tac-force of Janissaries. We’d been outnumbered all along on Tombstone – we knew that – but we’d had the qualitative edge. My battalion was an elite assault unit, one of the best in the Corps. Most of the enemy troops were colonial troops, well-equipped, but definitely second line. One on one they had never been a match for us.

But the Janissaries were front line troops, every bit as elite as we were. They were the only fighting force with even more training than we had, since they were essentially bred as soldiers and raised from childhood in the barracks. Worse, they were fresh, and we’d been fighting for two and a half days, beating back every conscript and colonial regular they could throw at us. We had half our total strength on the whole planet deployed, but I still wasn’t sure we’d be able to stop them.

But stopping them wasn’t an option; it was a necessity. If we’d fallen back before the battle we could have fortified the surrounding hills and maintained a strong defensive line. But if we pulled out now, broken and beaten, we’d compromise our control over the entire sector…and lose the most productive mines on the planet. A defeat here could be enough to shatter the stalemate on Tombstone. I wasn’t up in the chain of command, but I didn’t have to be to know our orders. Hold at all costs.

I was back almost exactly where I’d been for most of the last three days…nearly dead center in our line. The fighting here had been fierce on the first day, and it looked like it had been just as intense while we were in reserve. The dead and wounded had been pulled back, but from the shattered pieces of armor and equipment I had a pretty good idea the fighting had been brutal.

We weren’t back long before we were attacked, but we beat it back without too much trouble. That’s when we lost Harden and Quincy. When they went down I shifted over, covering a larger frontage. Corporal Vincennes and I were the only ones left in the fire team. We tried to get Harden’s auto-cannon set up, but it had also been hit. It might have been repairable, but not in the field, so it was useless to us. The corporal set me up just left of where the cannon had been, and he headed 200 meters to the right.

We were a laughable defense. Any serious attack would have cut right through us, but fortunately the enemy didn’t hit us before we were reinforced. The corporal and I had held that forlorn hope for about ninety minutes before the lieutenant came jogging over with reinforcements. The captain had sent up the last of the company reserve, and he cut the frontage our platoon had to cover. The lieutenant took advantage to pull some strength from other sectors to strengthen our weakened center.

He brought the platoon weapons team with him, though only one of the original crew of three remained. Langon, the platoon’s technician, was backing up Private Glenn, and they were handling the thing a man short. The medium auto-cannon was a double-barreled hyper-velocity weapon that put out three times the firepower of Harden’s lighter version. They set it up right where we’d had the SAW, though they had to clear some of the rock out to make enough room. Fortunately, Langon had the plasma torch, so it only took a few minutes to dig in. When they were done, it was in a great spot, in good cover and able to direct fire on either side of the rocky spur.

The lieutenant also brought Graves, the sniper, and he placed him in a big rock outcropping just behind our line. He had the marksman’s weapon of choice, the M-00, AI-assisted sniper’s rifle. It was longer than our infantry weapons and fired a single shot at even higher velocity and greater accuracy. The AI interface helped compensate for weather, visual irregularities, even projected movement of the target. An expert sniper could score a hit as far away as ten klicks.

I’d trained on the weapon at Camp Puller, and I’d been fast-tracked for sniper school based on my performance. Snipers were all veterans though, so I couldn’t go right into the training program from Puller, and I’d been stuck on Tombstone since then. I expected to go after this campaign, though things would turn out differently, and I’d never end up being a sniper. But I always respected the effectiveness of well-utilized sharpshooters.

After he’d deployed everyone, picking out their exact positions himself, the lieutenant settled in directly on my left. He gave us a few short instructions and a little pep talk, but mostly he left us alone. We knew what we were doing, and we knew what was coming. The Janissaries would be here soon, and we’d be waiting for them.

This was the first time I’d faced veteran, elite troops, and it was a lot different that the colonial regulars we’d been fighting. They started out with a heavy bombardment, blasting our entire ridge with rockets and frag shells. We had good cover, and I doubt they expected to inflict a lot of casualties. But they knew we were tired, and they wanted to rattle us as much as possible. They also directed some of the bombardment behind our line, creating a complication for any troops redeploying or reinforcements moving up.

We returned fire, but we had a lot less ordnance then they did, and I doubt we accomplished anything but a superficial show of defiance. Still, I cheered like everyone else when the captain ordered the company’s mortars to open fire. I was still enraged about Harden and Quincy…the guilt would come, and when it did it would be severe, but right there on that battle line I wanted blood, I wanted vengeance.

They didn’t fire for long, and about half an hour after they’d opened up they stopped. Their lines were silent for a few minutes and then shells started impacting the plain in front of our position. The Janissary mortars were firing smoke shells. It wasn’t real smoke of course, though that’s the name we gave it, but a dense radioactive steam used to shield an attack. Opaque, it blocked visibility, and the radiation and chemical makeup interfered with scanners. The heat of the steam clouds made infrared and temperature-based scanning useless as well, so the stuff was very effective at screening an advance. It was a powerful tool, and I never understood why we didn’t use it.

This was it. We knew they’d be coming up behind those clouds, and that this would be the climactic attack. Either we’d hold or they would win.

“OK, Third Company.” Captain Riklis was addressing the entire unit. His voice was steady, and in it I could detect barely controlled anger. His blood was up. This was the first time I’d faced Janissaries, and I wasn’t aware yet just how much of a rivalry we had with them. When Marines faced Caliphate Janissaries there was no quarter even thought of…it was a fight to the death. “I know you’re all tired, and we’ve suffered heavy losses already. And these bastards are fresh. This is going to be one hell of a brawl.” I really liked that he was being straight with us, not sugar coating things. He was rallying us, but with respect. We were professionals; we knew the obstacles to victory, and we were ready to face the challenges and win in spite of them. “But there is no unit – none! – in the whole damned Corps I’d rather have under me today. I know…know with every fiber of my being that whatever comes through that smoke, Third Company is going to be ready…and we’re going to wreck it!”

Before I joined the Corps, before I ended up on a battle line waiting for an enemy to come and try to kill me, I never thought about how words could affect me. They were just words, after all. But when he was done I was so worked up I’d have faced the entire enemy force alone if I had to. I’ve never figured out whether it’s real confidence a leader like that inspires or just mind games that provoke a response, but I never forgot how it made me feel, just when I needed that extra bit of courage. I would be giving a version of that speech many times myself in the years to come, and I would fight with other officers whose ability to rally troops would astonish me. But that day I was on the line with the captain and the lieutenant, and as far as I was concerned, no Caliphate force ever made was going to make me let them down.

I crouched down, digging my foot into the grayish gravelly dirt and pushed up against the rocky spine, bracing myself and aiming my mag-rifle out at the hazy, faintly glowing clouds. My AI would take whatever bits of data my scanning devices could glean and combine it with the info gathered by the rest of the platoon, giving me the best guess at where enemy troops were approaching. The smoke was very effective, but it wasn’t perfect cover. Troops moving through would disturb the clouds, at least somewhat, and if the AIs could factor out the wind and weather-caused effects, they could actually do a decent job of finding concentration of troops coming forward.

“OK, platoon.” The lieutenant’s voice was calm, even more so than the captain’s. “You men and women are the best soldiers in the field, anywhere. Janissaries are good troops, but they aren’t that tough. They can’t be that tough, because they’re not Marines!” His style was a little different than the captain’s. His voice was relaxed, almost like a teacher in a classroom, but then all of a sudden he’s amping it up and getting us whipped into a frenzy. “We’re going to do the work, platoon. I want everybody to focus. I’m going to call out enemy locations as we have them.” He paused. “And we’re not retreating, no matter what. Anybody who leaves their position won’t have to worry about Janissaries; they’ll have to worry about me!”

My AI started projecting figures in front of me, the shimmering blue images displaying percentages projecting the location of enemy troops. We didn’t have enough data to get any solid leads yet, but there were a couple spots north of 40% probability. I started firing some bursts at these locations, and I could tell that a few others were doing the same. I didn’t know if I hit anything – probably not – but it was worth expending a little ammo in the effort.

The auto-cannon didn’t open up yet, though. It was an extremely effective weapon on defense, and the lieutenant didn’t want to give its position away too soon. With any luck, the enemy would blunder right into the center of the field of fire. Their own scanners were compromised by the smoke too, so they couldn’t really attack with any precision.

I’d been scared to death before the attack started, as I always was, but now I wasn’t really thinking about that anymore. I was so focused and so pumped up by the captain and the lieutenant, the fear morphed into a nervous energy, an edginess that made it hard to stand still. I could hear my heart beating in my ears like a drum.

“Enemy troop concentrations.” The lieutenant, still totally calm. My God, doesn’t anything rattle him? “Transmitting coordinates. Open fire.”

The enemy troops were off to my left, but I had a clear line of fire, so I switched to full auto and sprayed the area. The mag-rifle had enough kick to knock a man over, and probably break his arm as well, but in armor you just felt a small vibration. I emptied an entire clip into the smoke, and the autoloader slammed another one in place with a loud click.

A few seconds after we started shooting, the enemy opened up. Their position given away, the advancing troops had no reason to continue to hold their fire. They couldn’t aim any better out of the clouds than we could into them, but our entire front was saturated with fire. It was clear there were a lot of troops coming at us.

I crouched lower as the rock wall in front of me was blasted with enemy fire. Shards of shattered stone bounced all around, but the outcropping was thick enough to provide cover, and other than some rocks bouncing loudly off my armor, I was fine. I could tell from the chatter on the com that 1st Platoon on our left had some casualties…they probably got careless when they were firing and didn’t get down quickly enough.

We got locations on two more enemy troop concentrations, and when they all opened up we were well into a serious firefight. Even with our cover, we were taking losses. I assumed we were inflicting them too, but it was hard to tell. All of this seemed like an eternity, but only a few minutes had passed since the enemy launched the smoke and started their attack.

They started to emerge from the smoke. It was surreal watching them move forward, zigzagging as they jogged toward our trenches. Their armor was similar to ours, a little bulkier, maybe, and the alloy they used was a little different, giving the suits a darker look. They didn’t have the camo system we did, and their suits were dark silhouettes against the glowing clouds as they came forward.

Their formations were scattered, with significant gaps. I could see they’d taken considerable losses from our fire. Their assault doctrine was well thought out, and they executed it flawlessly. One group would find the best cover they could – low ground, rocks, gullies – and open up on our position with everything they had. A second line would advance, supported by this covering fire, and find their own protected areas. They would then start shooting while the first group advanced. It was a standard leapfrog tactic, but they were so well drilled they could maintain enormously heavy fire while leaving precise lanes open for their advancing troops. I couldn’t help but admire the discipline and skill, even if they were trying to kill me.

But we knew our stuff too, and we targeted the units moving ahead, ignoring the covering fire. We were taking heavier losses, but it was still the best exchange rate we’d get; if they got to our lines and broke in we’d lose our positional advantage…and there were more of them than us.

There was a crack in the rock wall next to me, and I was able to lie down and shoot through a very small opening. It was great cover, and gave me a wide coverage area. They were getting close, so I switched to semi-automatic and started targeting individual troops with 10-shot bursts. I didn’t have a sniper’s rifle, but I managed to take down a target just about every time I shot. I must have dropped 7 or 8 when I realized we weren’t going to turn them back.

The auto-cannon was firing full bore, but the enemy troops were very good at using any bit of cover as they advanced. We’d taken out a lot of them, probably enough to send lower-quality troops fleeing for their lives, but we wouldn’t have broken, and the Janissaries weren’t going to either. They were weakened and disordered, but we were still going to have a close range fight.

If we’d had a secondary position we could have fallen back, keeping them under heavy fire as they came over the rocky spur and eventually wearing their attack down. But there was nothing but open plateau behind us – we’d be the ones caught in the clear and cut to pieces. No…it was win or die right along this ridge line.

I have always found that my memories of combat are blurry, surreal. It’s hard to recall the time passing. I remember this charge of the Janissaries as something that went on forever, but it wasn’t more than ten minutes from when they dropped the smoke until they started climbing up over the rock wall.

I saw them coming, at least six of them heading toward my spot. The whole thing happened in slow motion. I took one last shot through the crack on the rock, hitting one of the attackers in the leg. At least four or five projectiles hit the leg, tearing it off completely. He dropped hard to the ground and writhed for a couple seconds before Tombstone finished the job.

I paused an instant watching him fall, and then I realized with a start that there were no more targets…I had waited too long. Something took over, instincts, maybe or, more likely training. I rolled over on my back, whipping my rifle around, and I blasted at full auto, taking out two more as they climbed over the rocks.

The next two seconds lasted a lifetime. I’d emptied my clip, and I could hear the autoloader moving a new one into position. The entire process had always seemed nearly instantaneous to me, but now it felt as though it was taking forever. I looked up, and I could see the enemy troops coming over, and one of them was turning to me. I could hear each heartbeat pounding in my head as I brought my mag-rifle up to target him. He was doing the same, but his was loaded and mine was empty. I’d have a new clip in place in less than a second, but in that instant I knew it was going to be too late. I stared up into the barrel of his gun, and I knew I was dead.

And then I wasn’t. Just before he fired, his body lurched backwards, his arm flying upward, spraying the air with fire. The top half of his body twisted to the right, the bottom to the left. He wasn’t cut in half, not quite, but he fell in a gruesome heap, half a meter from where I was laying. Standing there, silhouetted against the reddish light, was the lieutenant, his arm raised, bloodied blade extended. He sliced its edge, a single molecule thick, into my would-be killer’s side, driven with all the enhanced power his suit’s servo-mechanicals could deliver.

I was laying there in shock, thinking I should thank the lieutenant when his voice boomed into my headset. “Get the hell up, Jax!” His voice was still calm, but even his even tone was affected by the stress of battle. “This isn’t time for a nap.”

He jogged past me without another word, leveling his mag-rifle and shooting down half a dozen Janissaries who were coming over the rock wall and taking aim at the auto-cannon. Glenn was firing that alone, targeting the second wave of enemy troops still emerging from the smoke and advancing on our position. Langon was down. I didn’t know then, but he taken a hit early. His suit’s auto-repair managed to close the breach, saving his life for all of ten minutes. He took a second hit, this time in the neck, and he fell to the ground, dead.

I climbed up to my feet, watching the lieutenant for a second. I glanced over the rock wall – there were no troops approaching my position, so I spun to the left. All along the line there were Janissaries pouring up and over the broken ridge. It was a confused melee, with point blank fire and blade fights. The Caliphate troops had their own version of the molecular blade, and it was longer and more effective than ours. They trained with it more than we did too, and they thought they could beat us in a hand to hand fight. But our close range fire drill was very effective, and not many of them got close enough to one of our troops to force a knife fight.

The snipers played a key role too, picking off enemy officers and non-coms, targeting them even when they stood centimeters away from our own troops. Our sniper tactics and training were light-years ahead of theirs, and it showed. This range was child’s play to the sharpshooters, and they scored hit after hit. The company’s three snipers went a long way toward helping us cope with the enemy numbers.

Still, we were gradually being pushed back from the ridgeline. The enemy’s third wave came pouring over the rocks, and we had nothing left to face them. I was standing against the outcropping, with enemy troops climbing over to my right and left. I crouched down and fired as they came over, facing left for a second than switching to the right. I heard the autoloader slamming my last clip into place, and I knew things would be over soon. We were being overrun at every point, and enemy troops were racing to the rear. The snipers’ positions were compromised, and one by one they were taken out.

I was determined to go down fighting and not panic, but it’s hard to stay cool when you know you’re likely to die any instant. I just kept firing, bursts now to conserve my last ammo, and somehow I didn’t get hit. My heart was pounding and I could feel the sweat trickling down my back. I just kept fighting, waiting for the inevitable end. My resolve was strong, but my mind wandered. I wondered if it would hurt. Would I die in an instant, never knowing what hit me? Or in agony, bleeding into my armor, choking on the toxic Tombstone atmosphere?

I was so focused I wasn’t even watching the scanner. If I had been I would have seen them. Reinforcements, a whole company, running forward with blades out, into the melee. The enemy, weakened by the staggering losses they had already taken, turned to face the new threat. But now they were on the defensive, their momentum lost. They fought bitterly, but in the end our fresh reserves were too much for them. The troops who’d made it over the ridge were almost entirely wiped out and their reserve waves, seeing that the attack had failed, retreated.

It was the first significant battle I’d been in, and we’d won. I was glad, but I didn’t feel the elation I’d expected, just crushing fatigue, and the somber realization of the losses we’d suffered. As the adrenalin and anger subsided, the pain and sadness took its place. It had been a hard several days, but we’d proven our worth. And we’d met the Janissaries head on and bested them.

It had been a difficult and costly day, but it wasn’t over yet. The enemy had spent their strength on that last attack and, while we were just as battered, we’d managed to stabilize our greatly thinned line. A counterattack was out of the question, but we were in good shape to repel anything they had left to throw at us. Nevertheless, both sides remained on their respective ridges, trading sporadic long-range fire.

The lieutenant walked over to me, crouched low behind the ridge. He was working his way down the reduced frontage of the vastly shrunken platoon, checking on each of us. There were only fifteen of us left in the line, though of the 35 casualties, about 20 were wounded or suffering from suit malfunctions. Maybe ten were wounded lightly enough that they’d be treated right here on Tombstone and return to duty fairly quickly. The rest would be shipped off to one of the Marine hospitals, probably Armstrong, and likely be reassigned elsewhere when they recovered.

A unit is an odd thing; it has a life of its own. The traditions, history, and achievements create a culture that survives, even as the soldiers themselves come and go. The men and women die or get reassigned, but the unit goes on, remaining much the same as it was as long as it doesn’t lose too many people too quickly. With about half of the personnel still standing or likely to return soon, I was confident the platoon would remain the place I’d come to think of as home. Especially with the lieutenant. I knew he’d make sure it stayed the same place.

He was about ten meters from me when it happened. He was facing in my direction, walking right toward me. He was very hands on, and he wanted to see firsthand that each of us was OK. He was just passing a section of the rocky wall that dipped low, forcing him to crouch further down to stay in cover. I saw it all, and to this day I remember it as it were in slow motion.

He turned suddenly. I don’t know if someone from behind commed him and he instinctively turned or he saw something on his scanner, but he spun around, and when he did he came up out of his crouch. It was careless, a small slip made by the most careful and consistent man I’d ever met. That one time he lost his focus, let his guard slip. One small mistake that 99 times out of 100 would have been harmless. But that day it was tragic.

I saw his head snap back hard. His body seemed suspended in the air, though I know that is just my memory of it. He crumpled and fell, sliding down the slight embankment and landing on his back.

I rushed over, screaming into the com for a medic as I did. I can’t remember if I kept my own head down in my panic, but if I was careless, my fortune was stronger that day than the lieutenant’s. He was lying with his head on the low side of the slope. I reached over and cradled his upper body, lifting his head as I did.

The sniper’s shot had struck him in the neck, tearing a huge gash in his armor. The suit’s repair circuits had managed to patch the breach with self-expanding polymer, and while it didn’t look too secure, it was keeping out Tombstone’s heat and toxins for the moment.

But the wound itself was mortal. In a hospital he could have been easily saved. If I could have opened his armor, a medic could probably have kept him alive until he was evac’d…even I might have managed it. But opening the suit would kill him on the spot, and the wound was just too much for the suit’s trauma control system, which was damaged by the shot and only partially functional.

He turned his head slightly to look up at me. “Darius…” His voice was throaty, labored. His lungs were filling with his own blood.

“Yes, sir? I’m here.” My heart was pounding and I was in shock, but I was determined to be strong for him, as I knew we would be for me. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“Tell the men and women.” He was rasping, coughing up blood, trying to get the words out. “Tell them I am proud…” He coughed again, trying to continue speaking through the gurgling sounds. “…proud of them. Tell them I was honored to lead them, and…” More coughing. “…and, tell them I know they will always make me proud.”

“Yes, sir.” I was fighting back a sea of tears, but there was nothing more important to me than to be there for this man in that place.

“Darius?” He turned his head. “Darius?” He was slipping away, not sure where he was.

“I’m here, sir. It’s Darius.”

His voice was weak, almost inaudible. My AI automatically cranked up the volume so I could hear. “Tell them I’m proud to die here with so many of our brothers and sisters.” He went into another coughing spasm and he started speaking incomprehensibly, hallucinating about something, though what I couldn’t tell. I had lots of chatter on my com, from others in the platoon, from the medic I could see trotting over…but I shut it all down except for the lieutenant’s line.

Finally, he stopped the random talking and his coughing subsided. He turned his head slightly, further in my direction, and he said, “The Corps forever.” He was silent after that, and I knew he was gone. The medic knelt down, but I told him it was too late. A great Marine was dead.

His last thoughts, dying painfully on a hellish world far from home, were for us, for the platoon he’d loved and protected and led with such dedication. People speak of duty and devotion, but the lieutenant had lived it to his last breath. He was a good man sent to an impossible place, and I can’t even count how many of his soldiers he pulled through that nightmarish campaign. We lived, many of us, to leave Tombstone, but we left him behind, having given his last full measure to the Corps.






Chapter 10

2253 AD

Armstrong Medical Center

Armstrong Colony

Gamma Pavonis III

I’d like to say I left Tombstone triumphantly, amid victory parades and celebrations, but that’s not how it happened. I didn’t march out at all; I left as a casualty, unconscious and kept alive by machines. I’d come through the battle of McCraw’s Ridge, fighting non-stop for three days without a scratch, but it was a tiny skirmish three weeks later that took me down. My squad was on a routine sweep of the perimeter when my luck ran out. We encountered an enemy patrol and exchanged a few shots before both sides broke off. Nobody had a stomach for a serious fight, not so soon after the Cauldron.

But those few shots were enough. One of the rounds caught me in the shoulder, and as far as I know, I was the only one hit. It wasn’t a bad wound, but it impacted at a strange angle, tearing a large chunk off my armor. On a more hospitable world it would have been minor, but we were on Tombstone. The repair system in my suit tried to restore atmospheric integrity, but the hole was just too big. The corporal managed to get a manual patch over it, but not before I’d breathed a half a lungful of Tombstone’s noxious atmosphere. It was as if I’d inhaled fire; the pain was unbearable. It was like suffocating and burning to death both. I could feel the blood pouring out of my nose and welling up in my throat. It was only a second or two before the suit’s trauma control kicked in and flooded my system with painkillers and tranqs, but that instant stretched out like an eternity, and it was nothing but relief when the darkness finally took me.

As I faded away I was sure I was done, but they got me out of there and into a med unit back at base. My lungs were a total loss; the unit would be doing my breathing until I was evac’d to a facility with regeneration capability. My suit’s trauma control had put me out on the field, and the medical AI kept me in an induced coma, so my last view of Tombstone was the one I had just after I was shot. When I finally came to it was weeks later and in a much more hospitable environment – the Marine hospital on Armstrong, surrounded by doctors and med techs. I woke up and took a painless deep breath, and it was a minute before I’d regained enough presence of mind to be surprised by that fact.

My chest was a little sore from the transplantation surgery, but my brand new lungs, exact copies of the ones I had before, worked perfectly, and my shoulder and other injuries had long since healed. I had a few weeks of observation and physical therapy ahead of me, but then I was on my way to a month’s leave and a new posting.

The Corps tried to return wounded soldiers to their original units, but with the time and distances involved it just wasn’t always feasible. Although I wouldn’t miss Tombstone, I was sorry I wasn’t going back to my old platoon. They were my brothers and sisters; I’d shared the danger and death of the front lines with them, and they had carried me back when I got hit, when even I had given myself up as lost. They’d saved my life; they were there for me when I needed them. Just like Captain Jackson had told me more than six years before.

I hated leaving for another reason. A unit is like a living organism; it can wither and die without the support it needs. When I left, the platoon was still reeling from the loss of the lieutenant. The wound was still raw, the grief palpable. They’d get a new CO – they probably had one already – but it would be a long time before anyone filled the void left behind.

The platoon is a dynamic entity. Its pride, its battle history, its traditions – they remain. But the men and women come and go. Soldiers die, they get wounded, they get promoted or transferred. Slowly but steadily, the living memory of the lieutenant would fade. He would become less the source of raw pain and loss and more the honored entry in the unit’s history.

For me, though, the memory would always be there, and it would never fade. Up to that point, no one had impacted my life as strongly as the lieutenant had, and I can’t begin to list the things he taught me. I only knew him for the six months I’d served under him, but he was the first person who truly won my unreserved respect. I can’t think of anything more meaningful to say than this – Lieutenant Brett Reynolds was a truly good man in a universe that had very few of those. I resolved that my career would be a tribute to him. I would live up to his expectations; I would become the type of Marine he had been, the kind he wanted me to be.

I wish I could say that the years long struggle on Tombstone ended in glorious victory, but I can’t. When the war became official, the Caliphate hit the planet with thousands of new troops, backed up with a naval task force. Cut off from resupply or reinforcement, our units on the ground held out the best they could. One by one the enemy captured our firebases and mining settlements, pushing our people into an ever-shrinking perimeter. As far as I know, none of the troops posted on Tombstone when war was declared ever made it out. My old unit had rotated off-planet long before then, so I didn’t know any of the men and women who were sacrificed there. But they all hurt. They were all my brothers and sisters…all Marines.

The soldiers that had been lost there over a decade were expended wastefully, sent by a government that was too greedy to share the wealth of the planet and too cowardly to fight hard enough to win. The politicians had viewed the monthly loss rates on Tombstone as a cost of doing business. That sort of calculus repulsed me, and for the first time I thought – really thought – about how the Alliance was governed. The ultimate futility of if all only made the suffering and waste that much more bitter.






Chapter 11

2257 AD

AS Guadalcanal

En route to Tau Ceti III

The wardroom of the Guadalcanal was sparse, just a few bare metal tables and about a dozen chairs. She was an older ship, a fast assault vessel of the Peleliu class, and she showed her age. My last posting had been on the Gallipoli, one of the first ships of the new Ypres class, slated to replace the old Pelelius. The newer ships were no more spacious – real estate on a spaceship was always at a premium – but the common areas were definitely nicer.

I’d bounced around to several units over the last few years, the result of my unfortunate streak of getting wounded in each of my first three assignments. After my third wound I got another transfer and my promotion to corporal. I made two drops as the junior two-striper in the squad and then I was transferred here to take over my own fire team. Just about half my military career had been spent in the hospital, and each time I got the best care possible, just as Captain Jackson said I would.

The war that everyone had been anticipating while I was on Tombstone finally became official. The Third Frontier War had begun, and we were fighting both the Caliphate and the Central Asian Combine. We had our hands full, outnumbered and facing more threats that we could effectively counter.

I was waiting in the wardroom to meet the platoon’s senior corporal, who was going to help me get acclimated and introduce me to the four other members of my fire team. I needed to get them comfortable with me quickly, because we were on the way to an assault, and it was a big one. Tau Ceti III was the Caliphate’s largest and most important colony world, and a major strategic hub. We’d been pushed back in the first two years of widespread fighting, but now we were taking the offensive; we were taking the war to the enemy. Operation Achilles would be the biggest assault in the history of warfare in space, and every reserve, every logistical asset that could be scraped up had been committed. I was anxious and hopeful, determined that my fire team would be among the best in the entire operation.

My thoughts were interrupted when the hatch slid open and a man in a slightly rumpled set of duty fatigues walked in. He was around my age, maybe a year or two younger. His brown hair was closely cut but still somehow just slightly messy. I’d become very “by the book” military, and I was always meticulous with my uniform and my appearance, a trait I obviously didn’t share with my new acquaintance.

“Corporal Jax?” I got up as he walked over. “I’m Erik Cain.” He extended his hand. “I’d like to welcome you to the platoon.”

I clasped his hand and we shook. He was fairly tall, but when I stood up I towered over him. “The pleasure is mine Corporal Cain.”

“Please, sit.” He motioned toward the chair where I’d been seated, and he dropped into the one next to it. “You are taking over a good team, one of the best. I know, because they were mine.” He was friendly, but I could also tell he was taking his measure of me. As I was doing with him.

“I can promise you I will do my best to look after them, Corporal Cain.”

He smiled and leaned back in his chair. “I appreciate that. And it’s Erik, please.”

“I’m Darius.” I relaxed a bit in my chair, though my posture was still better than his. “I want to thank you for taking the time to welcome me into the unit. I know how closeknit a group a good platoon can be. The troops can be a little apprehensive when they get a commander from outside rather than one promoted from within.”

He nodded approvingly; it was clear he had similar thoughts. “I completely agree.” He was looking right at me, his eyes boring into mine. “I’ve read your file, Darius. I’m sure you’ll be a great addition. But if I can help get you off on the right foot with the troops, it’s the least I can do.” There was a soft buzzing sound – he was getting a message on his earpiece. “Excuse me, Darius, I just have to attend to something quickly.” He was getting up as he spoke. “I shouldn’t be more than ten minutes, and then we’ll go meet your team.”

“No rush. I’ll be here when you get back.”

He looked back over his shoulder. “Help yourself.” He pointed toward the dispensers on the far wall. “Believe it or not, the coffee’s actually pretty good.” The hatch slid open. “I’ll be right back.” He walked out into the corridor, and the door slid shut behind him.

I didn’t know it then, of course, but I had just met someone who would be very important to me, a colleague and my closest friend. I had respected the lieutenant and some of the other troops I’d fought with, but Erik was the first real friend I ever had. We would fight side by side for years, and climb the ranks together. He would save my life more than once, and I would save his, and the two of us would make face challenges neither of us could have imagined sitting in that wardroom.

But looming ahead of us before any of that was Operation Achilles. Morale was good; we were anxious to get at the enemy, to end the war in one bold stroke. Of course, that wasn’t to be. Achilles turned out to be a bloody mess, a disaster that almost lost us the war then and there. We had some dark and difficult days ahead of us.

My first few years in the Corps hadn’t been easy and, though I didn’t know it yet, the next few to come would be even more difficult. But as I sat there and took stock, I came to realize that I had indeed found a home. Yes, we fought and struggled, and some of us died, but there were things on the frontier worth fighting for. When I was discharged from the hospital on Armstrong I spent my month’s leave on the planet. I had the time to just look around, and what I saw amazed me. The people were busy, industrious…and free.

They were having local elections when I was there, and half a dozen candidates were running. I stood one day and watched a live debate in the main square. I was mesmerized – they were actually arguing issues and hurling pointed questions at each other. It was nothing like Earth, where the elections were a farce and the government controlled every aspect of its citizens’ lives. These people were building a future, for themselves and for mankind, and we were here to protect them.

It made me think about Earth and wonder why the people accepted the system that oppressed them so badly. It was a nightmare, a grotesque, a hideous perversion of the human condition. But it worked, after a fashion. The Cogs were ruled by deprivation, by the need to focus solely on the basics of survival. The middle classes were governed by the fear of losing what they had. They could see how the Cogs lived, and to them, not born to such deprivation, it was a terrifying prospect. Part of me resented that they, mostly educated and vital to the functioning of society, meekly accepted the system when they could have agitated for change. I wanted to despise them as cowards and blame them for the plight of the Cogs, for the reality that my parents were forced to live.

But it is easy to make such judgments, and far more difficult to be honest with yourself. If my father had been offered a middle class life, if we’d been able to live in an apartment in the Louisville Downtown or the Washbalt Core instead of some miserable leaky hut on the farm…I’m not so sure I wouldn’t have been ruled by the same fear of losing it. I like to think I would have fought for change, but I’m not so sure. I would now, of course, but then, never having seen what was possible? I just don’t know.

But none of that mattered anymore. By a bizarre road I had found my path. For the first time I felt my life had purpose and I knew the sacrifices were worthwhile. I was finally home.
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CHAPTER ONE

Interplanetary Liner ‘Starlighter’, En route to the Agora Colony

16th July 2433AD

Kirya opened her eyes and pushed aside her hair as the wail of the emergency siren hammered into her skull. She’d been fast asleep, dreaming of past adventures when the sound had woken her with a start. It was a harsh sound, designed to blast through the innards of the ship, leaving no corner unscathed. Her instinct was to reach for a weapon, but that was all in her past now. Something was wrong, and it wasn’t just another drill.

What’s happened?

The speakers in her small quarters chattered almost continuously with the sound of the crew’s voices. There was an urgency tinged with fear, and that made her chest lurch. Kirya had been a soldier, and she knew what fear sounded like. She’d heard men and women break down in abject terror, and seen the faces of those about to kill in cold blood. This time it was most definitely fear, and she knew from experience how paralysing and intoxicating it could be. In between the sound of voices was the constant wail of the klaxon emergency alarm. She’d never heard it aboard the ship before and immediately knew it meant trouble. Serious trouble.

What the hell is going on?

All it took was a tap of a button and the shutters slid open, revealing the view out into space. For a moment there was little to see, other than the blackness of deep space, and the twinkle of limitless stars far off into the distance. They moved slowly as the habitation ring rotated around the central spine of the ship until the small sphere of the planet Agora came into view.

We’re still weeks away. This isn’t good. So much for my new life.

Kirya blinked as she soaked in the details. The view was limited from the small window, but enough for her to look back at the structure of the ship. The three hundred and fifty-metre-long vessel was a Clipper Class interplanetary liner, commonly used to haul people and goods on the long trading routes between the planets of the Confederacy. Long, gradually curved sections joined the habitation compartments with the central rotating hub.

I can’t see any damage on the long beams. What about the hull?

Her hull gleamed in a bright metallic blue, each section highlighted by powerful external lights. The design always reminded her of a jellyfish, with the complex torso and long tendrils trailing behind into a tail. Pulsed ion engines released long streams of white and blue light as it neared to the agrarian colony world. Starlighter was a relatively modern vessel at just twenty-three years old, and that left Kirya even more suspicious about the warnings.

Without thinking, she rolled out of her bunk and grabbed her clothes. Force of habit meant she had gone to bed half-dressed, something she’d done ever since first joining the Army. She’d been out of the service for over a year now, but habits were hard to lose. One step was all it took to reach her clothes still hanging from the back of the chair, lashed on with elasticated straps, just in case. First on were her long, tight fitting black pants and then tall boots that ran up to the knees. She was an attractive woman, tall, with flowing black hair she’d let grow long since leaving the Army. Her combat jacket was an old, battered leather affair, and she pulled it over her pale, muscular arms.

“This is the Captain,” said the disembodied voice. Kirya twisted to the left and glanced at the unit.

“We have a major emergency.”

The man hesitated, and that worried Kirya. She’d only met the man a couple of times, but he’d appeared confident and experienced. Now it sounded as though he was having trouble deciding what to say.

“Everybody to the lifeboats immediately. Starlighter is in serious trouble. This is not a drill. All passengers abandon ship.”

What?

Kirya swung open the door and stepped out into the corridor. The lights were on low power mode, yet there was gravity, and the air remained its normal warmth. Two passengers raced passed, almost knocking her to the ground.

“Hey!” Kirya yelled, “What’s going on?”

A third man crashed into her, sending them both to the ground. Kirya rolled expertly, avoiding anything more than a bruise. The man went down on his knee and hit the ground hard. He moaned in pain as Kirya helped him up.

“Out of my way, you idiot!”

The man pushed her aside and chased after the others along the passageway. Low-level lights flashed in sequence, marking the path to the lifeboats.

Do I stay, or do I leave?

“You have three minutes to exit the ship. Move to your designated zones…now.

Get out!

Kirya headed to the nearest lifeboat at a fast walk. It would take less than a minute, and the last thing she wanted was to make a mistake and end up trapped aboard. Several people rushed past her and turned right.

“Hey, you’re going the…”

They were gone, ignoring her as they ran for their lives. Kirya was tempted to chase after them, but deep down knew the priority was to save herself. She could look for others once she’d achieved that first objective. Another four bends and she reached the automatic doors leading to the evacuation lifeboat. People were on the other side, pulling on thick straps to hold them into their seats. The craft was big enough for twenty people, and it looked like three or four seats remained empty. Kirya reached forward but spotted movement from the array of small Plexiglas windows.

“Get inside!” yelled a man from the lifeboat. Kirya ignored him and moved closer to the windows. An object was alongside Starlighter. It looked substantially smaller than the ship, and for a second, she thought it might be a lifeboat. But then one of the lifeboats raced away, and the glow of the engine briefly lit up the craft. It was definitely small, with two engines angled downwards in the same fashion as haulage tugs used in spacedock. Her expertise was in ground combat, but even she knew that the vessel had not travelled with them. Its external lights were out, but the silhouette marked it as something close to the craft she’d seen in countless ports, and it was close enough for a boarding action. Another lifeboat launched from the inner crew deck, and this time the airlock on the ship remained open, blasting out at least three people into space.

“No!”

She placed a hand over her mouth, watching them flail about for a few seconds before they stopped moving. It was a cruel, macabre moment, yet sickening and fascinating to watch. Another blasted away with its safety seals open without a single person inside. Right behind it came another, its engines spinning the craft wildly out of control. Kirya muttered to herself, her body shaking in stunned surprise.

“Are they insane? Are they intentionally trying to kill the crew and passengers?”

Two more blasted away, but each time she found it impossible to take her eyes off the mystery vessel docked alongside. She trusted her instincts enough and knew something was up.

So what’s going on here? Stay cool, stay calm, and stay alive. Right now, I reckon it’s safer to stay on the ship than risk one of those things.

The speakers crackled to life for the very last time.

“This is your final warning. All remaining lifeboats will jettison in thirty seconds.”

The three people that had made the wrong turn appeared. They hurtled past Kirya and through the automatic doors. Those inside continued to scream, and one tugged on a lever to detach them from the ship.

“Get inside, or stay!”

Kirya shouted back to them, desperate to save even one of their lives.

“Get out of the boat. They’re failing. It’s a death trap!”

They ignored her and pulled frantically on the levers. They didn’t know her, so why should they listen to her? Kirya turned back to the wall and looked for a computer system. There was nothing other than the standard internal intercom system. She reached for it and slammed her hand on the control.

“I’m on Deck Six. Report. All hell is breaking loose down here.”

There was a whistling sound, followed by an irritated voice.

“Don’t use the intercoms. Wait until the evacuation is complete. Then we’ll begin. If you find any strays, lock them in the brig. If any of them resist, space ‘em!”

Kirya gasped as she listened to this. The voice was gruff, even a little angry, but more important, it was not coming from anybody she’d heard before. He didn’t sound friendly or like a member of the crew. A sound caught her attention, and she looked back at the doors, and the face of the woman calling out to her. The woman’s mouth was wide open and screaming as the lifeboat jettisoned from the ship. Many more followed as more than thirty blasted away. Kirya’s heart pounded in her chest upon realising she was the last passenger aboard, yet she now knew there were others on the ship.

I’m not leaving until I find out what the hell is going on here.

 






CHAPTER TWO


Interplanetary Liner ‘Starlighter’

17th July 2433AD

Six men and two women moved along the wide passageway in silence. The klaxon stopped, though the emergency warning lights continued flooding the place with a dull, red glow. This part of the ship was as elegant as the passenger quarters with tall, beige walls, designed with gentle, flowing curves and an off-white, almost beige colouring. Long panels in the ceiling and walls provided ambient light, although these were currently in low power mode. A trio of men stepped out from a side door, carrying heavy holdalls in their hands. One man in particular stood out more than the others. He wore a heavy jacket that obscured his shape, yet his head sported a strange Mohawk design. It would have been amusing had it not been for the grim, tattooed face beneath it.

“Branko, good to see you made it.”

The leader of the group slowed to a halt and looked at the men carefully.

“Armando Rocco…so you’re the other group hired for this job. I take it you got the memo? You brought the goods, right?”

Armando looked to his comrades.

“Of course. We’re already on it. You’ve secured the ship? Remember, no witnesses.”

“Yeah,” said Branko, “We’ve got the ship, all thanks to a few friends we planted on board. Just make sure the charges are positioned and set. I want full control transferred to the ship’s computer. I’ll take it from there.”

Armando didn’t seem to like that and walked up to Branko. They both waited there just centimetres apart.

“Who put you in charge?”

Seven mercenaries cocked their weapons and aimed them directly at Armando. Branko chuckled to himself as he pulled out a stick of gum from a pocket. He popped a piece in his mouth and began chewing.

“Let’s not go down that route, huh? Now, tell me, your ship is docked at the starboard hull docking ring, right?”

Armando hesitated, but every one of them knew he was beaten. So he took one step back.

“Yeah. We have what we need.”

“Good.” Branko stepped past him as though the man was of no significance.

“Get to work and let me know when you’re done. We’ve got a schedule to keep, and I’ve got a captain to meet.”

Branko pushed past and carried on walking down the passage, leaving the other small group of mercenaries behind them. Zena spoke when they were out of sight.

“Armando is an ass. Can he do his part?”

Branko barely showed any expression as he continued chewing.

“Armando got kicked out of the Army years ago. He might be an ass, but he’s got connections in all the right places.”

He gave her an odd smile.

“Trust me, he’ll have what he needs. All we have to worry about is that he doesn’t set them off early.”

They kept on moving through the dark passages, passing closed doorways, occasionally stepping over tipped boxes and crates from the rushed evacuation.

“Any moment now,” said the man towards the back of the group. His face was hidden behind a gleaming metal plate, with thin strips cut out in front of the eyes. It looked like some form of assault armour, but based on the markings and detailing, more likely there for fashion.

The lights flickered in a three-pulse sequence. As they slowly increased in brightness, the clothing and equipment of the group became clearer. No two were dressed or equipped alike, yet their nonconformity gave them a cohesive look of their own. They carried layered body armour, intermixed with thick leather and the occasional piece of misplaced military plating. Half wore helmets, but not the man at the front. He was Branko Gregor, a middle-aged, well-built, and dangerous looking man. He sported a bald head, and a hard, almost cruel expression on his face. He moved with confidence, betraying his position among the eight of them. They all carried firearms, but Branko Gregor was the only one without one in his hands. Instead, a single pistol hung low at his flank.

“There, right ahead,” said Zena, the woman standing right behind him. She was taller than the average height in the entire group. She was dressed in black from head to toe and had a heavy brown pack on her back. In her hands was a cut down double-barrelled thermal shotgun, with a ribbed receiver and ventilated barrel shrouds. The modifications were minor, but quickly converted the civilian weapon into something militaristic.

“Yeah,” said Branko, “That’s the place.”

They covered the last few metres, and as they reached the thick, translucent doors, they hissed open to reveal the brightly lit, grandiose bridge.

* * *

Kirya hurried back through the ship, this time being extra careful before passing through any doors or bends. She knew the ship’s layout pretty well; at least the parts open to passengers. Years of training and experience had taught her well, and that hard work was paying off. Other passengers had boarded the ship and headed straight to their quarters, but not her. She’d checked the evacuation routes, parallel passages, and recreation areas, satisfying her need to build a mental map.

I need to get to the bridge first. Maybe the Captain knows what’s going on.

It didn’t take long to work her way from the evacuation deck and her own habitation ring to reach the inner ring. There were a pair of transparent doors leading between the two sections, and though Kirya knew she needed to get inside, something held her back. She hesitated. There was no sign of movement, so she held her breath and moved closer. The doors opened, revealing the moving floor on the other side. It was no faster than walking pace, requiring little more effort than stepping onto an escalator.

The shift in gravity felt a little odd as she transferred from the larger outer ring. The crew ring had a smaller diameter, but was substantially thicker. The larger outer ring housed all the niceties of the vessel, but the inner part was only for the crew, and off-limits to passengers except on special occasions. They moved at different speeds to ensure they could maintain something close to standard gravity, and it extended to cover a full third of the ship’s length.

“Right, where next?”

As she looked deep inside the crew section, she could see well-lit passages ahead both forward and aft, as well as many side entrances leading off to galley areas and stores. Signage near the entry doors marked the position of the bridge and recreation areas. A final and much smaller one pointed to engineering and passenger support.

Support, what the hell is that?

A single bang rang out through the ship, and Kirya dropped to one knee. She knew the sound of a firearm anywhere, and in an instant her heart began to race. Combat was one thing, but she was here with no friends, no intelligence on the situation, and no weapons.

The bridge.

Without giving it a thought, she raced for the nearest galley door and reached for the handle. To her relief, it slid open without a sound. She jumped inside, and just as the door shut, a pair of heavily armed individuals walked past. She made out their shapes through the crack in the door as it sealed without a sound. On a transport ship, it probably would have banged, but not aboard this luxury liner. She’d boarded the ship months earlier, and the fixtures and fittings were unlike any she’d previously seen on a vessel.

Pirates!

* * *

“Well, look what we have here,” said Branko Gregor.

The others followed him in, and two remained in the passage. Rather than step inside, they turned about and waited, flanking the entrance like a pair of sentries. Branko continued walking to the centre of the room. It was a spacious section, and much bigger than normal on civilian ships.

“This is one hell of a pretty ship, ain’t she?”

He scanned the room, picking out the computer systems and large displays that doubled as windows out into space. There were no physical windows here, something made relatively pointless by virtue of the habitation sections being in a state of continuous rotation. He stopped and nodded towards the men clustered around the captain’s chair. They wore the standard civilian uniform of the liner company. The man on the right grinned upon seeing the new arrivals.

“Branko Gregor, glad you made it. We did our part as agreed.”

He nodded but focussed his attention on the prisoner.

“Ah…there he is, the Captain himself. Got himself aboard a starship. And now here you are, adrift and with no passengers to speak of.”

He then smiled and examined the data scrolling vertically on the largest screen. It took seconds to soak in the data before he moved back to the Captain. The old man’s chair was bronze-coloured, vastly oversized for the bridge, and faced towards the largest of the displays. There were multiple stations dotted around the bridge, and all of them currently empty. One was stained in red, and Branko Gregor glanced towards it and the two bodies slumped on the floor.

“Ouch. Looks like somebody didn’t get with the programme.”

He moved towards the captain’s chair. The older looking man looked up to him, his face bruised and marked. At his flanks were three of the ship’s crew, and all were armed with improvised pistols.

“Who are you?”

Branko Gregor winked at him.

“That’s the wrong question…old timer. Now. Let’s start again, shall we?”

He looked across to the three crewmembers.

“Outstanding work, my friends. You did your work, as promised.”

The first crewman nodded.

“Of course. It took time, but like we said, we can do it.”

Branko lowered his head into a polite nod. He then grinned towards the Captain.

“You see what happened here?”

He pointed to his men, and then to his chest.

“Respect. We work for a common purpose, and with that comes understanding. Now, the real question is for you. Work with me, and you and your crew will survive this little ordeal.”

He then placed both clenched fists on his chest.

“But screw with me, and I’ll space the lot of you.”

The Captain swallowed uncomfortably, and then nodded ever so slowly.

“Good. Now, all I need to know is, have you unlocked the bridge controls?”

The Captain started to speak, but the nearest crewman grabbed him around the chin and turned him to face Branko Gregor.

“Answer him.”

“I…what do you want here? The passengers have gone, and now…”

“Uh…didn’t you just hear what I said?”

The Captain nodded again slowly.

“You want the bridge controls. Well, yes, they are unlocked. It’s standard procedure during an evacuation. The compartment seals are unlocked, the power plant is shut down, and…”

“I see.”

He then looked back towards Zena.

“What does the computer say?”

She lowered her pack to the ground, pulling out a small device with a half exposed circuit board on one side. She walked over to the computer units on the left side of the bridge and plugged the unit into the system. In seconds, the lights activated. She then withdrew one of the newer model datapads from her pack and checked the screen.

“Navigation, life support…yeah, it’s all active and unlocked.”

A smile formed across Branko Gregor’s face.

“Excellent, so that means we have full access to the ship.”

“Uh…wait a second,” said Zena, “I’m seeing compartments sealed in the lower hull.”

She lifted her gaze to Branko and shook her head.

“It’s the cargo deck.”

His expression changed from pleasure to feigned anger.

“Now that’s not part of the deal, is it?”

He moved closer and lowered his hand down tentatively to his flank.

“The ship is dead in space, right?”

The Captain nodded.

“Good. Good. And the ship’s compartments from bow to stern are all unlocked to facilitate evacuation and rescue. Correct?”

Yet again the Captain nodded, and this time his expression shifted to pure and utter rage.

“So…why in the name of everything holy did you close down the cargo area?”

The Captain hesitated, so Branko Gregor withdrew the firearm and pointed it at the man.

“I won’t ask again, old man.”

“It’s standard practice now. The rules changed before our last run to prevent…piracy.”

One of the crewmen at his flank sniggered.

“It’s true. I have no control over it. Only the company can unseal the cargo area, and only when the ship is at port.”

He shook his head desperately.

“Not even I have access. There’s no internal access for the crew, and from the outside the ship is…”

“Protected by two metres of hull plating and secure hatches to protect from microsatellite damage, or even theft. Yes…we know that,” said Zena.

“So you see, there is nothing I can do. It is…”

He started to mumble, so Branko moved closer, lowering himself down so that his head was exactly the same height as the Captain’s.

“Is that a fact?”

“Yes, it is.”

“So…in that case I have no use for you, do I?”

The old man hesitated, realising what he’d just done. He opened his mouth to speak again, and this time the gun was resting on his temple. Branko whistled to himself and then stopped abruptly.

“I want external seals one through three opened, and vented. And then I want the engines brought back online.”

The Captain tried to speak, but he pushed the pistol in closer to his head.

“Uh…uh…I have ten of your crew in the brig. Isn’t that so?”

Branko Gregor beamed, showing his front teeth as he smiled.

“Now. Let’s talk about getting those engines back online, shall we?”

The Captain, now suitably chastened, pointed towards the controls near the bodies.

“That’s helm. You can adjust our course right there.”

Branko Gregor smiled.

“Excellent. Forty-eight hours is all we need. After that, you and your friends will be set free. We’ve kept one lifeboat just for you. Alive and safe. Well…most of you.”






CHAPTER THREE

Interplanetary Liner ‘Starlighter’

It took Kirya almost thirty minutes to work her way through the labyrinth of passages used by the crew. They were smaller than the main compartments, and many of them were shrouded in darkness. Luckily for her, a number of schematics on the walls provided details of the ship, as well as the service shafts that ran from bow to stern. Even so, by the time she reached the command level it, was clear something was up. The service shaft ended as it routed back to the main corridor, a place glowing with bright light.

Okay, according to the map, the bridge is to the right.

She moved to the door and placed a hand on it. It was cool to the touch, and though all it would take was a pull, she remained cautious.

It’s sealed shut. Dammit.

As slowly as possible, she pulled the lever, and the door started to swing inwards. It would have potentially struck the door had she not blocked it with her hand. Inch by inch, Kirya moved out of the doorway and then froze. Directly ahead, and outside the door to the bridge, were two men. Equipped like the others, and both carrying long firearms, they were engaged in a conversation. They had little interest in looking back into the long passage. Then they stopped and straightened up just as figures emerged.

Get back!

She edged back through the door and pulled it shut. She made it to within a gap the size of her hand when it started to squeak. She instantly halted, her chest pounding. The figures moved closer, and now she could see the ship’s captain walking at the front, with four other men and a woman right beside him. The Captain dawdled and received a crack to the back of the head from a shotgun butt. He stumbled but was held up by the man that seemed to be the leader of the group.

“Keep moving…Captain. We’ve got work to do. Engines on in the next hour, or you and your crew get to try swimming in space. Got it?”

Kirya almost choked at hearing that. She froze for a second, but already knew what she had to do. She’d worked on counter piracy operations before, alongside the Confederate Marine Corps. And with most of those operations, the pirates considered the crews of the captured ships expendable.

I need to keep them alive. And how do I do that? I make them valuable.

She turned from the door, leaving the bridge far behind, and moved back into the service passage. The distant lights flickered on and off, yet for some reason this strange place now felt like home. She moved quickly, step by step through the crew habitation ring and into the main service shaft. The closer she made it to the centre of the ship, the lighter gravity became until finally she made it to the middle.

Now what?

The lights were on even that far inside the ship, and she reverted to using the many rungs to pull her way along. Travelling through zero-gravity was hardly something new to her. This was how most ships were designed, with only the more luxurious vessels putting effort into creating any level of artificial gravity. As she passed through the next set of emergency doors, she spotted a locker with signage to boots and protective gear. A gentle tap opened the unit, and she pulled out the sandal type shoes. She pulled them onto her feet, and they clunked securely to her boots.

“This way,” said a distant voice, “Engineering is three compartments along, in the shielded…”

Kirya double-checked they were behind her, and then carried on as quickly as the boots would allow her. Each time she lifted a foot, the unit would deactivate, but it would not do the same for the other foot until the first returned to the floor. Each step made a gentle thump sound that under normal circumstances would be relatively unimportant. But now, every single sound was one that could end her life. She reached another set of narrow transparent doors. Everything ahead was dark, and she could only hope the lighting would activate upon her entry. The panels separated, and she went inside.

As the doors started to close, a shape leapt out from the shadows. She tried to jump out of the way, but the boots locked her in place. The floating figure crashed into her, sending both of them spinning through the interior of the passageway. The two tumbled for what seemed like an age before they crashed into the distant wall. They separated for a second, but before Kirya could recover, hands were around her neck.

“Get…off me now. I’ll…”

Kirya choked, and her vision began to fade. She shook her head and tried to pull away the arms. Another shape moved closer and joined in, so she was forced to fight dirty. First, she lifted one leg and struck the approaching assailant in the midriff. The figure grunted and floated away, still groaning. Kirya needed to deal with the one still holding her throat in a death lock. Ignoring every instinct, she released her hands and grabbed her attacker’s hands from the outside. She dug her fingers in deep and quickly gripped whatever she could get hold of. Her assailant’s grip was as solid as a rock, but she knew where to look for weakness. She found a small finger and locked on tightly. With merciless skill and timing, she pulled to the side, snapping two fingers in one fluid moment.

“No!” screamed her attacker.

The two separated, leaving Kirya gasping for breath. There were two figures in the darkness, and while the one nursed her broken finger, the other came in.

“What do you want with me?”

Kirya let her feet connect with the ground, and she formed up into a fighting stance. Her hands were out in front and a little above her waist. She could see both of them as her eyes adjusted to the light, and to her surprise they wore company uniforms. The woman with the broken finger popped it back into position, and Kirya cursed herself for merely dislocating, rather than snapping it clean at the bone.

“Wait,” said the man, “They’re coming.”

All three of them looked to the clear doors at the end of the passage where Kirya had just entered.

“Hang on,” said Kirya, “You’re with the crew, right, not them?”

She lowered her hands a little, indicating she didn’t want to fight, but keeping them ready just in case. There was a short pause as the group exchanged looks. Then the injured woman moved closer and examined Kirya carefully.

“Who are you? You’re not part of the crew.”

“Kirya, passenger on the ship.”

“Why didn’t you leave with the others?”

“I could ask you the same question. Why aren’t you prisoner along with the rest of the crew?”

“What do you mean, the rest of the crew?“ said the young man she’d recently kicked in the stomach, “What have you heard?”

Kirya’s eyes narrowed as she tried to assess the situation. Her gut instinct told her these two were telling the truth, so she lowered her arms and nodded towards the door.

“I was up near the bridge and overheard them. Apparently, they have the rest of the crew in the brig. Ten I think they said.”

“Ten, are you serious? Zhang, I told you I saw some of the lifeboats breaking apart. This is murder. We had over thirty crew on board. What happened to…”

“Shut up, Weston. Let me do the talking.”

Kirya’s vision improved by the second, and now she could see the crewman. She was in her mid-twenties, sporting short, dark hair and a pale complexion. A patch on her arm marked her as part of the senior crew, and the Hippocratic symbol confirmed her role.

“We heard gunfire and found bodies in the crew rings. That’s why we came back here. My estimate is that most of the crew were sent off the ship, those that stayed were killed. We assumed it was a hostage situation.”

Kirya listened, but she wasn’t ready to give up information. Not yet.

“You’re the medic, right?”

The woman Weston had called Zhang nodded.

“Yeah, that’s right. I’m the ship’s medic. Zhang Wei. And these guys coming for us, do you know who…”

“Mercenaries, probably pirates.” Kirya interrupted before she could finish, “And they’re heading for engineering.”

Weston stepped forward, his boots clunking away.

“Engineering. They want to get the engines back online, right?”

Kirya nodded.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, makes sense. They probably want to take the ship somewhere else. Maybe steal the cargo, or just sell or scrap the ship. Then again, they could always…”

His voice trailed off. Leaving them all in the dark as to what he was thinking. Zhang tilted her head to one side, clearly not quite sure the direction Weston’s thoughts were heading.

“Would you like to explain?”

Weston shook his head.

“Yes, but not now. We need to get there first. Come on!”

Without waiting to see what the other two did, the young man deactivated his boots and pushed off into the hull, further towards the rear of the ship. Zhang did the same, leaving Kirya on her own. She hesitated, but then the sound of the advancing mercenaries caught her ears.

Just do it!

A heeltap and a short push, and she was away. Luckily zero-g training was compulsory in the Army, even if only covered in cursory detail. Only the Marines spend months working on that kind of combat. She hurtled through the passage and the next door without making a sound or touching the side walls. For the next minute, they inched their way further until they reached the sealed engineering deck. It was a restricted space, with three separate compartments joined together. A large intercooler unit was in the middle, as well as multiple computer systems. Pipes ran from the ceiling to the floor.

“Now what?”

Zhang looked back at her, and now that they were in a better lit room, Kirya could see her more clearly. The woman was younger than her, and though a little worse for wear after their ordeal, there was something aesthetically attractive about her face. Zhang caught her staring, and for a second seemed almost embarrassed. She looked back to Weston and tapped his shoulder.

“Well?”

“I’ll start a series of cooling failures. It will be slow, but in less than five hours the engines will be offline, and there’s nothing they can do about it. Starlighter won’t be going anywhere without spending some time in spacedock.”

“Good. Now cut the lights.”

Without waiting to check, Weston hit the controls, and the lights dimmed slowly. Within seconds the place was in darkness, save for the gentle glow coming from the screens, flashing controls, and warning buttons. It was enough to make out their shapes, but little else. Kirya was about to speak when she heard something nearby, a mixture of footsteps and talking. Then the sound stopped, and she heard the unmistakable sound of a firearm safety being clicked off. Kirya lifted a hand to her mouth, indicating they needed to be quiet.

“They’re coming. How do we get out?”

Zhang looked about for another hatch, but Weston knew the area best. He pushed up towards the ceiling and hung from the metal plating like a spider. Once there, he pulled on several levers until the hatch clunked down a few degrees.

“Did you hear that?” said an angry voice.

They turned to watch as a beam of light penetrated the adjoining room. She reached to her side as though she’d find a weapon, but there was nothing there. She turned her gaze to the central compartment of the three in this part of the ship. Cases were fitted to the walls, but what interested her more was the selection of wrenches and other pieces of equipment attached via magnetised clips. A single fire extinguisher sat there.

“Get out of here. I’ll keep an eye on them.”

Weston hesitated, but not Zhang. The young women pushed up to the ceiling, pulled on the hatch, and thrust herself up into the blackness. She vanished for a second but reappeared and reached out to grab the others.

“Come on!”

Weston looked back to Kirya.

“I don’t think it…”

Kirya ripped a bright red fire axe from the mounting on the wall and then nodded towards the confused looking engineer.

“If you can fight, stay. Otherwise get the hell out of here.”

This time Weston pushed up to the ceiling, and Zhang tugged at him to help him through. Kirya proceeded to chase after them but stopped as a figure passed through the first compartment. Little more than a pair of bulkheads separated the two rooms, so she waited in silence, while the hatch pulled almost completely shut just behind her. She looked down at the axe.






CHAPTER FOUR

Interplanetary Liner ‘Starlighter’

Kirya gripped the axe and took in a series of slow breaths. The weapon felt powerful in her hands, and the weightless nature of the lump of metal only made that easier. The thought of facing down guns with it didn’t fill her with much optimism, though.

“Excellent,” said a hidden figure, “Hold up.”

There was a short pause as one of them spoke quietly with another over their communications gear. Then another short pause, and somebody complained. Kirya knew the sound of fear, and that was exactly what was in the man’s breathing.

“Okay, Captain. Do your stuff. I won’t ask again.”

It sounded like there was a struggle going on, followed by a thud. Then she gasped as a gun went off. Firearms were always loud. But this close, and in an enclosed area, the weapon sounded like a cannon. She couldn’t hear the voices over the echoing sound, and by the time it cleared, she heard a man panting in the adjoining room.

“There. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

Again there was a pause, and then the man spoke again.

“So, we’ve got engineering control, life support, and navigation. In short, we have the ship. Correct?”

Another voice muttered a feeble answer, and right then Kirya knew what was going to happen. She gripped the axe and braced herself for the fight. Instead of the awful sound, she felt a shudder through the metal hull of the ship.

The engines, they’ve got them back online.

“So it appears it’s time for you and your crew to experience life in the cold,” said the leader of the group.

“Wait…you promised that…”

The man’s voice was silenced by the shrill bang of a firearm. There was no thud of a body, one of the odd consequences of zero-gravity. To her surprise none of them came in farther and stayed in the first compartment. She moved closer to the edge and peeked around the corner. There they were, the small group that had boarded the ship, as well as the leader. He was bald, with a hard, cold expression showing at all times. Kirya had met his type before and knew he’d have no qualms about killing them all to get what he wanted.

What do I do? I can’t reach the ceiling hatch without being spotted, and fighting my way out will be impossible. I could take some of them with me, but I have absolutely no interest in dying aboard this ship.

Her decision was made for her as the leader grumbled.

“Wait a second. What’s going on with the temperature?”

There was a moment of quiet, and then another spoke. His voice was drowned out by a large bang, and then an eruption of steam in the room. Kirya thought this must be her chance, but just as she made to move, the steam cleared.

“Uh…there’s a fault further inside the ship. Somebody must have put a bullet through one of the vents. Maybe one of your guys…The engines are still offline.”

“Watch your mouth, son.” His tone dripped with menace.

“My people took the ship, and without a drop of blood being spilt. We’ve done our part. And now it’s time for you to do yours. Now…can you get us to the Flying Dragon in forty-eight, no, forty-seven hours. Because right now, we’re losing a lot of time.”

He pointed to a display at the side of the room.

“According to this, our decaying orbit is throwing us away from our objective and right into trouble. Is that what you want?”

There was sudden silence, and Kirya instantly became convinced they must be looking towards her.

“Any longer and we’ll have the Navy on our asses. You know there’s a reason we’re avoiding that shipping lane, right?”

There was a loud thud, and she suspected one of the men was up against a wall.

“And if that happens, I’m feeding you to them. Got that?”

“Yeah… Branko. I’ve got that.”

“Good. Now, check out these engines and get me back on course. I want the cargo in the hold of the Dragon, every single metric tonne of the stuff.”

Two shadows stretched out along the floor. Kirya slowly positioned her feet against the wall, ready to burst across the space in a fraction of a second. The shadows grew larger still, and then they were inside. Both men were heavily armed, holding shotguns out in front of them. They moved with little real concern, and neither spotted Kirya as she pushed away. The zero-gravity allowed her to drift at speed, albeit it with no control once airborne. She struck the first man with the axe at the back of the head, knocking him out cold, before the two slammed into the wall. A voice boomed out from the adjacent compartment.

“What’s going on?”

Kirya tore the thermal shotgun from the unconscious man and swung it around to face the others. The remaining man in the compartment fumbled with his own firearm, and then lifted it up.

“Don’t do it,” said Kirya.

The man hesitated, and then made the fatal mistake. As he pulled on the trigger, Kirya fired. At this range the super-heated spray of shot hurled the man across the room and back to his comrades. Kirya activated her boots, stepping out into the open so that she could see the other pirates. She took aim and fired four more times. Each sent a streak of shot into the space, and they quickly scattered. They might outnumber her, but unlike them, she was an experienced combat veteran and knew exactly how to put the fear of god into them.

“Up here!” Zhang yelled.

Kirya looked back as the first bullets crashed towards her. They were wild shots as the pirates scattered to cover while firing back. It was blind panic fire, but she knew from experience that with enough shots there was a chance one would hit her. If she were injured, it would all be over.

Move!

She took aim and loosed off three more, quickly sending her assailants further back into the ship. She deactivated the clip-on boot plates and floated up towards the hatch. Zhang tugged her inside, and as quickly as it had begun, she was through the gap and in the ceiling. Gunshots ripped into the floor, punching large holes in the metal plating. The thermal shotguns left the edges of the metal burning.

“Run!”

The three of them ran, slid, and floated as they travelled through the ship and into a series of barely lit shafts. It was more difficult than before due to the increasing forward velocity that created something close to half normal gravity. Luckily, the ship was designed in such a way that the walls of the shafts could function as floors. These were much narrower than on other parts of the ship, and only with great care could they avoid being bruised or cut as they worked their way back. When all sound of their enemy had faded, they finally stopped. Kirya’s breathing was heavy, as was Zhang’s, but Weston was barely able to breathe. They waited for several seconds until he began to calm down.

“You okay?” Zhang asked.

Kirya spoke before the young man could finish gasping.

“We don’t have much time. Neither does the crew. I’ve seen what these animals can do, and trust me. They’ll kill every last person on this ship until they get what they want.”

“So…what now?” Weston asked.

“We run, and we keep going until we get to the crew.”

Zhang nodded in agreement, and without further conversation, the three made their way back through the ship. The passages were short towards the rear, but the heat rather than space really made life difficult for them. The passage ran past the primary storage deck, and Kirya made a mental note of the place. It was stacked floor to ceiling with sealed containers filled with foodstuffs. Once passed the large service doors, they came to sealed doorway leading to a slowly rotating shaft.

“The crew habitation ring,” said Kirya, “We made it back quicker than I expected.”

Weston grinned.

“I told you we knew the ship.”

Kirya didn’t seem overly impressed. Zhang Wei nodded towards the doors, and then looked back behind them, perhaps expecting the pirates to appear.

“Where to now? We need to get the crew freed.”

Kirya’s brow tightened as she considered their predicament.

“And then what? There’ll be more of us, and we’ll be unarmed. You heard what their boss was saying. They clearly had people on the inside. They could be waiting for us at any corner.”

“The Navy!”

Zhang shrugged. “What about them?”

Weston licked his lips as he explained.

“We’re on a main shipping route, aren’t we? We get to comms and activate the main distress relay.”

Kirya seemed interested.

“How long until they can reach us?”

Weston sighed before answering.

“Normally at least a week. Sometimes a lot longer.”

Zhang and Kirya shook their heads and looked away from him.

“But…and this is a big but. I know there are military exercises going on near Agora. That’s why we’ve taken this wider course to get there.”

“Wait. So you’re saying if we can alter our course, we…”

The young man shook his head and pointed to the floor.

“We’re travelling along this arc to finally reach Agora as planned, right? The gravity of the planet helps pull us in this direction.”

Both women nodded slowly.

“Well, these pirates, mercs, whatever. They’re running the engines hot. They want to adjust the arc around the planet. We’ll end up much farther away, and wherever they plan on taking us. But that’s not going to happen, is it?”

Kirya looked confused, but suddenly Zhang Wei’s face lit up.

“Wait. The engines will fail, and the gravity of Agora will pull us in closer to the planet…”

“And?”

Both turned to look at Kirya.

“And take us right through the military exercise. The slower we go, the faster we will travel to Agora.”

Kirya shook her head while smiling.

“Of course. Perfect. How long?”

Weston’s eyebrows rose with amusement.

“Based on our failing orbit, I estimate we’ll be within primary scanner range in six hours. If we’re lucky, we might be close enough to one or more ships to help.”

Kirya liked the sound of that.

“So, how do we get to comms?”

That instantly deflated Weston.

“Well?”

He looked away, as though embarrassed about what he was going to say.

“We need to get back to the bridge.”

To his surprise, Kirya didn’t appear angry and merely nodded in a matter of fact way.

“I see. Okay, can you get there without being seen?”

“Of course, but what about the crew? Ours and theirs? The place will be guarded, and I’m not a soldier.”

Kirya winked at him.

“Well, luckily, I am.”

She turned to Zhang Wei.

“Take me to the brig. We’ll free the crew, arm them somehow, and then kick up one hell of a stink.”

She glanced over to Weston.

“That should get you the time you need. Right?”

The ship vibrated violently, and a loud bang echoed through every single section. The feeling of weight vanished instantly, and Kirya was drifting once more. She grabbed onto the nearest handrail.

“You did it. The engines are offline.”

He almost laughed with relief.

“Worse than offline. They’re overheated on the main couplings. It will take hours, maybe days before they can fire again.”

Weston looked into Kirya’s eyes. She could see he was nervous, and he had absolutely every reason to be. Unlike him, she knew what was coming, and she knew their chances.

“Yeah, should do.”

Kirya moved closer to his and reached out to grasp his arm.

“Wait until they’re distracted. Then get in and do your job fast. I can’t guarantee how long we can hold them off for.”

Weston began to move away but turned back.

“I may be able to use the reverse thrusters, if I can make it to the bridge. It could shave up to another twenty percent off our time.”

Kirya placed a hand on his shoulder.

“Do what you can, but keep your head down.”

He turned his focus to Zhang Wei.

“We’ll be waiting for you. Be safe, my friend.”

“I will.”

Without further fuss, he moved through the doors and to the right. In seconds, he was gone, leaving the two women alone. Kirya took in a long, slow breath.

“Okay. Let’s do this.”






CHAPTER FIVE

Interplanetary Liner ‘Starlighter’

Branko Gregor marched along the corridor to the brig with six of his best-armed men. Every one of them wore heavy body armour and carried all manner of strange and exotic weapons. Two had shotguns; the rest used equipment from multiple army surplus traders. Branko moved quickly, beads of sweat dripping down his face. His datapad beeped, and he picked up the unit from the lanyard on his flank. Before him was the partially corrupted videostream from another ship.

“Yeah?”

“Branko. We’ve made the course changes you requested. We’ll be with you in six hours. I don’t like this.”

“And?”

“We had a deal, Branko. The rendezvous is nearly two days from here. You were supposed to boost the ship into high orbit to meet us. You know…somewhere quiet. Not right into the middle of Confederate patrols.”

“Space is a big place, my friend. They won’t even detect us…if we’re smart. Our transponder is off and comms have been disconnected. We’re just another ship travelling through.”

“So what? Flying Dragon is an armed merchant ship, not a destroyer. There are Confederate cruisers in the area. Screw this up, and they’ll be on us like wolves.”

Branko shook his head with barely concealed frustration.

“By the time we’ve offloaded the cargo from the ship, it will be too late for them. My men have already planned for this. Just be there, as arranged.”

Branko cut the connection and looked back to Zena.

“I want control of this ship. Find those stowaways, and…”

“Kill them?”

Branko shook his head.

“No, bring them to me.”

He tapped his datapad once more.

“Armando. How long until your charges are ready?”

The reply was instant.

“Already installed. Where do you want the control system? I assume you’d rather keep it off the grid, after your…problems.”

Branko snarled as he listened to Armando.

“Set up a remote control unit in the bridge. We’ll meet you back there in thirty minutes.”

* * *

Kirya and Zhang Wei looked through the door of the brig in astonishment. The doors were all open, but nothing had prepared them for the massacre before them. The place looked more like an abattoir than a holding area for troublesome guests, or maybe even the odd pickpocket or petty criminal.

“The animals,” Zhang hissed through her teeth, “They brought the crew here and killed them like cattle.”

Kirya could feel a rage building deep inside her. It was one of those emotions that the Army had isolated, and then worked on to bring to the surface. She didn’t snap very often, but when she did, it was a sight to behold. She took multiple deep breaths, but nothing seemed to calm her.

“They had absolutely no intention of keeping a single soul alive on this ship. And if they find us, they’ll do exactly the same.”

“We have to stick to the plan. It’s our only option.”

Kirya shook her head.

“No. We have another option. We hunt down and kill them instead.”

Zhang Wei looked at her in surprise. She’d suspected the newcomer was a little dangerous, but this was more than she expected.

“Come with me. I know where we can find weapons.”

Kirya lifted her shotgun and showed Zhang the empty chamber.

“We need something, because right now all I’ve got is a metal club.”

They left the scene of carnage and went inside the main crew habitation ring. The first thing Kirya noticed and appreciated was the return of artificial gravity. They could move quickly, but also with much more control. Floor by floor they passed more store rooms, the kitchen and food preparation area, and another pair of crew quarters. As they reached the third, both stopped and moved to the sides of the narrow passage. Before them was a body, and blood running along the walls where it must have bumped about during the shifts in gravity. Zhang looked to Kirya who signalled for her to be quiet. They inched closer, and Zhang bent down to check for signs of life. Kirya, meanwhile, lifted her thermal shotgun and aimed it off along the passageway.

“He’s dead. Knife slash to the throat. They let him bleed out.”

Kirya was doing her best to control her growing rage.

“We need the others, and fast. This is going to get messy.”

Kirya could have laughed as she listened.

“Others? You’re serious?”

Zhang checked the body for anything useful and pulled out a battered datapad. She tapped the unit, and it sprung to life. Unfortunately, the screen blinked with a security lockdown indicator.

“No good, they’ve locked us out.”

Kirya lifted a hand to signal to Zhang.

“Get back.”

Zhang stepped through the open door and into the dark, empty crew area. Kirya had nowhere to go other than behind the bulkhead that extended out half a metre on one side. There were emergency lamps and first aid equipment behind the glass. None of this was of much use to her at this moment, but it did provide her with the modicum of cover.

Stay still. They won’t see you, even if you’re right in front of them if you’re still.

It was an old lesson taught to her by her instructors, but it was also true. She could see them as they came towards her. They were dressed differently to the others, confirming her suspicion that there must be more than one group. The two at the front wore cut down pants, with military style flak jackets, and civilian thermal shotguns in their hands. Behind them was a man in the Starlighter crew uniform. He was unarmed but carried a datapad. They came nearer and nearer until Kirya knew they must surely see her.

“Maybe somebody should move the old fool?” said the man in the crew uniform.

One of the mercenaries laughed.

“Why? They’re all gonna freeze soon enough. You heard the Captain. He wants no witnesses. There’s a reason we screwed with all the lifeboats.”

“Yeah,” said the second mercenary. He pointed to the body as they approached to within a metre of it, “Nobody gets off this ship and lives. Not today.”

He looked to his friends and sniggered. Kirya felt her whole body shaking. She’d seen the terror of those in the lifeboats. She could easily have been one of them, and now all of them were dead. Hundreds of people killed for the greed of these mercenaries and pirates.

“If the Captain’s right, we can retire with what this ship’s carrying. You know what today is, right?”

“Pay day!” Kirya yelled.

She stepped out and jumped into the group. At this range, they panicked, two mercenaries opening fire without thinking. The thermal shells bit into the metal of the ship’s walls, but went no further. The second blast struck the traitorous crewmember in the chest. The impact was heavy, sending his lifeless body metres down the passage before coming to a stop.

“What the hell!”

Kirya swept her leg low, sending one mercenary to the ground in an ungraceful heap. The second twisted about and pulled the trigger. Kirya slammed the butt of her own empty shotgun into his, beating it aside and sending the shell into the ceiling. Without pausing, she dropped her weapon and yanked his shotgun from his surprised hands. With it reversed, Kirya slammed the stock into his face, breaking his nose in a puff of blood. As he staggered about, she spun the weapon around, pulled back on the pump action, and squeezed the trigger.

“No!” Zhang shouted.

It was too late. The shell struck the man in the face, killing him instantly. Before the body hit the ground, Zhang turned to her and shook her head.

“What?” Kirya asked defiantly, “He had it coming.”

Zhang slid down to the wounded man on the ground and punched him once, twice, and then lifted her hand a third time. He lifted his hands in submission before she glanced back at Kirya.

“I need one of them to talk.”

“Too late,” said Kirya.

They looked down to see white fluid bubbling from the man’s mouth. Kirya’s eyes opened wide with incredulity.

“These mercenaries are not just here for some stray coin. There’s something valuable on this ship, and they’ll kill everybody to keep it.”

She shook her head as she rose back up to full height, but not before stripping the weapons and ammunition from the fallen.

“Any news from Weston?”

Zhang checked the datapad.

“It’s working now, and his last message said he was three compartments away and waiting for his moment.”

“Then we need to do our job. What’s the quickest way to the main galley?”

“The galley that leads directly back to the bridge?”

“Yeah.”

“This way.”

They inched their way carefully through the narrow passages, doing their best to avoid the frequent pools of blood and bodies littering the place. Kirya started to lose count of the amount of death, and with each new discovery her anger increased. Finally, they almost ran into the main galley, but both paused.

“This is it,” said Zhang, “the direct path cuts through the habitation ring. That way is to the bridge, and back that way to engineering, and the junction connecting to the passenger ring.”

Kirya examined both directions carefully. The floor was gently curved as it extended out into a long tube that rotated back on itself inside the ring. Indentations along the walls marked the positon of side rooms and other passages. More important, the place was very well lit and easy to spot people in either direction.

“Can you hear that?”

They waited in silence, but the sound of footsteps was obvious.

“Okay. And how do we get out of here?”

Zhang pointed to a pair of doors in the direction of the bridge.

“The left one attaches to the ring assembly and access to the passenger ring. The one on the right loops back to the officers’ kitchen.”

“Okay. Don’t kill them, not yet. Injure them and then fall back.”

Kirya continued to drag out wheeled trolleys from the brackets along the walls. Zhang quickly realised what she was doing and did the same. Soon there were obstructions in three different places. Finally, Kirya stopped and looked back to admire the place.

“Good. I’ll dig in here, at the front. You’ll cover me when I fall back. Can you do this?”

Zhang seemed to find that amusing.

“Are you kidding? I’ve been in worse. We give ground and wear them down. Got it.”

“Exactly. If they hit us hard, we withdraw to the bridge and barricade our way inside until help arrives.”

“What about the guards at the bridge?”

Kirya almost laughed.

“Trust me, once we get started, they’ll come. And that will give Weston the chance he needs.”

The woman intrigued Kirya, but there was no time to waste thinking on it any further. Something about the woman appealed to her, perhaps her feisty nature that matched her own. She smiled to herself and then checked her weapon. The modified thermal shotgun was little different to the one she’d used earlier. What it lacked in range and accuracy, it more than made up for in power. The footsteps became louder, followed by low voices. She signalled to Zhang who ducked down behind a pair of steel trollies. Two men appeared first, followed by a group of arguing men. Kirya didn’t recognise their faces, but they looked little different to any of the others she’d seen so far. Her gut made her want to open fire right now, but her mind told her to wait. She glanced back and checked on Zhang.

She’s a cool customer. I like her.

They settled into position, one each side of the galley, and waited. More and more mercenaries entered the place, and they could both see at least six of them. Kirya remained still until they were just five metres away. Then she leapt up and pulled the trigger. The thermal shotgun barked once, twice, and kept on going before she dropped back down. Six shots, and every one struck a target. Three men went down, howling in pain from the super-heated thermal pellets.

“Open fire!” shouted a man from further back.

Pistols and shotguns fired, but Kirya had already gone and was racing back to the next position. The mercenaries advanced past their wounded comrades only to take more fire from Zhang Wei. Kirya ran right past her to the next partial barricade five metres further back. She slid into position while still reloading the shotgun. The mercenaries were stuck behind her first position and using the cover to return fire. Shots glanced along the walls, but Kirya could see they’d done the job. They were pinned down, too nervous to move closer for fear of being hit by the shotguns.

“Get back!”

Zhang Wei fired two more shots, forcing the mercenaries to duck down. With that brief window of opportunity, she turned and ran back. Kirya lifted her shotgun to her shoulder, waited, and then fired. One shot after another blasted down the galley and instantly scattered the mercenaries.

* * *

Branko ducked back as shots hurtled past him. Four of his men lay on the ground, three screaming in agony. He pulled out his pistol, leant around the corner, and opened fire. His pistol was Confederate Army surplus, and spat heavy calibre slugs towards his targets. One shot after another until he was rewarded by a scream of pain. He pulled back and reloaded the gun, simultaneously contacting his guards at the bridge.

“Jones, Branko. Get back here now. We’ve got trouble in the main galley. Three compartments along from your position. Hurry!”

He dropped the datapad and let it hang from its lanyard. His pistol was loaded and ready, and this time when he popped his head out, he could see they’d gone.

Perfect.

Without giving it a second’s thought, Branko stepped out into the open and weaved to his squad.

“Chase them down like the prey that they are. Run them into our waiting guns.”

He broke into a jog. Four of the others followed him and gave chase. They left the wounded behind still groaning on the floor. They cleared the first two barricades and then caught a fleeting glimpse of the enemy.

“There, gun them down.”

The mercenaries fired on the move, their gunshots lashing the two survivors.

“Do not let them escape!” Branko roared.






CHAPTER SIX

Interplanetary Liner ‘Starlighter’

Kirya helped Zhang Wei to keep moving, even while blood continued to drip from her arm wound. The young woman groaned as they ran from the fight, the gunfire still chasing them.

“Watch out!”

Kirya spotted the two men appear from around the corner. They were running fast, their weapons low, and now ready for the fight. Rather than drop Zhang Wei and use her weapon, Kirya increased speed towards them. She reached the first just as he lifted his carbine. She expected to feel pain, but the man’s gun merely clicked. In his haste to fire, he’d not removed the safety, and now it was too late. The two women crashed into him like a freight train and sent them scattering. Zhang Wei hit the floor and cried out in pain. Kirya rolled along the floor. In a flash, she was up and blasted the first man with the thermal shotgun. The second thought better of it and threw his weapon to the floor.

“Big mistake,” she said, spitting the words at him as she fired.

One shot should have been enough, but Kirya was now completely out of control. She grabbed the carbine from the dead man’s fingers, slung it over her shoulder, and headed right for Zhang Wei. In one fluid motion, she pulled the woman to her feet, and continued away from the fight. They rounded the corner, and there ahead was the closed door.

“That’s it,” Zhang Wei groaned, “Not much further.”

The doors to the bridge slid open. Out stepped a man in a heavy jacket and with an odd Mohawk-style haircut. His grinning tattooed face leered at the pair.

“Well…well…well. Look what we have here.”

Another pair of individuals stepped out from behind him and moved to flanking positions, their weapons drawn.

“Yeah, Armando. Looks like we’ve got ‘em.”

The three stared at Kirya and Zhang Wei, but there was little either of them could do now. The man with the Mohawk chuckled.

“Now, put the gun down, like the good lass you are.”

“Hey!”

A shadow appeared at the entrance to the bridge. Both women instantly knew who it was. Kirya’s eyes lit up with surprise.

Weston!

The man called Armando turned around. He took a hit from a flare gun directly in the chest. The flash lit him up like a firework, sending red sparks in all directions. Zhang yanked the carbine from Kirya’s shoulder and pointed at the men, even while still strapped to her shoulder. The gun shuddered as she fired a single long burst. Bullets bit into the two men, with a few strays even hitting the burning man.

“Get inside!” Weston yelled.

Kirya stumbled forwards, pulling Zhang Wei with her. They passed the burning man and fell through the doorway. Weston hit the controls, and heavy metal bolts slid across from three directions, sealing them in. Kirya started to laugh as she looked into the pained face of Zhang Wei.

“Outstanding. Absolutely…”

As her head turned, she saw Weston clutching his stomach. No matter how firmly he gripped the wound, the blood continued to gush out.

“Weston!” Zhang Wei cried, instantly forgetting her own injury.

The two moved to the fallen man, and when he opened his mouth to speak, blood dripped out from the corner.

“I did it,” he said with great difficulty, “The Navy is coming.”

Something slammed into the door and cracked the translucent material. It triggered another mechanism, and thick metal plating slid down, sealing off the door from attack.

“Hijack protection,” said Zhang Wei, “We’re okay in here…for now.”

“How long?” Kirya asked.

Weston spat blood, but his face was turning whiter by the second.

“A cruiser squadron is coming this way, about seven hours, maybe eight. Looks like they found another ship, the Dragon something. It’s heading this way.”

“What happened?” Zhang Wei asked.

“The military said they were in pursuit, but the ship was already at full burn. It will be here in two hours...”

He tried to say more, but blood spluttered out instead of words. Zhang Wei wiped the red, sticky fluid from his face and looked across to Kirya.

“Leave the computers. We need to help him.”

Kirya shook her head.

“He’s gone. I’m sorry. Two bullet wounds to the chest, and that one in the gut. He’s got twenty minutes if he’s lucky. And we’ve got other problems. Once that ship arrives, they’re going to get whatever they need off this ship.”

Zhang shrugged.

“So we just have to hold out up here until they leave.”

Kirya pointed towards a hard plastic case with a computer inside it, and long ribbon cables running out and connecting directly into the ship.

“Weston. What’s this thing?”

Zhang Wei started to protest, but Weston was having none of it.

“It’s a warhead control panel. They’ve rigged the ship with something.”

Kirya’s eyes lit up as she listened.

“You’re kidding, right?”

Weston shook his head, and Zhang Wei tried to make him comfortable.

“There must be six or maybe seven charges on the ship.”

Kirya examined the device carefully, without pressing any of the buttons.

“So…when this job is done, they can destroy the evidence. Smart. And that will kill us, too. It’s not like there are any lifeboats left, is it?””

The door shuddered again, and to their surprise a small chunk of metal broke away. Kirya rose from the computer and moved about the bridge. The navigation computers were all on, but she could find nothing to help them.

“What can we do?” Zhang asked, while Weston continued coughing up blood, “We have to get rid of those bombs, and fast.”

Weston groaned.

“No, there’s no other way out of the bridge now. All they have to do is wait long enough, unload whatever it is they want to steal, and then blow the ship. By the time the Navy arrives, it will all be over.”

Weston spat blood on the floor and tried to lift himself up. He slipped and dropped back down, groaning in pain.

“There’s another way, though. The bombs. I can trigger them.”

He reached out for the computer, and Kirya moved between him and the case, ensuring he couldn’t press something by accident.

“What are you saying, Weston?”

The young man sighed with exaggerated frustration.

“I’m saying that you need to get out of here. Use the bridge emergency airlock and get outside. Take one of their ships and leave.”

Zhang looked astonished.

“We’re not leaving you behind, Weston. And detonating the engines on this ship will kill every single person left alive.”

Kirya lifted a hand as though wanting to answer a teacher’s question.

“Uh…that doesn’t bother me.”

She walked over to the bridge controls and began pressing buttons. The displays changed to show external feeds from around the ship. Two in particular interested her where a pair of small craft remained docked on each side of Starlighter.

“They deserve all they get.”

“What about the cargo, the stuff they came for?”

Weston gulped and choked for several seconds. Even Kirya flinched at his discomfort.

“I unlocked and checked the manifest. Trust me, it’s better destroyed than getting into their hands.”

The door banged again, and another chunk tore off. Voices called to them, but with the protective layer dropped into place, it was impossible to make out what they were saying. Kirya activated one of the security feeds, and a crystal-clear image of the passage appeared. Zhang Wei instantly gasped. At least a dozen of them were there, all armed and getting angrier by the second.

“What is that thing?”

She pointed to the screen while Kirya leant in for a closer look. Two men carried the large object and then dumped it in front of the door.

“No way…Are you kidding me?”

She looked back at Zhang.

“It’s an anti-aircraft gun mount. They’re going to blast their way in.”

Zhang Wei looked stunned.

“But why?”

Weston beckoned towards the control computer in the case.

“They need access to the bombs. It’s the only way they can end this mission with no loose ends. And if…”

“If they don’t get it,” added Kirya, “They risk being killed.”

She closed her eyes for a few seconds and then moved back to Weston.

“You’re right, my friend. We have to leave. I’m sorry you can’t come with us.”

She lifted her eyes to Zhang, but even she could see the young man had just minutes left. Kirya moved to the panel on the wall where a thin tin plate bore the name of the ship. She grabbed at it with her bare hands and yanked it off, slightly damaging one corner before tucking it down into her jacket.

“I’m taking something of her back with us.”

“Good. Use the airlock. There are emergency EVA suits in there. But hurry, I don’t know how much longer...I can... keep doing this.”

* * *

It seemed like an age that they’d been stuck outside, and Branko’s patience was wearing thin. He controlled the entirety of the ship, but without the bridge, it was all for nought. Yet as the gun lifted up to point at the door, he grinned. It was a long time getting to this stage, but just seeing the stolen weapon pointed at a target warmed his soul. His smile quickly became laughter as the gun platform began to fire. It ripped out chunks of the security door with little effort. Five shots later, there was a hole big enough to look through.

“Check it out!”

Zena stepped closer to the door, bent down, and placed an eye against the hole.

“Well?”

“There’s nobody inside. Wait…there’s one. He’s wounded and next to the…he’s in front of the bomb control package.”

She looked back to speak to Branko just as a single bullet struck her in the back of the head. She tipped over and crashed to the ground. Several mercenaries opened fire, and the gunner on the gun platform opened up, shredding the door. Branko didn’t hang around, though. He was already running as fast as his legs could take him. He was gone before the others even realised he’d left. He was heading for the docking airlock to his ship. Only then did he call out over the scrambled channel.

“Everybody off the ship, now!”

* * *

Kirya moved as quickly as she could inside the confines of the evacuation EVA suit. It was hardly the most complex piece of equipment, but it covered her from head to foot, its built-in climate control keeping her warm and snug. Zhang Wei followed right behind, and though wounded, the lack of gravity was actually helping them now. Kirya paused and pointed off to the side of the ship. Before them was the dark shape of the second small ship.

Zhang nodded and carried on behind her. They passed along the hull inside the rotating rings and finally came to the docking port. It extended out from both sides of the ship like a pair of ugly wings. Docked to the port was a small tug. The craft was dull grey, battered, and with a large curved nose extending out from the front. The lower hull comprised of what looked like a large storage container, and a single powerful engine sat directly above the cockpit. On the flanks was a pair of short and fat movable docking arms.

“A cargo tug. Can it get us out of here?”

Kirya shrugged.

“Either it will, or it won’t. Let’s go.”

They moved to the side of the airlock shaft and the small oval door. Kirya pressed the access panel, and it glowed green. After a short pause, the outer plate slid open, then a moment later the next layer. Both entered the small room and waited. It took almost thirty seconds for the airlock procedure to complete, giving them time to remove the EVA suits and prepare themselves for what was to come.

The door opened, and they pulled themselves out into the zero-gravity passage. The lights were dimmed, and there was no sign of life.

“Follow me,” said Kirya.

She used the rungs to help her along the passage. It took just seconds to pass under the small ship’s nose and into the cargo bay. Kirya turned back and hit the cargo seal. Lights flashed in sequence and then turned solid green.

“We can do this. To the cockpit.”

They moved up the ramp into the centre of the small ship. There was space leading back into a rec room or kitchen. Kirya nodded towards the front.

“This way.”

An empty weapons rack on the wall lay partially open, and the door to the cockpit was also open, leaving access to the inside of the ship. Kirya kept going to reach the pilot’s seat. She then pulled herself down and into position. Zhang Wei moved alongside her and fastened the harness.

“Okay, this is gonna be interesting.”

“You’ve flown before?”

Kirya laughed.

“Not quite. Let’s see what this does.”

She ran her hands along the controls, activating unit after unit. Lights flickered on throughout the craft, and the engine indicators increased with a gentle hum.

“Okay, she’s live. And that…looks like the engine controls. How hard can it be?”

“Look!” Zhang Wei yelled.

Shapes were moving along the shaft connected to the cargo bay at the bottom end of the ship. Then a white light ripped through the stern of Starlighter. For a moment, it looked like a lens flare, a simple diffraction of light. But then another followed in the habitation rings. More followed, and the vibrations shook the small tug.

“It’s time. We’re leaving!”

Kirya grabbed the engine controls and pulled on the lever. The ship shuddered violently, trying to pull away from the docking clamp.

“Break the seal!” Kirya shouted.

Zhang ran her eyes over the screens and controls, but nothing seemed to help.

“Screw this!”

She pulled off her harness and drifted to the seat behind the gun controls. A simple tap activated the unit, and a panel rose up, along with the safety, charging, and firing triggers.

“Let’s see what happens now.”

Zhang pulled the trigger, and the two gun mounts, each housing a pair of electromagnetic projectile launchers, thundered away. They were surprisingly powerful weapons to be fitted aboard a civilian ship. The tug vibrated loudly as the guns blasted away, tearing chunks off the umbilical shaft, breaking it apart.

“Perfect!” Kirya said.

With a final tug on the controls, they blasted away into space, leaving Starlighter tearing itself apart. Moments later, a flash of white fully engulfed the vessel, destroying it completely. They hurtled away, gently rolling as Kirya experimented with the controls. After nearly a minute, she managed to put the sphere of Agora to the left of their nose. She looked back to her new friend.

“Weston did it. He saved us both.”

Zhang Wei let out a long, sad breath.

“He did. I won’t forget him, no matter what happens.”

They sat in silence for minutes, perhaps even hours, drifting away from the shattered hulk. There was nothing else to see other than the green sphere of Agora, and for now that suited both of them just fine. Finally, Zhang Wei activated the mapping screen. It flickered once, and up popped a handful of objects.

“Confederate Navy IFF transponders. They’re heading for the wreckage. We need to contact them.”

Kirya shook her head.

“No…not yet. We don’t know who else is out here.”

Kirya closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. Zhang grunted as she moved her arm awkwardly, catching the wound.

“What happens now? We head to Agora?”

Kirya looked around the cockpit, focussing her attention on a status indicator screen. It showed their distance to the planet, as well as the nearby ships. They might look close, but the planet was still many days away, and with each passing minute, the ships faded from view. Zhang Wei’s attention was focussed on the distant shape of Agora.

“I was looking forward to visiting the planet, but not for long. Life on a ship is all about brief stops, and then onto the next. Starlighter was my home, now she’s gone. You?”

Kirya raised her eyebrows. She pulled out a battered metal plate from inside her jacket. It bore the name Starlighter.

“I was heading out here for a new life. Something quieter after the Army. I’ve seen a lot, too much.”

She looked down to her hands.

“I thought I’d tire of the violence, the stress, and the pressure. Something tells me that an agricultural world isn’t going to cut it.”

Zhang Wei pulled herself away from her seat and drifted into the centre of the hull. The hatch to the cargo hold was still open, so she pressed the button on the wall to seal it. That was when she noticed the diagram of the ship, and the specification of her hull.

“Juggernaut Class, huh. You know there’s a lot of work out here these days for small ships?”

Kirya looked at her and then down to the metal plate still in her hands. The interior was dark, just a few small spotlights providing harsh highlights and casting long shadows across their faces.

“Yeah. The Confederacy isn’t exactly a peaceful place. There’s lots of work for private security, trade runs, and the like. Why? What are you thinking?”

Zhang hesitated before answering.

“You want to do something together?”

Kirya didn’t quite understanding her meaning, but was intrigued nonetheless. Zhang almost looked embarrassed when she pointed to the cockpit.

“Ah, I get it. We’ve got a ship, some guns, and nothing to lose. Our combat skills and your medical expertise. Why the hell not? Is there anything we can’t do?”

“Yeah,” said Zhang Wei, quickly warming to the idea, “And if we need anybody else, we’ll just find them and hire them.”

Her expression then hardened.

“And if anybody actually managed to survive that blast, then we’ve got enemies to hunt.”

Kirya breathed slowly, finally feeling calm aboard the ship.

“They don’t interest me at all. Right now, I’m just thankful that we’re the last survivors. And if one day we do run into any of them,” She ground her fists together, “They’ll feel our wrath.”

Zhang Wei seemed to like that and began quoting a verse Kirya had not heard in years.

“Heav’n has no Rage, like Love to Hatred turn’d, Nor Hell a Fury, like a Woman scorn’d.”

Kirya looked back at her and nodded.

“We’re the Widows of Starlighter all right, and anybody that turns on us again will not live to regret it.”

Their eyes met in the darkness of the ship.

“We’re the Black Widows.”
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