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ope, dreams, and regret hung thick in the air, mixed with the antiseptic scent of new membranes in the atmosphere scrubbers. Lieutenant Michael Summers, duffel slung over his left shoulder, trudged along the steel-blue corridors of Horizon Station. All around him, the air vibrated with the din of activity and near-tangible presence of people. Small children, too young to comprehend where their older siblings were going, darted among a crowd visible through the doors at the end of the hallway.
A few others walked in the same direction, clad in the same white uniform of a newly minted officer. In two years of Academy, they never had managed to give him one that fit. At least this time―when he was taking a trip he might not return from―they finally got his size right.
Two Milsec soldiers snapped to attention and saluted as he reached the door they flanked. Arc plasma rifles clicked against pale grey armor-covered legs. Michael returned their salute as he passed out of a narrow, inclined hallway and into wide-open concourse. Ordinarily, shuttle departure platforms were off-limits to civilians; given the nature of the day, however, command had given a pass to immediate family. Captain Driscoll, the officer in command of his new assignment, had personally approved it. That order alone had earned him much respect among a crew he had not yet seen face-to-face. Even his name evoked a sense of mythical awe; some of the stories that filtered through the Academy about him seemed like the sort of thing that got wilder with each retelling.
On Michael’s left, a row of stairways led up to where sixteen shuttles perched just inside atmospheric retention fields. Four inches of energy separated the air in here from the vacuum-darkness of space, and made the front ends of the loaf-shaped craft glow azure. Large view panels and a sloped, flat front end made the shuttles look like oversized minivans, only on struts and pads rather than wheels. Plain white, their only adornments were the large TDF logo on the side near the rear and the various red and yellow arrows painted here and there to indicate important panels and “no step” locations. Michael spent a moment observing flight crews scurrying about to prep the shuttles: silver hoses loaded electrogel, tech carts connected to the avionics systems ran diagnostics, and shuttle pilots worked through their preflight checklists. The chemical reek from the e-gel whipped by on a frigid breeze; the air chilled by the vacuum outside the atmo-fields created a strong gust that clung low to the deck. Michael gave the hoses a wary glance and sped up. E-gel went from semi-liquid to pure energy in the power cores of ships too small for dedicated reactors, but it also had violent tendencies when exposed to air. If something went wrong, he did not want to be anywhere nearby.
Toward the station-side wall, several columns ringed with comm terminals bore the brunt of the crowd. Individuals whose families could not make the trip in person crowded around them, while closer to the departure shuttles a mass of sobbing mothers tried without success to change the minds of their sons and daughters.
As if it was that easy. Michael chuckled to himself.
He turned on his heel and joined the shortest line. His mom would not be able to get here all the way from the colony on Bophor; her arrival at the graduation ceremony last week had been an unexpected surprise.
The minutes ticked by. Two small boys ran circles around his line, oblivious to the emotion in the air and content to publicize their boredom by running around and screaming. One despondent person at a time, the line moved; with each departing individual, he inched closer. The last man in front of him had it out with his pregnant wife―she did not approve of his volunteering for service on the Manhattan. When all the guilt she flung at him failed to erase his signed contract, she hung up in a huff. The man sighed, let his head bonk into the terminal, and took a deep breath. He turned; from his blue coveralls, he appeared to be one of the flight support crew.
At the sight of Michael, he snapped a quick salute. “Morning, sir.”
“Airman,” said Michael with a nod.
They pivoted to slide past each other. Michael wondered why a man with a baby on the way would have volunteered for such a risky deployment. Those questions were not his business, but he gave the crewman a confident nod and a pat on the arm.
“For what it’s worth, we’ll all do everything possible to make sure you get home to her.”
“Thank you, sir.” The airman smiled through his nerves and saluted.
Except for the shimmering green logo of the Trans-Gal system, the otherwise dark screen caught a weak reflection of Michael’s head. Shaved on the sides, his flat top lived up to its name. The idea he was now out of Academy and could let it grow a little brought a half-smile, though his dreadlock days were long gone. He swiped at the terminal, brushing the star-map to the side with several passes of his hand until the pale cream-colored dot where his mother lived came into view.
Planet Bophor zoomed in to fill the entire screen after he tapped it. The surface moved in a slow spin to the left, threads of cottony clouds drifted in the opposite direction to the planet’s rotation. At the bottom, a black rectangle appeared with a faint green line through the center.
Michael cleared his throat and addressed the screen. “Initiate outbound. Colony TZ-B11. Khana Marie Summers.”
“Please provide Terran Colonist Identification Number,” replied a pleasant female voice, the green line stretched and jumped about as it spoke.
“Her TCIN is DF944CE0.”
“One moment.” The words ‘attempting outbound connection’ scrolled in a band around the planet. “Lieutenant Michael Summers, please be aware that due to the nature of your assignment, this communication will be monitored by Fleet Intelligence. Be mindful of sensitive information. Please confirm.”
He leaned his head back, sighed, and then faced the screen. “Understood.”
After a moment of blank screen, his mother’s face appeared, surrounded by two dozen fifth-graders trying to get a look at him. He grinned at their eagerness, waving. Even over a hypercomm link spanning dozens of light years, his diminutive mother loomed large, even through a tiny eight by eleven inch screen. From a distance, she looked not quite five feet tall, but as soon as she opened her mouth, she had a presence as if six and a half.
“Hey, Mom. I just got to the shuttle bay, there’s still about twenty minutes until launch.”
Watching a tear well up and slip down over her cheek made him break eye contact. Overhead lights spread a sheen across her dark skin as she turned to wipe it away. She spared a moment to calm her students down.
“Always on time, just like your dad. Michael, I don’t want you to do anything crazy out there, you understand me?”
“Yes, Mom.”
“I mean it, boy. I know you got your head fluffed up from that sim, but that doesn’t mean you get to take any stupid risks.”
“It wasn’t a sim, Mom. The Falkirk Gauntlet uses real ships in a real asteroid belt. I got the third lowest time ever recorded.”
Khana Summers covered her mouth; the thought of her son zipping through a field of rocks the size of battlecruisers terrified her mute for a few seconds. “Didn’t you say you placed seventh when you told me about that a few months ago?”
“Mom, you’re makin’ me brag.” He looked around to ensure no one was eavesdropping, and lowered his voice. “A couple of others posted faster times, but they only scored twenty-three percent, or worse, on the weapons part. I got eighty-two.”
Her eyes narrowed. “My son shouldn’t be getting eighty-twos.”
Michael shook his head, laughing. “It’s not a school test, eighty-two targets out of a hundred hit while flying upside down between asteroids at 7,000 meters per second. Not as easy as it sounds… Guess I got lucky.”
“Can we stop talking about you trying to get yourself killed?” She leaned on the desk, and then began a conversation about casual everyday things as though her son was not about to go off on a dangerous mission. A bevy of questions from her students followed, about what it was like to be a fighter pilot.

Lieutenant Junior Grade Emma Loring stumbled through the chaos. Both hands clutched the strap of a duffel that weighed as much as she did, threatening to drag her to the ground if she let down her guard for even a moment. Squinting into the icy wind, she wandered along the edge of the throng of officers, enlisted, and civilians.
She never saw the attack coming.
Sarah, her little sister, hit her with force more akin to a ten-ton asteroid than a ten-year-old girl. Emma went over backwards, the duffel pulling her down like a turtle on its back. Small fingers clutched the fabric of her uniform, wadding it into fists that shook her as the girl fell on top of her.
“Please, Emma, don’t go,” she wailed. “Mum’s gone off last month; I don’t want you to leave me alone.”
Emma let go of the strap and sat up, wrapping her arms around her trembling sibling. “Hey now, Sprite, buck up. This is a very important thing I’m doing. If it goes right, we could end the war.”
Sarah sniffled, wiping her tears. “I don’t want you to end the war. I want someone else to do it, someone who’s not my sis.” She paused, frowning at Emma’s not-quite shoulder length bob. “Why did you cut it?”
“Regs. Had to.” Emma pulled at the ends, feeling somber. “That was two years ago when I went in.”
“I didn’t notice on the TG.” Sarah pouted, twisting ink-black strands through her fingers.
“Those screens are so titchy, no wonder.” Emma ran her fingers through her sister’s long, straight hair.
The girl pouted. “Guess I don’t look like a smaller you anymore. Mum’s been gone three months now; I’ve no one to play with.”
Her father stepped into her peripheral vision wearing a proud grin. Behind him, two security men panned dark visors over the crowd. Sarah narrowed her eyes at them.
“Your guard dogs don’t even trust the military?” Emma held her sister tight, patting her on the back as she looked up at her father. “It’s as if they’re expecting someone to have a pop at you.”
“Well, you know how they are. Government security and all that. It’s miserable at home. Whenever I go out, one of them is with me.” Her father pinched the bridge of his nose. “I can’t have a decent conversation with anyone, they’re afraid of them.”
“Take me with you?” pleaded Sarah. “I don’t want to go back to London.”
“I can’t. They don’t let sprogs on board.” Emma winked.
As the girl ran back to her father, begging him to use his influence to keep her sister home, Emma disengaged herself from her duffel’s strap and stood up.
“Give ‘er a ‘and with that bag, would you, Jeff? She can barely lift it.”
The hulking dark suit took a step closer.
“I’ve got it, Dad.” Emma hefted it back into place. The impact knocked her forward. “I don’t need to be coddled; it’ll only get me teased.”
Sarah, still clinging to her father, spun her head to stare. A curtain of black settled around her hips. Emma missed having hair that long. The look on the little porcelain face sent a few cracks racing through her resolve. She let the duffel slide to the ground and hugged her father and sister at the same time. After several minutes of silence, he shifted in an awkward twist toward the door. They exchanged glances; Emma knew he needed to go, some business with his office as Senator for District Fourteen, but he resigned himself to stay longer for Sarah’s benefit.

Closer to the flight deck, Lieutenant Junior Grade Aaron Vorys swaggered past those either already finished with their calls or who had no family come to see them off. He smiled at any who looked at him as if he and he alone would be the reason this mission succeeded. Confident in his stride, his white uniform did not even make the usual swooshing noise as he moved.
A blonde woman in a plain white uniform with a red cross on each shoulder gave him a head to toe glance. He changed course, sidling up alongside her.
“Is this your first cruise?” he asked, hoping the glint off his teeth was not too blinding.
She folded her arms, glanced at the rank on his collar, and flicked at her own pins: a field of black with three diagonal lines. Corpsman, enlisted. “Sorry, cowboy. I’m just here to make sure none of you flyboys leave their breakfast on the flight deck. I’m not here to fraternize.”
He cringed, feigning pain. “We’re not out there yet; you still have a few minutes to get to know me.”
The woman let her arms drape limp, shaking her head and turning away. “I don’t think so, sir.” She seemed less than enthusiastic about calling him ‘sir.’ “I sincerely doubt you’ll find a girl that loves you as much as you do.”
“Looks like your reputation precedes you, Vorys,” said a man just behind him.
Aaron glared at the pillar of averageness smirking at him, recognizing the source of the voice. He checked the Velcro on his own suit, pinching across the collarbones from left to right and then along a diagonal back to his hip.
“Your uniform fits just fine. It must be the narcissism wafting off of you,” quipped Liam, his one blue and one green eye caught the light with a gleam.
Neither could speak for a few seconds over the din of a cargo-mover roaring overhead, hauling several one-ton containers. The train-like arrangement of tug and boxes replaced the cold wind with a warm downrush. The deafening sound of its thrusters cut out the instant it breached the energy wall.
Aaron frowned at Liam. “I don’t know why you’re so pleased with yourself, Tell. You’d think if they made you in a vat they’d have at least made you perfect.” His voice reverberated quite a bit louder than he intended, occupying the silent aftermath of everyone shutting up in the wake of the tug.
Lieutenant JG Liam “Tell” Dalton was a replicant. There was no point being either ashamed of or proud of something beyond his control. “They wanted to keep us grounded in reality, keep us normal. They couldn’t go making us all look like Ken Dolls now could they? That would throw off the balance of nature or something.” He tapped his chin, and waved a hand at Aaron. “Besides, there’s plenty of puffed up asses to go around without manufacturing more.” He brushed at his hair, more yellow than Aaron’s sandy-brown, perfectly sculptured coif.
“She doesn’t know what she’s walking away from.”
Liam gave up on his false preening. “Oh, I’m pretty sure she does. So, umm, no family to see you off then?”
“They, uhh, couldn’t get away.”
“Oh, that’s right. Your mother got that post on Persephone 3. Administrator?”
“Colony Coordinator,” said Aaron, his nose rising a degree higher.
Eyebrows climbed. “Impressive, running the whole place. That’s a lot of pressure.”
“It’s a”―Aaron’s gaze slid off of Liam as he leaned to his right―” Liam, you ever see that before?” He pointed with a head motion.
Standing in one of the entrance doors, a non-human gazed around as if the shuttle bay were the single largest artificial structure he had ever seen. A touch shy of seven feet tall, his skin was coal black, his body had the general shape of a humanoid save for legs with double-jointed knees. Like a cat, he stood on the tips of elongated feet. The bone that would best approximate a human’s ankle was almost eighteen inches off the ground, leaving his weight balanced on three toes. The quartermaster had accommodated him as best as possible in regards to uniform, though boots in that shape were a bit too far removed from ordinary to be readily available.
The stranger moved into the room; ebon shimmers over his head had the appearance of either hairs or quills, it would be difficult to tell without touching. He turned his attention toward Aaron and Liam, attracted to the familiarity of their unit patches. With grace surprising for his size, he moved as if floating. Aaron leaned back as the newcomer’s oversized eyes, deep, royal blue ovals bespeckled with thousands of spheres formed of darkening shades, blinked in from the sides. Two ridges ran down the center of his face on either side of his nose, giving the impression of thick black leather grafted on to an otherwise human head. Teeth like onyx chips glinted from pale white gums as he smiled.
“Lieutenant,” he said, nodding at Aaron before nodding to Liam. “Lieutenant.”
The voice, silken and deep, did not come in time with the motion of his lips; another sound, faint and comprised of hisses, pops, and throat noises hovered just at the edge of hearing. Small blue lights at the ends of a metallic torc around his neck flickered in time with the speech. Both men shot a glance at the rank pin on the stranger’s sleeve as he extended a hand with three fingers and a thumb. Lieutenant JG, just like them.
“My apologies, Terrans. Is vertical oscillation of the grasping digits not an acceptable greeting salutation among your kind? Also, if this device”―he tapped the small sphere at one end of the torc―“commits an offensive or embarrassing error of translation, please pay it no mind.”
Aaron returned the gesture. “Handshake works for us, but if you run into anyone higher rank you should salute them.”
“Oh, yes. Ridge of the hand to the brow. I remember.” He saluted them. “I am Zavex, of Talnur.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” Liam offered a subtle bow. “Damn those Draxx.”
Zavex drew in a sharp breath, the blues in his eyes darkened. A sizzling hiss emanated from him, something the device did not bother to translate. “It comes with great cost that the Talnurians have agreed to support the Terran Alliance.”
Aaron offered a grim nod. “I heard about that. Orbital station collided with the planet. Just like the Draxx to attack an unknown civilization.”
“We were more than they expected. The albedo of Talnur is low, and we have gone many generations without notice. We do not, however, overestimate our capability. Siding with Terrans became a necessity rather than choice.”
“That doesn’t sound like you’re very loyal.” Aaron winked at a passing female Ensign. She giggled.
Zavex pondered for a moment before emitting a slow series of sounds; seconds later, the translator chimed in. “I meant to say that the Terrans offered us the opportunity not to be destroyed. It was, forgive my weak human idiom… not much choice.”
“Don’t mind him.” Liam patted Zavex on the arm. “He’s an ass to everyone.”
Aaron picked a crumb out of his eye with a certain finger.
“So, you look a bit on the young side, what are you, about twenty?” Liam ignored the gesture.
Zavex found that amusing. “Talnurians age at an equivalent rate of one human year for every 2.73 Earth years that pass. I am, in your time, approximately fifty-two years of age. However, among my people, I am considered a young adult. In your terms, I would be nineteen.”
“Fancy that,” said Aaron.
“I don’t imagine either of you would know if they have managed to find a flight suit with proper boots?” Zavex flexed his toes.
Aaron and Liam looked at each other, then cracked up.

A loud beep silenced all conversation in the area. “Attention all personnel departing for the TU 83110 Manhattan, preliminary boarding process begins in three minutes. All civilians are asked to leave the flight deck at this time.”
The anonymous male voice silenced the commotion for about fifteen seconds, at which point the wail of a child repeating “please don’t leave” drew all eyes. Sarah’s minutes of calm clinging came to an abrupt end as her father attempted to peel the little whirlwind away from her older sister. The three pilots glanced at the outburst. Liam sighed, looking out at the shimmer of distant stars through the launch door. Aaron frowned at the sight.
Zavex bowed his head. “The Draxx have brought suffering to many people.”
“I’ll comm as often as I can, Sarah.” Emma kissed her sister atop the head. “I promise.”
The girl cringed away, burying her face against her father’s chest and bawling. Lieutenant JG Emma Loring stood at attention with reddening eyes, as her family joined the flow of people headed for the door. She tried to catch Sarah’s eye with a wave, but her sister kept hiding against her father’s coat. As they slipped through the door, Emma slouched and retrieved her bag.
Many of the assembled, men and women, had tears on their cheeks as they approached the ready line, Emma was not alone. She shuffled over to the others in the same uniform and unit patches, without a word.
“Oh, great,” muttered Aaron.
Emma looked up, steeling herself against the expected ridicule for showing weakness. At the sight of Zavex, some of her tears crawled back where they came from; she stared.
“What is it now?” asked Liam.
Aaron faced the row of shuttles. “Figures they would stick us with a split-tail.”
Emma turned red, glaring at him.
“How inconsiderate of them not to have the common decency to provide you with a blonde at which to gawk.” Liam gestured at her black hair. “They probably wanted at least one pilot in this wing capable of controlling their ego.”
“She’s gonna fall apart out there.” Aaron whirled on him. “We’re not gonna be able to keep saving her.”
Emma glowered. “I don’t need a white knight. Besides, you look like the type to try to hang on the tail of a Krait and not notice the pair of Monitors on your six. You’ll get yourself vaped long before I get in trouble.”
Liam covered his mouth to hide his laugh. Aaron turned his back on her with a grumble, watching a few NCOs pacing the flight deck with digital clipboards. They seemed to be arranging people to designated shuttles.
“I do not understand this,” said Zavex. “Are human females ill-equipped for battle?”
Holding a finger up at Aaron, Liam cut him off. “Some people think that they are. Used to be, command thought most men had some kind of inner need to protect women from harm, and it causes problems at war. Course, that’s going back a few centuries when they were banned from combat roles.”
Zavex looked at her again. The horizontal-blinking eyes drew a gasp from Emma. “She is struggling to carry her bag, perhaps there is some truth―”
“I’m not a Terran Marine. It doesn’t matter how strong I am,” said Emma, narrowing her eyes―still at Aaron. “It doesn’t take a lot of arm power to move a flight stick around. What matters for pilots is up here.” She tapped her head.
“And here.” Liam tapped his chest. Aaron gave him a patronizing look. “Dammit, Aaron, just because I don’t have any family to lose, it doesn’t mean I am any less committed.”
“Having no emotional attachments is a burden lifted from the shoulders of a warrior,” said Zavex.
Emma closed her eyes. “Having someone to fight for and protect makes it impossible to surrender.”
Their conversation stalled at the approach of a man in a black jumpsuit bearing rank markings for Petty Officer Second Class. PO2 Clarke rendered a salute, which they all returned. He checked off their names and returned their shuttle assignments, then waved them on to board.
“Your squad is missing a Lieutenant Summers. Have any of you seen him?”
They shook their heads.
PO2 Clarke raised his wrist to his lips. “Lieutenant Michael Summers, please report to shuttle approach eleven.”
In a single file line, they walked past Clarke and trudged up the stairs to the launch platform where they fell in at the back end of a queue. An E2 pushed a cart along, collecting duffels from those boarding. One by one, they stacked their bags. At the sound of running, most of the line turned to the sight of LT Summers sprinting from the top of the metal staircase. He ran past the end of the line to toss his bag on the cart, earning a disapproving smirk from the Airman Apprentice pushing it, which softened as Summers returned to the end of the line.
The boarding stairs led into the shuttle just behind a two-seat cockpit. To the right, the shuttle’s interior held forty seats. Around the outer walls, folding cushions in small hollows formed chairs out of the walls. Down the center, an island of back-to-back seats had already filled with other personnel. Most everyone else in here wore dark grey or black suits; flight crew, engineers, and support staff. Another four pilots in the rear wore white, and exchanged knowing nods with the new arrivals. Emma, Aaron, Liam, and Zavex filed to the side and squeezed into the wall seats.
As soon as Emma’s weight hit the cushion, a passive restraint system encircled her chest and pulled her snug against the seatback; the same happened for the others. Zavex made a throat noise at the sudden event, which called to mind the image of someone punting a chicken.
The torc did not bother to translate it.
Emma’s nerves got the better of her and she chuckled. Zavex seemed embarrassed, while Aaron frowned at her visible unease. Michael was the last one in, and got the seat closest to the door. He held his arms out, expecting the harness, and let them flop onto his legs once it deployed. The shuttle lights dimmed.
“Good afternoon, everyone. In the event that I have an unexpected stroke during this ten minute flight, do we have any pilots on board?”
The cabin filled with chuckling.
“Good.” The room outside the shuttle moved as the craft rose into the air. “You’ll be on the Manhattan within twelve minutes, don’t bother trying to nap. I may be a lowly shuttle driver, but I want you all to know you have the Horizon crew’s deepest thanks for what you are doing.”
The laughter subsided to a somber silence, which remained for the next eleven minutes. Emma stared at Michael’s hand, dark against the white cloth over his leg. Not as dark as Zavex, whatever he was, he was space-black, but he was also an alien. She did not want to be rude. Light shimmered in through narrow view strips between the wall seats. Two inches wide, the windows were added as an afterthought; it cost two seats, but after thousands of complaints, the head shrinkers accepted that humans do not like being stuck in a metal box with no windows.
“It’s been twelve minutes, are we still orbiting the station?” whispered Emma.
Michael, in the seat to her left, peeked at the window. A stripe of blue light ran from his forehead, over one eye, and off the ridge of his jaw. “Nope. That’s our new carrier. It’s the first of its class. If they make any more, they’ll all be Manhattan Class fighter carriers.”
“Bloody stonker.” She gasped at the wall of metal and light sliding past outside. They were so close to the carrier that it looked like a space station.
“Means huge,” said Liam in answer to Aaron’s confused look. “The damn thing’s almost a mile long.”
The sliding surface changed direction, panels and plates slid upward as much as to the left. Moving like a train of disconnected cars, the sixteen shuttles continued alongside the massive ship. They descended to the underside of the Manhattan, entering a recessed hollow that contained the fighter launch bays as well as shuttle docking facilities. Dozens of meters of hull protected the open portals from hostile fire; in order to get a shot through a launch bay, an enemy would have to fly right into an inverted canyon of steel ringed with pulse laser turrets.
Moments later, the shuttle settled onto its pads and they disembarked. The landing bay held the same quasi-chemical scent of recycled air mixed with electrogel and various other chemicals necessary to maintaining a fighter squadron. The air was colder than the station; many apertures sat open to space with only an energy field between air and vacuum. This created a significant crosswind that whipped the length of the flight deck. Another Airman ran along the underside of shuttle eleven, opening the cargo hatches and chucking bags to the side into a military-neat pile. Once everyone had retrieved their duffels, they walked in the direction indicated by streams of floating holographic arrows.
Aaron grinned at the scenery. Liam seemed nonplused. Zavex conveyed no readable emotion. Michael plodded along with a look of grim determination while Emma stared around at everything, wearing the look of a kid in the city for the first time.
“She’s a beauty,” said Liam.
Aaron raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure why they are choosing to risk this ship on a mission like this, she’d be hard to replace.”
“It gives us the best chance of success,” said Michael, his voice calm. “We are losing ground in the war; it won’t do anyone any good to cut corners now.”
“A warrior who is afraid to chip his new sword dies a coward’s death,” said Zavex.
“Yeah…” Liam made a hesitant nod. “Something like that, I guess.”
Panes of scintillating holographic light appeared in front of everyone, small windows containing system consoles. After logging in, a prerecorded welcome message played that led into a real-time navigation aid showing the path to the pilot’s staterooms.
A brief elevator ride later, they left the non-pilots behind and walked past several security stations. The Milsec personnel greeted them with nods, one eye reading screens of information as they approached.
“Everything smells like a hospital,” said Emma.
Aaron sighed.
Michael smiled. “The ship is new; this is its first deployment outside of trial runs.”
The navigation assists brought Michael and Aaron chest to chest, each facing a stateroom behind the other. Michael would have sidestepped if not for the expectant look on Aaron’s face, as the other man implied he should be the one to move. They stared at each other for a full minute.
“You’re blocking my cabin,” said Aaron.
“So walk around.”
Aaron set his stance. “Why should I walk around you?”
“Well, he does outrank you,” added Liam. “He also holds the best score on the Falkirk anyone’s gotten in twenty years, third best since it was incepted.”
“He got lucky. We both know who’s the better pilot.” Aaron’s eyes narrowed.
Zavex gurgled and clicked his contempt for the display; the translator passed along some mangled English that ungracefully conveyed the sentiment of ‘save it for the Draxx.’ Emma squeezed between the two men, pushing them away from each other.
“Will you two stop acting like little boys at recess? It’ll do you no good to get into a punch up here.”
Both men used her intervention as an excuse to move to the side. They did not walk around each other―they walked around her. A draw.
Michael was assigned a cabin with Liam, Zavex with Aaron. Emma hauled her duffel into her assigned quarters, surprising a short, red-haired figure in a black pilot’s uniform with white trim.
“Hello? Are you lost?” Emma let her duffel hit the ground.
The other person turned, obvious in her adulthood by the shape of her chest. Emma blushed.
“Oh, I’m sorry! I thought you were―”
“A lost kid? Yeah… I get that a lot. Caiomhe Riley, Piranha Squadron.”
“A bomber pilot?” Emma blinked. “That’s…”
“Rare for a girl? Yeah, I know. I just like dropping the big ones on cap ships. And maybe I am a little nutters.”
They laughed.

“Nice to meet you at last,” said Liam, extending a hand.
Michael returned it. “Knock it off, man. I’m no celebrity.”
Laughing, Liam set about packing his gear out. “You were in Diamond Squad back at the Academy, right? You mopped us every time on the sims.”
“Heh, I remember now. You were always the last one left, six thousand klicks away from the fray and picking us off. You have a gift for playing longball.”
Liam shrugged. “Yeah I guess, just wish I was better at the flying part.”

“What is wrong?” Zavex’s silken voice vibrated from the walls.
Aaron glanced at him. “For a ship this size, these cabins are small.”
“Which side of the room do you want?”
“It doesn’t matter.” Aaron chucked his bag on the bed to his left. “They’re both tiny, but I guess it will have to do.”
Zavex emitted a series of noises reminiscent of an air hose leaking through a bucket of gelatin. The translator made a creepy emotionless version of laughter. “I don’t imagine we will be spending much time in here.”

“Attention all combat pilots,” said a voice that seemed to come from nowhere in particular.
Everyone froze in place, gazing at the ceiling.
“All combat pilots are to report to Briefing Room A by 1600 hours. For you Academy cadets, that means four p.m.”
“So soon? What do you think this is?” asked Zavex.
Aaron waved at the wall. “Oh, it’s probably just some butt-kissing ‘you are our last hope’ pep talk or something.”
“You do not seem to be taking this very seriously.” Zavex leaned on the wall, tapping the three toes of his right foot.
“We’re going to win.” Aaron hung the last of his uniforms in the wardrobe.
Zavex leaned in, narrowing his eyes to thin vertical stripes of blue. “How can you be so certain?”
“Because.” Aaron turned with a used-starship-salesman smile. “I’m here.”








aptain Nicholas Driscoll was accustomed to the looks as he strode toward the airlock that would take him from Horizon Station to the Manhattan.
He was more than familiar with the ship’s design, but to see her with his own eyes―beyond the viewports, awaiting his arrival―was something else entirely. From the observation level of the station, where a half hour before he’d sat and had coffee, it had seemed impossibly large. However, the size was more a necessity than an act of showmanship on the part of the designers. The Manhattan was big because it had to be. Driscoll had never heard of a Terran Union ship carrying such a variety of starfighters before, nor in such quantity.
Indeed, the Manhattan was a self-contained fleet.
Driscoll approached the security desk but, as was so often the case, didn’t need to introduce himself. As he pressed his palm against an ident scanner and waited for the Milsec security personnel to clear him for entrance to the Manhattan, he couldn’t help but remember how he had thought his previous command―an Archon class called the Sonata―was impressively large. Next to the Manhattan, it paled in comparison. At the time, she’d been the biggest ship he had ever commanded. But now…
“You’re clear for entry,” the Milsec guard told him. “Welcome aboard the Manhattan, Captain Driscoll.”
Driscoll nodded curtly and stepped through the decontamination jets. The torrent of ionized air buffeted him from all sides like a tingly mist till he set foot on the Manhattan’s deck.
Commander Robin Teague stood there waiting for him already, hands clasped behind her back.
“Captain,” she said, and snapped to attention. “Welcome to the Manhattan.”
Driscoll returned her salute, glanced left and right. Men and women hurried this way and that. Unlike station side, they barely noticed him there with his carryall. This was how he preferred it. Away from the pomp and protocol, he was just a man leading others. That was all. But given his exploits in the past, people outside of a ship environment treated him as something different―a celebrity.
He hated it.
“At ease, Commander.”
“Yes, sir,” she said, almost embarrassed.
“Walk with me.” He hefted his carryall and headed left. “See if I remember where they stuck my quarters.”
“I believe we’re headed the correct way, sir,” Commander Teague said as she fell in step with him.
“Is everything on schedule, Commander?”
“Yes, Captain. We’re on target to depart within the hour,” Teague said. “Those were your orders, sir?”
Driscoll nodded once. “Yes. Any problems I should know about? Anything come up in the last couple of hours?”
“No, not at present,” Teague said. “Prep’s gone well. Though I dare say there’ll be a few hiccups, there always is.”
Now Driscoll gave her an appreciative look. “I like that, Commander. It tells me you’re thinking ahead and know we’ll have issues later. It’s a given. I also like that you’re not trying to blow smoke up my ass and feed me a load of bull. Keep it up. Tell me how it is. On the level.”
“Yes, sir.”
The Captain walked with determination, never breaking his stride. Crewmen and women swerved to avoid them as Commanding Officer and Executive Officer made their way toward the fore of the ship. Eventually they would be forced to take the elevator, but Driscoll seemed intent on covering as much deck by foot as he was able. The crew, for their part, paid little attention to who they were. They simply caught sight of the uniforms and made room.

Driscoll was everything Commander Teague had thought he’d be: muscular, deeply tanned, his hair more grey now than black. The man had an ever-present five o’clock shadow, even when he shaved. His famous scar ran all the way down his neck where, she knew, it continued out of sight beneath his uniform to cover the whole right arm. Driscoll’s jaw was squared off, his walk confident, but the one thing about him that stood out―made an impression on everyone he met―were his eyes.
They burned.
“Every ship has its problems. But we’ll iron those out. Just be sure to tell me when you have one come up that you can’t deal with on your own, you hear?”
Commander Teague smiled. “Of course, sir.”
“I’ll drop my things off at my quarters, then meet you up on the bridge,” Driscoll told her.
They turned a corner. A crew of engineers were dealing with a split in a coolant line. Driscoll didn’t stop to inquire. He didn’t need to waste minutes standing there talking to them, in turn inhibiting them from what they were already in the process of doing. Let them get on with it.
“Captain, may I speak candidly?” Commander Teague asked.
“Go ahead.”
They finally came to an elevator. Commander Teague called it, and a second later they were inside, rushing up through the many levels of the ship. The Captain set his bag on the floor by his feet.
“A lot of our systems haven’t been tested yet, sir. The Manhattan has not had a shakedown cruise. I don’t want to sound impertinent when I say this, sir, but I do wonder if we’ve been rushed out the door without a proper chance to make sure everything’s in order,” Teague admitted.
Captain Driscoll didn’t answer right away. Although his rugged face remained impassive, Commander Teague saw he was chewing it over. Evidently she’d not spoken out of line, or else she’d have expected an immediate reproach. The elevator hummed around them. Captain Driscoll faced her.
“Do you trust me, Commander?” he asked in a calm, level voice.
“Yes, sir. Implicitly.”
“You make a fair point about the ship. But know that I would not put this ship and its crew in any danger I myself wouldn’t be willing to face. Trust my judgment, Commander, and we’ll do well together. I have a way of doing things that might not sit well with what you’re used to.”
“Understood, Captain,” she said.
The elevator slowed to a stop as they arrived at the desired deck. Captain Driscoll lifted his carryall off the floor. For the first time since they’d met, the suggestion of a smile lifted the corner of his mouth. “Besides, I wouldn’t necessarily consider myself untried when it comes to leading a mission into deadly territory…”
Driscoll exited the lift and left Commander Teague stood there with her mouth agape, watching him go, unable to say anything at all in return.

Captain Driscoll found his quarters sparse, uninspired, and utilitarian.
Exactly as he liked them.
He set his carryall on the bed, then went about emptying it. He hadn’t brought much with him―a few keepsakes that he dotted about, two bottles of single malt he placed in the bottom of a drawer and other assorted belongings he didn’t waste much time on. The two bottles of scotch were his real cargo. His one vice.
Driscoll kept it semi-dark in his quarters, as was his preference. There was a private head with toilet and shower. He also had a sofa, bed and desk. Compared to some of the ships he’d served on, it was a palace. Compared to others, the Captain’s quarters would never have passed muster.
However they were the ones he’d picked. He didn’t need fuss. Just everything he wanted at hand, in one place. So here it was.

“Ma’am?” Ensign Blair asked as she stepped foot on the bridge for the first time since the Academy. Then it had only been a set, a simulation of a standard bridge for training purposes. This… this was the real deal, and it felt different too.
The alien woman turned around. “Yesss?”
The Ensign broke into a salute. “Ensign Blair, reporting for duty.”
“Indeed,” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra said, managing to keep herself from smiling, though not without some difficulty. “Take the Communicationsss ssstation pleassse. I believe that was your ssspeciality?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Blair said as she took her seat. The other bridge crew watched for a moment then returned to what they were doing.
“You’re familiar with this syssstem?”
Blair nodded. “Yes. It’s a sister model to the one I was trained on.”
“Exsssellent. Liaissse with Ssstation control, sssee where they’re at. Tell them we ssstill intend on disssembarking azzz hoped.”
“Yes Ma’am,” Ensign Blair replied, already feeling as though she were made for the job.

A voice from behind stopped Driscoll in his tracks.
“Well, Nick, it seems your hair is living up to my name,” Commander Grey said. The Captain turned around to face him. “But still a handsome son-of-a-gun if there ever was!”
“Well, well, well,” Driscoll said, grinning. He’d been on his way to the bridge and had not noticed Grey emerge from a door to his side just as he was passing. The Captain shook his hand vigorously. “I knew you were aboard, but…”
Grey raised an eyebrow. “You’re not trying to avoid me, are you?”
“No, nothing like that.”
“It’s okay. You can be honest. I’d wanna avoid me, too.”
Driscoll laughed. “Okay, maybe I avoided you. Must’ve been your appearance. You’re getting more and more feminine. Could be I mistook you for a woman.”
“I’m still more woman than you can handle,” Grey said.
Driscoll had known Grey for over ten years. They’d served together aboard the Divergent, starting out at the same rank. Driscoll’s ability and skill at the controls of a starfighter had equaled even the great ‘Hawk’ Nowlan. Whilst Grey remained a great pilot in his own right, Driscoll had shot up through the ranks, eventually transferring to the bridge where he soon found himself a Lieutenant-Commander.
“Why don’t you shoot for the same thing?” Driscoll had asked Grey at the time. “They need more people like us. There are too many silver spoons in command of these ships, not enough warriors. And that’s what we need right now.”
“I like doing what I do,” Grey had told him.
Eventually they’d found themselves posted to different ships, though they stayed in contact over the years and even met from time to time. When Driscoll got the call to lead the Manhattan, there’d been only one man he wanted to lead the way down in the hangar. To his relief, Commander Grey had agreed to do it. Now they were both older―and his old friend was right. Driscoll’s hair was no longer the jet black of his youth.
“Where’re you off to now?” Driscoll asked.
“The hangar deck. I have to settle in a load of newbies. I’ve got squadrons of rookies who need a good breaking in,” Grey said. “The usual.”
A bell chimed. An indicator he was wanted on the bridge; they were waiting for him there. “Look, I need to go…”
Commander Grey drew a tight salute, shoulders back, chest puffed out. “Captain.”
“Yeoman, Grey,” Driscoll said with a wink as a parting remark.

“Captain on the bridge.” Lieutenant Hardy announced upon Driscoll’s arrival.
The Captain raised a hand to stop him in his tracks. “Thank you, I appreciate it. But please… don’t do it again.”
The bridge crew returned to their stations.
“Sorry, sir,” Hardy said.
“No need to apologize, Lieutenant,” Driscoll said. “Just don’t repeat it, son, okay?”
Hardy sat back behind the helm next to the navigator. The only two seats to be found on the bridge were at the front, behind the helm controls and under the glare of the huge viewscreen. The other stations were manned standing. Not even the Captain and his Executive Officer got a seat. A lot of Captains complained about it, but Driscoll preferred it that way. It kept the crew sharp, it made them feel as though they’d done a full day’s work when they finished their shift. Their feet ached afterward.
Driscoll had once heard an Ensign complain to a former Captain of his, Captain Lancing, about sore feet. Lancing had leaned close to the younger man and said, “Grow thicker soles, my boy.”
In other words… harden up.
The bridge was an oval shape with the viewscreen at the end of one narrow edge, and the entrance to the bridge at the other. Smaller than the bridge he’d had on the Sonata. But then, the Archon classes weren’t equipped with an AI unit. Most of the Manhattan’s functions and processes could be handled automatically by the supercomputer known as Frank if needed, though Driscoll didn’t quite feel comfortable in putting his life in the hands of something that didn’t exist.
To a degree, you could trust in the dependency of metal and flesh. But positronic thought patterns? Not so much.
“Greetings, Captain,” Frank said through the overheads. “Welcome Aboard.”
Commander Teague glanced at Driscoll, waiting for his reaction to the AI.
“Thanks, Frank,” he said.
“Shall I prepare the Manhattan for departure?”
The Captain turned to Commander Teague. “Are all hands accounted for?”
She nodded. “Yes, Captain.”
“Go ahead, Frank,” Driscoll told the distinctly male―yet bland―personality.
Commander Teague went and stood by the helm. “Lieutenant Hardy, when you’re ready, clear all moorings.”
The Lieutenant’s hands flew over the controls. “Moorings cleared.”
“Release all airlocks. Uncouple the docking clamps and equalize pressure.”
“Aye.”
“Reactor at one hundred percent, Captain. Engines primed. Jump drive spooled.”
Driscoll waited for Commander Teague to return. “Efficient isn’t he?”
She nodded. “That he is.”
Driscoll turned his attention to the helm. “Thrusters only, Mister, Hardy. Get us away from the station before we open her up a bit, see what she can do.”
It was traditional to call a ship She or It. Never He. A chariot of the stars could only ever be referred to as a lady. Nothing less. Not when your life depended on her. Driscoll glanced at the overheads, wondering what pencil-neck in a lab coat decided to make the AIs in capital ships male.
“Yes, Captain,” Hardy said.
“Ensign,” Commander Teague said to Ensign Blair. “Thank Horizon Station for having us and advise them we are under way.”
“Aye.”
The other bridge crew were hard at work ensuring all other aspects of the Manhattan’s many systems functioned as expected. The Captain stood back next to his second in command and reached up to one of the handholds rigged across the ceiling. Robin Teague had already done the same.
“Helm has control,” Frank announced.
“Any way we can shut that goddamn thing off?” Driscoll whispered to her.
“I don’t think so, Sir,” Commander Teague said. “He’s part and parcel.”
Driscoll loosed an irritated sigh.
The Manhattan eased away from the side of Horizon Station. Hardy fired the maneuvering jets along her port side, allowing her to drift to starboard and gain distance.
The Lieutenant activated the thrusters, using only eight percent thrust to break away from Horizon Station’s negligible gravity. Once a safe distance from the huge superstructure, he increased their thrust to one quarter.
Lieutenant Hardy turned around, awaiting his next orders.
“Ahead, one half speed,” Driscoll ordered.
“Aye.”
A steady pulse of vibration rippled through the deck as the Manhattan came to life, emanating from the heart of the vessel. Power surged from the mighty engines at the aft of the loaf-shaped behemoth like blood flowing toward ready muscles. Driscoll had always thought of starships in organic terms.
The engineering section contained the heart and other essential organs. The bridge was the brain. The computer network had to be the nervous system. Her guns were her fists; missiles the spit she threw in the faces of her enemies. And her engines? They were her legs, strong and far-reaching so that she might run with grace upon the spider webs of stars.
“One half,” Hardy declared.
“All systemsss optimal,” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra said.
“Thank you. Bring us up to three quarters,” Driscoll ordered. He let go of the handhold now, certain there wasn’t anything about to send him falling on his ass. “Keep pushing her until she’s at full speed. Tenth increments.”
“Aye.”
Subtle creaks and groans murmured through the carrier’s hull from the increased stress from the engines.
She’s having a good stretch is all, Driscoll thought to himself. Working the knots out.
Some small amount of give in the hull was expected―indeed, necessary. Especially when a starship happened to be as big as the Manhattan, and carried what she carried.
“We are now at full speed,” Lieutenant Hardy announced.
“Congratulations, Captain,” Commander Teague said with a smile.
Driscoll politely dismissed the comment. “Okay. Frank, what is the reactor output?”
The reply was instantaneous. “Currently eighty-percent.”
“Take it to one hundred, and redirect the additional output to the engines.”
“Yes, Captain.”
Although against guidelines, the manifolds were intended to take a maximum of one hundred and fifty percent output for a duration of eighteen hours before they would start to degrade due to heat. Frank would be aware of that. Could there be anything the Manhattan’s sentient AI wasn’t aware of?
“Reactor now at one hundred percent.”
The Manhattan rumbled around them for a moment or two, then settled back into a steady rhythm. Horizon Station would no longer be a mere speck, were they to look back. It would be indecipherable from the rest of the darkness. A smudge against the cosmos.
“Increase to one hundred and thirty percent,” Driscoll ordered the ship’s AI.
“Please repeat.”
“Frank, increase output to one-thirty,” Driscoll said. “That’s an order.”
“Yes, Captain. Increasing. “
The level of vibration increased, yet Driscoll appeared unfazed by it. “Commander, please report our status to Fleet Command. Tell them the ship has performed as expected, there are no major issues. We are now proceeding with the mission.”
“Yes, sir,” Teague said. She went to the communications station and instructed Ensign Blair on what to do.
Captain Nicholas Driscoll folded his arms, stood legs apart at the middle of the bridge. “You have the co-ordinates?”
The Manhattan’s navigator, Ensign Cochrane, confirmed that the co-ordinates provided by Command were locked in and ready to go.
“Then bring the ship to bear and take us to Jump, Lieutenant Hardy.”
“Aye,” Hardy said. The Manhattan turned slowly to starboard along her horizontal axis to suit their heading. “Ready.”
A barely perceptible whine emanated from below decks as the Jump Drive reached full charge.
“Proceed. Make the Jump.”
Lieutenant Hardy reached for the Jump controls and he activated the drive.
The stars seemed to shrink back momentarily, and then the mouth of the universe opened to swallow them whole.
Some people hated going to Jump
But not Driscoll.
He never felt so alive…








essage sent, sir,” Commander Teague said.
Driscoll nodded. “Good. Now go to full communication blackout. Nothing in, nothing out. As of this moment, there will be no long-range communications of any sort. That includes any Trans-Gal messages.”
“Affirmative,” Ensign Blair said.
“Good. Put me on the overheads please, Ensign. I want everyone to hear what I have to say.” Driscoll clasped his hands behind his back and looked up at the main screen.
It took no time at all for Blair to patch him through to the entire ship’s intercom system. The audio pickup at the communications station isolated his voice and amplified it. No one on board could say they didn’t hear him.
“All hands, this is the Captain,” he said. “Several days ago, I received the mission parameters that define this vessel’s maiden voyage. The task ahead is a risky one, fraught with danger. But I am confident that together, we can achieve what needs to be achieved. Together, as a team, we can do what we came to do.
“This ship, the Manhattan, is so named not only because she is large, but because she is strong, resilient. As I need you all to be. Throughout our history, in the midst of devastation, men and women of all colors and creeds have always found a way of coming together to form a united front against dark forces of terror. We must endeavor to live up to the name of this ship, to the region of Earth she is named after. To the people of that region who, time and again, managed to show their strength and quality. We must show the same resilience as those brave souls did, centuries ago.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, we embark on a mission that will test the limits of every man and woman aboard this ship. It will test the depths of our resolve, our commitment, and our technology. All of you are here because you share the same goal―to end the Draxx threat. To end over one hundred years of conflict. An end to war.”
Driscoll paused for effect.
“We make war only to end it. That has always been our purpose. Regardless of what happens from this point on, I want everybody to try and remember that. If you feel that I push this ship, if you feel that I demand too much from you, remember why we are here. My resolve will not waver in the face of adversity. I expect the same dedication in return. Driscoll out.”

“Our orders, sir?” Commander Teague asked.
Driscoll looked about at the bridge crew. “In the conference room, Commander. I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”
“Shall I head there now?” she asked.
“Yes. Go ahead. I’ll be along.”
He watched her go, then turned to Lieutenant Hardy. “How long until we reach our destination?”
Hardy made a quick check of his readouts. “Two hours, sir.”
“Excellent.”
“Uh, Captain, might I ask where it is we’re going? It’s not coming up on my screen. Just the co-ordinates,” Hardy said. “I mean, the Chimera Cluster is a pretty big region of space.”
Driscoll smirked. “That’s because the route by which we are arriving there is classified. It wouldn’t do for every Tom, Dick, and Harry aboard the Manhattan to have access to that sort of information, would it, son?”
Lieutenant Hardy swallowed. “No, sir. No it wouldn’t.”
“Precisely. Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra, you have the bridge. Alert me if anything crops up. I’ll be in the conference room.”

Chief Dave Macintosh listened to his new CO’s speech, whilst around him the rest of engineering remained a hive of activity. Under normal circumstances, he would have ordered they pay attention. But on this occasion, with the Manhattan fresh out of the gate and embarking on her maiden voyage, he’d made the decision to have them continue working. Of course, he himself had stopped to hear what Captain Driscoll had to say.
All very stirring stuff, however it did little to alleviate the Chief’s concern that they had been forced to leave before the Manhattan had been properly broken in.
Once assembled in her basic state, the Manhattan had been hauled to Horizon Station to have her hull fitted. Her many systems and components were connected with the Station’s AI for a brutal gauntlet of simulations and evaluations.
Chief Macintosh had been involved from day one, from soon after approval of the Manhattan’s design to his official posting as Chief of Engineering.
Although he had never intended to play Chief to Driscoll…
With the Captain’s speech over, the Chief got back to work. While the Manhattan was at Jump, the engineering crews had their hands full monitoring every system to ensure each and every aspect of the ship operated as intended.
Driscoll… he’d not even had a face-to-face meeting with the man yet. Apparently his posting had been something of an eleventh hour event, mere days beforehand. They’d pulled him fresh from his previous command to take the Manhattan out. Of course, it wasn’t like Driscoll was some hot new talent trying to make his mark.
Nick Driscoll needed no introduction.
Despite his own private feelings about the man, the Chief couldn’t deny he was a veritable legend in his own right. Of course they’d wanted him for the Union’s latest ship…
“Chief, we’re about to disengage the polaron influx tanks. Do you want to supervise?” Lieutenant Daniels asked.
“Yes,” Macintosh said, his reverie broken. “Get to it, lad, I’ll be right there.”
Nick Driscoll. Of all the people…

Once Driscoll was off the bridge, Hardy turned to the Manhattan’s navigator, Ensign Tom Cochrane.
“Serious, ain’t he?” he said in a low voice.
“Guess he has to be,” Cochrane replied.
Hardy whistled through his teeth. “And that scar down his neck? D’you see that?”
Ensign Cochrane nodded. “Yeah. I know how he got it, too. The battle of Tamaka. I noticed he didn’t like the traditional stuff, either. Shot you down pretty quickly.”
“Well, I guess I walked into that one. I mean, I―”
A sudden presence loomed behind them. A voice, low and scratchy yet at the same time distinctively feminine.
“Sssomething to sssay, gentlemen?”
They both looked over their shoulder at the same time. Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra glared down. Her bright jade green eyes sparkled with an inner fire that might have been curiosity or anger.
“Uh, nothing Ma’am,” Hardy said.
“Hmm. Well, let’sss keep it that way,” she said, squinting. “Mouthsss shut and handsss firmly on joysticksss, pleassse.”
“Yes Ma’am,” Ensign Cochrane said, blushing.
Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra returned to her post at the science-tactical station. At seven feet tall and cast with golden skin, she made for an imposing figure. Dark brown dreadlocks hung to the bottom of her back. They were not merely hair, but nerves and feelers, all woven together into plaits. She was a Thriknor, renowned throughout the galaxy for their seductive abilities and tantric lovemaking.
This fact alone was enough to make every male member of the Manhattan nervous in her presence―which suited her just fine. As the only Thriknor aboard, it gave her the edge she needed to demand their attention and obedience. Of course, being the size she was helped too. Were she any other race, her conduct might have been called into question. Thriknor could not help their peculiar sex drives, but were known for their professional competence.
Absently, she wondered if any of the males aboard would be able to handle her when it came to bedroom aerobics. There was only one she could think of.
And Captain Nicholas Driscoll looked like he could handle anything…








hundred or so men and women milled through two sets of doors along the south wall, filing among rows of auditorium seats. Fighter pilots in white, bomber crews in black, one squad of search and rescue in drab green, and a handful of electronic warfare operators in grey. The room sloped downward toward the front, a descending grade that ended at a large round holo-emitter table and a podium. The rear wall caused many of the arriving pilots to do a double take; the high-resolution star-map created the illusion of a hole in the hull.
Michael Summers took a seat on the right side, followed soon by Aaron, Liam, Emma, and Zavex. It seemed as though bunk assignments followed suit with unit membership, the clustering in Briefing Room A echoed the assignments of quarters. He leaned back in his chair, at ease as if they were about to use the giant star-map to view the latest Zinbaru game.
Emma kept her hands on her knees, staring at the tendons along the back as if the weight of her gaze would keep them from shaking. The reality of her surroundings sank in, leaving her second-guessing her decision. For a moment, she wondered if her father had enough pull to get her out of here. Rigid, she made fists and resisted the temptation. Across the way, one of the erratic Recon pilots decided to leap two rows of seats to get to an empty spot. His wild howl made her jump.
“That’s what I’m talking about,” whispered Aaron to Liam. He pointed at Emma with the hand he had used to shield his voice. “Look at her, poor little thing’s trembling.”
Liam scoffed. “You don’t honestly think she’s the only one in here that’s nervous, do you?”
“At least the others have the ability to hide it. I don’t want to get stuck out there with a nervous Nellie.”
She frowned at his less-than-quiet belittlement, and resumed the staring contest with her hands. Michael leaned forward, blocking the line of sight between Aaron and Emma, eyebrow cocked.
“I’ve seen her sim logs, Lieutenant Vorys. She’ll do just fine.”
Aaron squinted at him, then gave Liam a light elbow to the arm. “Why’d we get this guy anyway? What happened to Squid?”
Laughing, Liam rubbed his eyes. “Ahh, ol’ Squiddie had political ambitions. He didn’t fancy this hop; can’t run for office if you’re dead. You know this particular suicide mission was all strictly volunteer.”
Emma gawked at him.
“So…” Aaron glanced at Michael’s shoulder patch. “Dragon, eh? What’d you do to get that Callsign?”
“I had an old martial arts gi with a red circle on the back; it had a dragon head through it.” Michael coiled his right hand in the shape of a serpent about to strike.
“Spent most of his free time in personal combat holo-sims or watching bad movies where the words never fit the lips,” said a voice from the row behind them.
“Hey, Duck.” Michael shook hands with a pasty-faced man a head taller than everyone else in the row.
“Duck?” Aaron made a disapproving face. “That’s kind of a weak callsign.”
Michael laughed. “Academy guys always threw crap at his head, he never moved.”
“Hope he has better reaction times to particle beams,” Aaron laughed.
Eddie “Duck” Larsson frowned.
“What about you, princess?” Aaron leaned forward, challenging Emma with a glance.
“Sylph,” she said, in a voice much calmer than she looked. “Not sure if it’s because of my size or my sim score.”
“Sixteen kills, not one incoming hit,” said Michael with a raised eyebrow. “Impressive.”
“Only sixteen kills?” Aaron rolled his eyes. “I got ninety-three.”
“And you got blown up forty-one times. She doesn’t have a single incoming hit, that’s not death count.”
“What,” said Liam, blinking at Michael. “Did you memorize our dossiers?”
“Not quite, but I had to look at them.”
“Well, I don’t think my forty-four and eleven record is that bad.” Liam folded his arms.
Aaron put on an air of sanctimony. “You only got eleven deaths because you lurked at the perimeter in every damn match; real combat won’t afford you the opportunity to snipe.”
“Real combat won’t afford the opportunity to hot dog. You could get away with it in the sim because a helmet shock is a lot less permanent than getting vapped.” Emma couldn’t take it anymore. “It’s not about scores or kills; it’s about staying alive to go home. Dead pilots can’t stop Draxx.”
“What about you, Aaron?” Liam nodded at the man’s patch. “Where’d you get ‘Hunter’ from anyway?”
“I heard he chose his own callsign,” said Emma, not looking at anyone.
The others gave him accusing glances, Liam cringed.
Aaron waved dismissively. “Well, so what? The one they came up with wasn’t right for me.”
“Bad luck, man. Bad luck,” said Liam, shaking his head.
“What is callsign?” asked Zavex.
Emma looked to her side, almost jumping at the sight of the alien’s face so close to her. “Sorry, I’m at sixes and sevens now. Callsigns are just nicknames pilots give each other to make things quick and easy on comm traffic. They usually happen during Academy and stick with someone for life.”
“Well, I think my―”
She put a hand on his arm. “It’s a dodgy thing to pick your own, bad luck. You’ll get one when the time is right.”
“Right on that,” said Liam. “A real jinx.”
“Bunch of superstitious ninnies,” grumbled Aaron.
“What was the original one?” asked Liam. His grin broadened at the silent treatment he got. He’d struck a nerve.
“Alright, listen up.” An authoritative voice washed over the crowd, hushing the din of a dozen whispered conversations.
A man in his later forties wearing the dark blue utility jumpsuit/uniform of a capital ship officer stood behind the silver podium. Charcoal-hued stubble surrounded most of his shaved head, save for a white moustache. He waited all of ten seconds for the murmuring to subside before he continued.
“My name is Commander Ellison Grey. I am the Operations Officer on board The Manhattan. For the next twelve months, I will be your father, mother, best friend, worst enemy, and the stuff your future nightmares are made of. Just for the record, I’ll put it out right here―if anyone experiences a pressure mishap with the latrines, you are responsible for cleanup. Just because you are officers, don’t try to fawn it off on some junior enlisted. You blow mung in the head, you clean it up.”
Faint chuckling emerged from the pool of black flight suits on the far left side of the room. The bomber crews; they looked less new than everyone else.
“Well, many of you have impressive records on the sims, and we even have a Falkirk celebrity on board. However, except for a handful of you, there is more water behind your ears than we have in our potable tank. I don’t care what kind of superstar you think you are, sims are not real-world conditions. Those little tricks you learned on the computer won’t work out here. There’s no game over waiting for you out there, just the cold obscurity of a mass of crystallized guts floating through the endless vacuum of space. My goal is to bring all of you home at the end of this, but I harbor no illusions. Some of you will not be with us when we get back.”
A murmur of disapproval drifted through the crowd.
Commander Grey leaned on the podium, curling his fingers around the front edge. “The Draxx are deadly enough without getting any help from fools. Stay professional.” He paused to slide his gaze over a silent audience, and then stood up straight once more. “As Captain Driscoll said, we are about to embark on a mission that will test the limits of every man and woman aboard this ship. It will test the depths of our resolve, our commitment, and our technology. All of you are here because you share the same goal: an end to the Draxx threat.”
A few unsteady cheers turned into a dull roar.
“Now then.” Commander Grey tapped at the podium, the light on his face tinted white from text no one else could see. “Many of you should be Ensigns, given your tenure and status right out of the academy. I’m sure you are all acutely aware of the risks of this particular mission. As a token gesture, command has fast-tracked a fair number of you to O2. Those of you selected as squadron leaders have been given a promotion to O3. These are battlefield advancements necessitated by our undertaking. When the fur stops flying, your rank may revert to Ensign unless you carry yourself in a manner that deserves otherwise.”
Emma closed her eyes, trying to get the image of her sister out of her mind. Aaron leaned forward; irritated at the thought his rank was impermanent. Michael reclined, a practiced posture from less interesting classes. He might have been sleeping with his eyes open.
“For most of you, the ink on your rank insignias isn’t even dry. Therefore, your flight groups do not yet have proper names. When you convince me you deserve them, that will change. For now, I have assigned names based on the crayons you kids are playing with.” He swiped his finger at the podium, the color of the glow on his face darkened to green.
“The wings and squad leaders are as follows: Black Wing, Lt Brian “Dentist” Worley, interdiction. Blue Wing, Squad Leader Lt Uma “Momma Bear” Zeitsev, interdiction. Gold Wing, Lt Tran “Whisper” Huang, interdiction. Green Wing, Lt Michael “Dragon” Summers, multirole. Silver Wing, Lt Cara “Shootdown” Wallis, interdiction.” Commander Ellison paused, raising an eyebrow. “I hope that came from your flight performance and not your downtime at the cantina.”
The room chuckled.
“Green wing? Is he serious,” seethed Aaron in a whisper.
Liam gave him a light punch in the leg. “Shh, you’ll get us reprimanded. He’s not calling us green, it’s just a damn color.”
“Magenta Wing, Lt Greg “Wolf” Pearson. Magenta will take on a close-support role, your squadron will be comprised of all Manta-class fighters.” Cmdr. Ellison swiped to the next page. “Orange Wing, Lt Curtis “Glimmer” Walker, also close support. Red Wing, Lt Sean “Hamfist” O’Loughlin, multirole, and finally White Wing, Lt James “Knight” Heath.”
Emma grinned.
“What’s so funny?” whispered Liam.
“Oh, nothing, I’m just being silly… White wing, Knight… white knight.” She blushed.
Michael smiled.
“Due to time constraints,” continued Cmdr. Grey, “we were forced to accept seasoned bomber squads and could not obtain fresh, untrained meat like the rest of you. Lcdr. Sam “Mole” Donovan heads Piranha Wing, Lt Javier “Scorpion” Medina is the squad leader for Rapier Wing, and Lt Rory “Hatter” Thompson has command of Vandal Wing. Multirole teams should get on good terms with them as soon as possible; you will stand between their bombers and a fiery death. Please try not to adopt any of their bad habits.”
Commander Grey waited for another wave of mirth to peter out.
“As you all know, our mission will bring us in to the Chimera Cluster.” The star-map shifted, blurry points of light swarmed off to the side as the image tracked to a particular sector. A nebula cloud of peach and violet dominated the screen when it stopped scrolling. “This region has been, so far, avoided by both Terran and Draxx forces due to certain irregularities in its energy signature. Neither side has much in the way of research data regarding the nature of certain phenomena that may or may not occur within it. The Manhattan is equipped with some experimental technology intended to combat these effects.”
“It’ll be a miracle if it works,” whispered Aaron.
Once again, Liam hit him in the thigh.
“The Chimera Cluster, and its associated nebula, border the Draxx Combine along most of its rimward edge. Up until now, the Draxx have enjoyed relative safety from this angle due to the effects of the region. It is our mission to change that, either by exploiting their lack of defenses there, or by creating enough of a threat that we attract forces away from the front lines and provide our compatriots with an opening.”
“Approximately nineteen hours from now, we will drop out of jump space and be in the Chimera Cluster. Our initial plan is to remain dark to minimize chances of detection. Upon our initial departure from FTL, all fighter wings will launch into a defensive formation around The Manhattan and run through a shakedown routine.”
The star-map zoomed in tight, close enough to see a theoretical model of the carrier amid the shifting peach-hued vapors. Cyan hexagons appeared around ten fighter groups as they spread out into a ring formation. Each hexagon bore the name of one of the squadrons. Green wing was on the far left.
“You will conduct sector patrol at this perimeter for three hours, provided we receive no contact from Draxx vessels.” Shaded circles filled in over the hexagons, overlapping in a Venn diagram to indicate zones-of-responsibility. “At this time, command does not anticipate our arrival will be noticed. Nav has targeted a point of significant electrical anomalies for our arrival. It is our hope that this will mask our signature from detection until we can bring all of our systems online post-jump.”
“Oh that sounds like a wonderful idea,” whispered Aaron. “Leap right into some unknown part of space, going straight for an anomaly. Hopefully the carrier won’t beer-can on the way out of jump.”
Emma cringed.
“Do you have something to add, Lieutenant Vorys?” asked Cmdr. Grey.
Michael covered a smile with his hand, acting as if his nose itched.
“Sir,” replied Aaron. “I was just wondering about the wisdom of jump space egress so close to an unknown signal anomaly.”
“Perhaps you should head on up to the bridge and share your concerns with Nav? They’ve only been doing it for nine years, I’m sure they completely forgot to consider what effect the field would have on transiting out of jump space.” Cmdr. Grey gestured at the door.
Murmuring chuckles spread over the room, from those brave enough to laugh.
Liam flashed two thumbs-up at Aaron, out of sight from the podium.
“My apologies, sir. I’m sure they know what they are doing.” Aaron shifted.
Emma inherited Michael’s smile. Some of the bomber crew glanced at Aaron, evidently sharing his worry.
Commander Ellison Grey waved his arm at the star-map, returning it to a nonspecific view of stars. “Squadron leaders are required to familiarize themselves with Module 357-R, it contains the latest intelligence we have on Draxx operations in this part of the black. Everyone should read up on the cluster and get something to eat”―he leaned on the podium, losing the barking military voice and falling into a more fatherly tone―“and get some rest. You’re going to need it. Reassemble on the flight deck for pre-launch checks in sixteen hours.”








s Commander Robin Teague left the bridge and made her way to the conference room, she reflected on just how far she had come in so little time.
Her results at the Academy put her on a fast-track to a leadership role aboard the Robinson Crusoe and her eventual posting as Lieutenant on the Starbuck. Captain Waters had seen something in her―a part of her that made her outshine the others. When the position of Lieutenant-Commander opened up, Waters had wasted no time in asking her if she’d like it.
In a few short years, Commander Teague had proven herself time and time again. And now here she was, on the Manhattan… one step away from Captain of her own vessel.
A far cry from her childhood on Mufesta Prime. Once a beautiful Union settlement, it had ultimately been left to its own devices once the Terran-Draxx war started to take its toll on resources. The Union forgot about them, out there on the far reaches of known space. And whilst humanity fought its alien nemesis light years away, the Draxx came calling.
Weeks of fighting later and Robin, then only eight years old, was interred in a prisoner camp, the settlers herded in like cattle. The men were executed almost instantly. Her Father…
But she and her Mother survived. They were allowed to live. The Draxx used the women and children as bargaining chips in a brief mediation with the Terran Union, in which the Union did what they could to get them back.
They let her Mother go first. But the children they released later. It was years until they were reunited with their parents.
By then, the children they had been were changed forever.
Commander Teague decided there was time to head to the Officer’s Mess before her meeting with Captain Driscoll. As she walked, she passed a viewport. She stared out through her own reflection at the stars. A strong, confident woman with her career in front of her.
You’re not that girl anymore. You’re stronger now. They made you that way.
It was true. None of the children were the same, but they were all tougher than most. It was assumed they would arrive in Union hands, scarred beyond recognition. However, they had adapted to their situation, to the brutality of their reptilian captors.
You’re a survivor.
She’d come a long way, and though she had some help in getting her promotions so quickly, she really had herself to thank. Her Commanding Officers saw something in her that had always been there, right from the beginning. Something hard, sharp. Something they could hone, could perfect into something truly awe-inspiring.
In short, Robin Teague was what the Terran Defense Force happened to be looking for: Command material. The next generation of intrepid leaders for its vast fleet of starships.
They were looking for survivors…

The Officer’s Conference Room was a blend of soft greys and blacks, with subdued lighting from above.
“I took the liberty of getting you a coffee, sir,” Commander Teague said as Captain Driscoll walked in. The room was brightened momentarily by the outside corridor, then became dim again as the door closed behind him.
“Thank you, Commander. Though I did have one before coming aboard, I’ll never say no to coffee,” Driscoll said. He sat a few seats down from her at the big table. It seemed almost absurd to be using the room for such a small meeting. Just the two of them. At least twenty personnel could fit around the table, not counting standing room. The head of every department aboard could attend any meeting there if needed.
There was a reason for Driscoll choosing it; the conference room was the one place on the Manhattan guaranteed to be free of any bugging equipment. It was completely sealed. If his many years of service had taught him anything, it was to never trust anywhere on a starship to be free of devices listening in on your every word. Not even your own quarters. The Draxx had spies everywhere.
He took a sip of his coffee. “Ah, yeah. Just the way I like it. Cream, and plenty of sugar. How d’you know? Lucky guess?”
Teague stifled a laugh. “Actually, I did some research before I arrived at Horizon Station. Got in touch with your previous Executive Officer. Commander Hathi’i was it?”
The Captain nodded. “Yes. Hathi’i. Good man. Well, Jihir to be exact. What did he tell you about me? Anything incriminating?”
“Nothing I can’t read anywhere else. Apart from how you like your coffee that is,” Commander Teague said. “Oh, and that you like to make surprise inspections from time to time. I’ve made a point of not relating that to anyone.”
Now it was Driscoll’s turn to laugh. “He’s right. I do like to do that. I find it keeps people sharp. Now then, I want to get a few things out in the air first, Commander. If that’s okay with you…”
“Yes,” Teague said.
“When it’s just you and I, nobody else around, I’m not Captain. I’m not Driscoll. I’m Nick. That’s it. If we’re to work together, I want us to relax a bit. But only when we’re away from the crew, right? I mean, you’re my XO for Christ’s sake. If we can’t be on first name terms behind closed doors…”
“Sure.”
“The other thing you may be aware of… I hand-picked all of you. The Manhattan wasn’t meant to launch on such a shortened timetable. But we have. And with the exception of the Chief―who I need to get around to seeing―I decided who was assigned here. I didn’t have long, and nearly all of you I’ve never met before.”
A frown crossed Teague’s face. “Don’t mind my asking, but how did you know who to pick?”
“Word of mouth. I went on what I heard. A small handful of people I’ve worked with in the past. Commander Grey, for example. We go way back. But mostly, you’re all new faces. Yourself, for example. Captain Waters had nothing but praise for you. Said you were one step away from being promoted to Commander and given the lead as Executive Officer. I decided to make that happen. Throw you in the deep end.” Driscoll smiled. “By the way, how are you adjusting to the promotion?”
“Fine,” Robin Teague told him. “It’s not much different to my role on the Starbuck. Just a bigger ship. And we didn’t have an AI…”
Driscoll drained his coffee. It’d been piping hot, and yet he’d swilled it as if he had a cast iron mouth. “Goddamn thing. I don’t know. I hear it’s good, but you never can be sure. I trust buttons and levers, Robin. I trust men and women. Does that make me old fashioned, do you think?”
She smiled. “If it does, then that’s two of us.”
“Well, I think we have an understanding,” Driscoll said. He accessed a data tablet and a holo-display at the centre of the table burst into life. It showed a moving point of light, travelling through one star system after another. Like an airliner from a bygone era, hopping from one exotic island to the next.
“This is our course?” Teague asked. She studied the display. “And here’s our destination.”
She pointed to a cloudy area. It was huge, and she didn’t need to be told what it was.
“The Chimera Cluster,” Driscoll said. “We’re headed right for the hornet’s nest.”
“Why? There have been expeditions to the Cluster before, but it’s always been deemed too damn dangerous,” Teague said. “Why now?”
“As I said to the whole ship, we make war to end it. Our mission is to do what we can to turn the tide of this conflict, by whatever means necessary. I don’t know if you’re fully aware of this or not, but we’re not winning the battle. Not by a long shot.”
“I heard about the losses at Cablan…” Robin said. Her voice faded away. The Draxx had gone there and bombarded the planet’s surface from orbit until it was a smoldering cinder. Nothing had escaped.
Why had they done it? For no good reason―simply because they could. And because Cablan had been a Terran Union colonial world. The Union expanded by peaceful co-operation and settlement. The Draxx did the opposite. They spread throughout the galaxy like a tumor.
“Yes, there are losses on a planetary scale, too, but I’m referring to the burden on our fleet. Our manpower. We can’t continue to fight them the way we have been. If we’re going to gain the upper hand we need to get dirty. Take the fight to them.”
“So that’s our mission. We’re troublemakers, sent in to disrupt them in any way possible,” Teague said. “Try and cause them as much grief as we can manage?”
“In a nutshell―almost. As you’re aware, we know from telemetry and astrological data that there is a vast Draxx presence within the Cluster. We also know that the area disrupts sensors, communications. It’s unstable in there. Dangerous,” Driscoll said.
“So we’ve sent our biggest, most powerful vessel in the hope it’ll be able to withstand the rigors of the Cluster itself…”
“As well as carry enough muscle to give the Draxx a shock or two. Yes,” Driscoll said. He pushed himself away from the conference table, crossed his arms. “There’s another side to our mission though, Robin. They’re up to something in there. We just don’t know what.”
“What do you mean?”
“Our intelligence reports have picked up on a whiff of something happening in there,” Driscoll said, jabbing a finger in the direction of the holographic Chimera Cluster floating over the table. “A construction of some kind. It’s worried top brass enough that they’ve sent us to investigate. As you know, probes can’t penetrate very far into the Cluster. They needed a ship. That’s us. I want to know what it is they’re building in there. And more importantly, if it’s something we can destroy.”
“Who knows about this, sir?” Teague asked.
“High-ranking Admiralty, myself, you… that’s about it. We didn’t want anyone untrustworthy to get a hint of it prior to reaching the Cluster. After all, once we’re inside, it’s highly unlikely we’ll be able to make contact with Command. We’ll be on our own, unless we can concoct some way of breaking through the communication disruption. So once we’re in there, if there’s a Draxx sympathizer aboard, they’ll be plain out of luck.”
“Funny you say that. Before coming aboard, I did some research on the Cluster. There’s been a lot of work around identifying the exact nature of the blanketing effect the region has on our comm systems,” she said. “I believe there may be a way of going around it. Just something I’ve been trying to wrap my head around.”
“Be sure to discuss it with the communications officer at some point, see if you both can’t work something out. Get S’lestra in on it, too,” Driscoll said. “The Union has never developed anything to counter the effects of the Cluster because there’s never been cause to go in there… until now.”
Commander Teague peered up at him. The deep green glow from the holo-display made him look like a gargoyle. And yet, still his eyes shone.
“I want you to relay our orders to each department head in turn. By the time they tell their own people, we’ll already be inside the Cluster. If we do have anyone untrustworthy aboard the news won’t do them much good.”
“Agreed,” Robin said.
Driscoll regarded the empty coffee cup, as if he regretted dispatching it so quickly. “Okay, Commander. Let’s get on it.”
Teague stood, saluted, and set off on her rounds among the ship’s departments to brief the section chiefs.

As soon as Driscoll entered the bridge, Frank’s voice flooded the air.
“Captain, we are approaching the Union-Dominion border.”
Driscoll cleared his throat. “Understood, Frank. Thanks for the heads up.”
“Sir, is that where we’re headed? Enemy territory?” Lieutenant Hardy asked.
“Yes. To get to where we’re going, it’s a necessity. When it comes to this mission, the usual regulations don’t apply,” Driscoll said. “Keep her steady, Lieutenant. We’ll be giving any systems occupied by the Draxx a wide berth.”
“And if we run across a Draxx ship along the way?” S’lestra asked.
“We do not engage. Not until we reach our destination. I don’t think we will come across any, however. We’d have to be crazy to travel at Jump speed through enemy territory, the size we are. Even though we are fitted with the latest sensor-scrambling technology. They’ll never suspect us, much less be actively looking for us.”
S’lestra grinned from ear to ear. “Sssometimesss a little crazy isss good. The Draxx don’t underssstand it.”
“Precisely. By the time we’ve been and gone, those cold-blooded devils will be scrambling to know what it was that shot through the sector. With the Manhattan’s new design affording us a level of stealth never before seen on a Union vessel, we should appear as a phantom on their screens.”
Teague arrived on the bridge.
“Hardy, how long until we arrive at the end point?” Driscoll asked.
He checked the readout at his station. “Another ten minutes, sir.”
“Good. Now the Commander’s re-joined us, it’s time I bring you up to speed on our mission. As of this moment, Commander Grey is briefing the flyboys downstairs as to where we’re headed and what to expect. Our destination lies deep within the Chimera Cluster.”
“Inssside the Chimera Clussster?” S’lestra said, eyes widening. A ripple ran the length of her sensory strands.
“Yes. We are the first mission to penetrate further than ten million kilometers in over forty years. Helm, be aware that Command has made the exit point of our second Jump an area of significant electrical anomalies. With any luck, this will mask our signature from detection and let us slip in there. I trust you’ll take the necessary precautions.”
“Aye, Captain,” Lieutenant Hardy said.
Prior to enlisting, Hardy had been a freighter pilot for nearly seven years. He’d been in the Union fleet for just under two years now. Fastest graduate from the Academy on record.
Hardy turned to face navigator Cochrane. “Hope I don’t mess this up. Otherwise we end up as scrambled egg―”
“As per the spec, we exit the Jump prior to entering the Cluster. Once inside, we initiate a second Jump to our co-ordinates,” Commander Teague told them firmly.
“Yes, Ma’am,” Hardy said.
“Sir,” Ensign Blair addressed Captain Driscoll. “The Chief wishes to speak to you in private. He says it’s urgent.”
Driscoll’s lips pressed into a tight line. “Tell him to meet me in my quarters, Ensign.”
“Captain?” Commander Teague asked, curious what would pull him from the bridge at such a critical phase of their mission.
“This won’t take long, Commander,” Driscoll said. “You know where to reach me if we encounter any trouble. You have the reins”

Driscoll was ready for him. The buzzer sounded from the other side of the door.
“Come in,” he called. The door to his quarters opened. Chief Macintosh stood there, not much different to how he’d looked eight years before when they’d served together aboard the Resolute.
“Chief. Come in,” Driscoll said.
The door closed behind him. The Captain’s quarters were filled with shadow, save for a few lamps here and there turned low. Driscoll could still smell the antiseptic tang of the atmospheric systems. It would be a while before the Captain’s quarters smelled like somewhere a man slept and rested.
From opposite sides of the room, they sized each other up.
“Nicholas,” the Chief said.
“David.”
Macintosh’s face was impassive. “I thought I better come up here, iron a few things out. I’d have seen you sooner.”
“Shoot,” Driscoll said. “Get it off your chest.”
“You know if I could’ve got another posting, I would have,” Macintosh said. “But I couldn’t, not in such a short space of time. And besides, I was pretty much ordered to remain with the Manhattan as her Chief of Engineering.”
“I didn’t want anyone else, either,” Captain Driscoll said. “You’re the best. I know we’ve had our differences. But despite what’s gone on in the past―”
“Differences? I’d say they’re a lot more than that, Nick, wouldn’t you?” the Chief spat. “Last time I looked, I was not the one responsible for the deaths of hundreds of innocent men and women.”
Driscoll didn’t say anything.
I should’ve expected this at some point.
It’s been coming a long time. Years I’ve avoided this confrontation. Now’s the time to face it.
“Last time I looked, I wasn’t the one with the blood of his shipmates on his hands…” Macintosh continued.
Now, he snapped.
“The last time I assessed the situation, I was your Captain,” Driscoll said, his voice louder and more stern.
Does he not think I’ve thought about these things, too? Does he not realize the pain it has caused me over the years to think about what happened? About the colleagues I failed to protect when the time came?
The Chief looked away. “You are.”
“Look, I never pictured us working together again, but here we are. And we both have to deal with it. This ship needs you down there—” he pointed in the exact direction of the engines— “and me up there. It’s just the way it’s worked out,” Driscoll explained. “I tried my best, but there was no one who could replace you. And you know the ship inside out.”
“You should’ve chosen another ship to order about,” Macintosh said.
A klaxon fired briefly somewhere, sounding like a distant horn in a fog. For a split second, they might have been a battleship on the open sea.
“There’s not going to be a problem, is there, Chief?” Driscoll asked.
The Chief shook his head. “No. No problem. I’ll keep things professional because I know you’ll do the same. Whatever I think of you, I won’t let that get in the way of me performing my duties.”
“You have my word,” Driscoll told him. “And for what it’s worth, I do appreciate it, David.”
“Good. Because let’s get one thing straight. They might put you up on some kind of pedestal. The tabloids might paint you as a hero. But me? I know the real Nick Driscoll. Maybe not the man you are now, but the man you used to be. A failure who let everyone under his command, apart from me, die. Until I see that you’re a different man, that’s who you’ll always be for me. That junior Officer who screwed up. All because you didn’t know when to call it a day. You didn’t know there are limits to how far you can push men, women and ships.”
Driscoll’s eyes became hard pits of darkness. “I do now.”
He sat motionless, staring through steepled fingers as the Chief turned on his heel and strode out. The dimness suited him; the memories returned, and he shut his eyes.
The Resolute had been a standard Clayton-class starship, tasked with patrolling the region of space known as the Daifon Warf that stretched from the Tykaran and Olva systems. Whilst the Draxx had a definite presence in the area, the Resolute’s real task was to watch for pirates and smugglers. The last thing they’d expected to see was a Draxx dreadnought come out of nowhere, guns blazing.
The crew of the Resolute fought valiantly, but the small ship was no match for the enormous Draxx vessel. The Resolute’s Captain ordered a message of surrender be sent to the opposition, at which they stopped firing. He then left in a shuttle craft to talk with the Draxx in person, however before he could dock they opened fire and destroyed the shuttle. They’d only been toying with their human prey. The Draxx had given them a few minutes of hope at survival before dashing it in a fiery bloom of plasma cannons.
Nicholas Driscoll took the conn as the most senior officer aboard, and ordered the Resolute’s evacuation. The life pods were capable of speeding away while they broadcast a wide-ranging emergency beacon. David Macintosh was one of the officers who opposed Driscoll’s order. They told him it was suicide to leave the ship.
“We’ve got a better chance than if we stay,” Driscoll had shot back.
Driscoll repeated the order to abandon ship. He set the auto-pilot to direct the Resolute toward the Draxx dreadnought at full speed in the hope it would destroy the enemy—or at least slow them down enough to give them a chance at survival.
Driscoll dragged Macintosh into one of the life pods, and together they fled the battered Union starship, watching through the pod’s tiny viewport as the Resolute grew smaller.
But it didn’t mean they were blind to what happened―before the Resolute could turn, before its engines could fire, before his plan could be executed by the on-board computer―the Draxx delivered several crippling strikes and the Resolute exploded. A series of rippling flashes of yellow, orange, and white filled in the space behind a racing ring of faint energy.
From the hurtling escape pod, Driscoll and Macintosh were helpless to do anything but gaze on in horror as the dreadnought picked the life pods off one by one. Every hand aboard the Resolute, lost.
“You killed them all,” Macintosh said over and over again. “You killed them…”
Driscoll didn’t know how they were ever going to work together, given their history. He had made a call, and it hadn’t paid off. In the process, everyone aboard the Resolute had died. His heart ached just at the memory of that time―his greatest failure. He’d sworn never to allow people to die like that again, never to abandon a ship and put their lives in the hands of fate. He understood why Macintosh felt the way he did.
But it was imperative the two of them got along.
There was no choice. Somehow, they had to make it work.

An hour later, the Manhattan penetrated the outer edge of the Chimera Cluster. It stood before them, a wall of dense peach nebula marbled with violet clouds of disruptive materials. In many ways, its mysterious beauty belied the inherent danger―only a fraction of its interior had been mapped and catalogued by the Terran Union. Space was full of such dangerous areas, the most notorious of which, the Mobius Formation, was a turbulent stretch of nebulous gases, driven by a hurricane of stormy pulsar winds. The gravitational pull of several surrounding pulsars kept it from drifting.
Then there was the Rishi Drift. Pilots often said it was like riding shotgun on a thunderbolt to fly through the Drift… you were lucky if you got to the other side intact.
The Cluster’s danger came not so much from her disruptive properties, but that so little was known about it. And to head into uncharted territory, into the unknown, was the greatest danger a starship could ever face.

Lieutenant Hardy handled the helm with resolve, slowing from Jump at just the right moment. The Manhattan crossed the perimeter of the Cluster at near-Jump speed and Hardy let her coast through on thrusters as she decelerated to galactic standard. The ship jittered as it cut through the nebulous material at the fringe of the Cluster, the volatile elements that comprised the Cluster struck against the hull plating. In many ways, the Manhattan was like a cruise liner plowing through a dense fog on a rough sea.
Already, the bizarre effects of the Chimera Cluster were causing the ship to shudder and shake. The dampeners worked to lessen its effects and stabilize her.
Captain Driscoll grabbed a bar overhead. “Well handled, Lieutenant. Okay everyone, let’s get to work. This’ll be rough.”
The Manhattan passed through hammerhead mountains of volatile cumulus, and in its wake the nebulous gases interacted with the drive plasma, creating rivers of electrical discharge behind them.
“Rear view,” Driscoll ordered.
The viewscreen changed to show a panorama of space, as if looking from the aft; the entire bridge flashed shades of blue-violet and white from the storm of space lightning that signaled their passage through the skin of the Cluster. Driscoll imagined a huge balloon, with the Manhattan a pin piercing the rubber membrane. And within the balloon? Peachy colored layers of dense nebula, marbled violet, illuminated here and there by explosions of light. But at its centre was darkness, deep and foreboding.
And that’s where we’re going. Straight for the mouth of hell. I wonder what Dante
would’ve said had he lived to see it.
He thought of the Joseph Conrad novel Heart of Darkness―hadn’t the narrator of that book similarly headed straight for the dark core of a mysterious land? Down the river, into the jungle, into madness…
The Manhattan pushed through the last of the Cluster’s outer edge, and burst into the less compacted interior.
Details of the Conrad novel drifted through Driscoll’s mind at random, offering greater detail though it had been years since he read it. For a time he’d tackled all of the classics. Most he finished, some he didn’t. He remembered the title of that novel, in particular, referred as much to the mission as the narrator himself. True, he had journeyed into darkness, to find a man possessed by shadow. But along the way? Driscoll had come to realize that the narrator had been consumed as much with darkness as his quarry.
Am I?
The incident, other missions I’ve led over the years… am I a ‘Man O’ War’ as the saying goes? Do I have a heart of darkness? Is that why they really wanted me for this? Because they know I’ll cross the line if it comes to it.
Up ahead the viewscreen changed to show the bow.
They’re right. I’ll break every rule in the book if it means I can stop something like the Resolute happening again. The Chief doesn’t know…
“Lieutenant,” Commander Teague addressed Hardy. “Prepare to execute the next Jump.”
There was simply no way the Manhattan would have been able to make it through the outer edges of the Cluster at Jump speed. At such velocity, her field emitters would have been overcome by the density of what they were travelling through. For the same reason, a starship travelling at Jump speed could not leap through the heart of a sun. Gravity wells and black holes also played hell with navigation. Courses had to be plotted with the utmost precision to take all of that into account. There were occasional accidents, it was true, but on the whole, Jumping was safe. It was the only feasible way to travel among the various star systems. Without it, only generation ships could cover the distance, and one cannot fight and win wars six families later than when one takes off.
A whine filtered in from below decks as the Jump Drive re-spooled.
“Ready.”
“Jump,” Driscoll ordered, his mouth suddenly dry.
Lieutenant Hardy keyed the controls. The Manhattan leapt at his touch. Once more, the space on the viewscreen rippled, a black pond disturbed by a stone before it surged forth to devour them.
Down the river, into the jungle…








he shuttle doors opened, blinding Michael with long-absent sunlight for a moment. He lingered off to the side of the aisle as other pilots and crew filed past him, out to the adoration of waiting people. Reporters, family, and the curious, showered the arriving heroes with love and adulation. When the last of them had disembarked, he made his way down the ramp, skirting the crowd. He offered a pleasant smile at the one reporter to notice him, but did not linger to speak as he traversed the tarmac at a brisk walk and took a seat in the terminal monorail.
Michael glanced through the window at the cheering faces, glad to be home, but thinking too much of the ones who did not make it to feel joy, or even true relief. It was just as well, his mother would feel enough happiness for both of them. The tram jostled him as it got underway, drawing his attention to the box of medals in his lap. Metal trinkets from some unknown number of fallen that he had to deliver to their loved ones. A part of him wanted to open it and count them, but he could not find the will to do it.
The Draxx threat had abated, for now. He tilted the case, listening to the trinkets clatter inside. Would anyone even remember the names of the people these insignias once represented? Even now, the saviors of the Terran Alliance endured the accusation of being warmongers. Fringe groups plastered cartoon-cute images of the reptilian Draxx, as if all humans did were melt down baby lizards in their cribs. They couldn’t know what really happened out there; they never saw the gleaming teeth of a murderous Draxx so close their breath fogged a human’s visor. They never heard the last breath of a brother spent on a helmet-shaking scream, never stared at an expanding debris cloud in the heart-rending silence thereafter.
Idealists, university students, socialites―what did they know.
The tram stopped. Michael rose to his feet, tucking the case of mourning under his left arm. Brilliant white light flooded in from the doors as they slid open with a pneumatic hiss; a row of silhouettes in black funeral garb waited. Their number indistinct, parents, siblings, and children of the fallen waited. A dozen unreadable faces turned to look at him all at once.
At what price, glory?

Emma stood before a full-length mirror, checking to make sure that her dress whites were perfect in every detail. The only real difference from her duty uniform was a knee-length skirt that replaced the trousers. She fidgeted with her lapel, smiling at the lack of medals. Only a tour of duty ribbon for The Manhattan sat there. To hell with prestige, at least she made it home. She did what she had to do. The Draxx had been dealt a blow that would take them generations to recover from, and with the help of the Terran Union, it would be unlikely they could present a threat again.
She closed the wardrobe door after adjusting her cap and left her room with the giddy bounce of a schoolgirl in her step. It had been too long since she’d seen her sister, Sarah. A pair of Milsec honor guard stood on either side of the door at the end of the corridor. It was already open, and neither man reacted to her approach. That was their way though. Small children could kick them in the shin and they would stand there, stoic as ever, not flinching.
Inside, chairs were lined up in rows facing a podium. People filled the room: a few other pilots, family, friends, and family of friends. Emma stood up on her toes to wave over the crowd at her father, who stood near the front of the room in conversation with three other men. He didn’t notice her, focused on his words.
She moved to the left to the edge of the room, moving past the periphery of the crowd toward the front. In the first row of chairs, she found Sarah sitting one space from the end, wearing an elaborate dark violet dress with white stockings, pouting at her gloss black shoes. A large blue-butterfly clasp held her long hair off her face. Emma smiled, remembering high school notebooks festooned with doodled butterflies. Sarah had no doubt worn that as a gesture to her. Her little sister didn’t seem too much different than the last time she had seen her. Given the expected length of the mission, it struck her as odd that the girl did not look any older.
“Hey, kiddo.” Emma sat in the last seat.
Sarah looked up, red around the eyes. “Hey.” Her pout deepened.
“War’s over. We won.” Emma winked. “I’m home now.”
“Yeah,” droned Sarah.
Emma held her arms out. “Aren’t you happy to see me? Where’s my hug?”
“I told you not to go.” Sara looked back down, making no move to embrace her sister.
“Oh, come on.” Emma let her arms fall slack. “You can’t still be upset with me.”
Someone in the back of the room burst out sobbing. Emma glanced, unable to find the source in the seated crowd. Sarah did not react. As she turned to look at Sarah again, her eyes caught sight of a large silver box behind the podium; a military casket. The lid was up, yet the person inside was out of sight.
Chills spread through her body. She looked again at all the people, so many of her own family were here. Her breath stalled in her chest. On shaking legs, she stood, and tiptoed past her father to the display. A wisp of black hair drifted into view beyond the bare-steel casket edge, then clasped hands. The left one was obvious in its artificiality; a mortician’s prosthetic.
Tightness squeezed her heart. The sound of Sarah breaking into uncontrollable tears made her turn back. Her father and mother both rushed over, consoling the girl.
Sarah pointed at Emma. “She’s here, she’s standing right there.”
“Oh, Sarah,” said Mother. “Wishing her back isn’t going to change what happened.”
Emma shivered, a slow turn brought her around to face the casket. She leaned over the edge to peer at the face of the deceased, but shot bolt upright in her bunk before she could see.

Aaron jogged down the shuttle boarding ramp, waving at the assembled crowd. Reporters mostly, as well as fans and curiosity seekers, surged against portable barricades as he made his way across the tarmac to a waiting car. No fewer than six women tried to leap the fences just to touch him. At the end of the red carpet, two men in suits greeted him with handshakes and back pats.
“So you’re Commander Vorys? I expected someone older,” said the man on the left.
“After a thousand kills, they decided to promote me. They had to, considering how we kicked the Draxx back under their home rock.”
“Have you considered our offer,” asked the man on the right.
“Do you really think an episodic series will earn more than a full-length feature?” Aaron fell in step with the two suits.
“That all depends on how we market it.” The man on the left did some quick mental math. “We could position the pilot episode as a feature-length production and then split it off into its own series.” He moved his hand across the sky as if tracing words. “Wings of Glory – The Aaron Vorys story”
“That sounds a little hack. How about ‘Hunter Squadron?’ Putting my name in the title seems a bit vain, don’t you think?”
“Vanity is only a sin for the undeserving, Commander.” Right side winked. “Besides, you’ve earned it and that’s where the money is.”
Both men stopped at the end of the carpet, gesturing wide as if to welcome him to the limo.
The driver appeared, a young woman with scraggly blonde hair. She appeared to have been awake for several days straight. Dark spots ringed her eyes, and she sneered at him as she grabbed the door.
“Welcome home, Aaron.”
He blinked. “Allison? What are you doing here?”
She took a small silver inhaler out of the coat pocket of her chauffer’s uniform and waved it at him. “Only job I could get without a pee test.”
“No, I mean what are you doing on Earth.”
Allison Vorys scowled. “Oh, you’re just like Mom. I guess I’m not good enough to set foot on the beloved jewel of the alliance, huh? Never was good enough for her, or Dad either.” The device went to her lips, she inhaled hard. The dour frown melted away to a silly intoxicated grin. The fullness of her street-vagrant aroma washed over him as she exhaled. “S’okay, I don’t need any of you. I’m doin’ okay.”
He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook. “No, Allie, I mean you ran off to a colony. The last I heard, you’d stowed away on a transport bound for who-knows-where. I haven’t seen you in… five years. What the hell happened?”
“Oh like you give a damn.” She evaporated, leaving him holding an empty maroon jacket.
Aaron stared at it for a few minutes, glancing back at the adoring crowd still snapping photos of the war hero. He ducked in to the limo where a boy of about twelve pounced on him as soon as he sat down.
“Sam!” Aaron lifted his scrawny little brother, flipped him over and pinned him to the seat. “Ha ha… I haven’t seen you since you were seven. Damn, you got big. How’s school?”
They horsed around until the boy was out of breath.
“You’re home!” said Sam, hanging on, lost to his hero-worship. “Did you kill a lot of aliens? What did they sound like when they exploded? School’s okay, I got finals in two weeks. Dad’s a little upset at the A-Minus I got in Subatomic Physics, but I talked the teacher into letting me take the test over. I argued an ambiguity in the question.”
“Finals? As in high school? You’re twelve.”
Sam grinned. “I’m almost as smart as you. They skipped me ahead.”
Aaron ruffled his hair. “Pah, you’re a damn genius, I’m just some grunt with wings. Where’s Mom and Dad?” Aaron glanced at the facing seat, empty save for a small card and tiny silver gift box.
Sam shrugged. “Too busy.”
“Yeah…” Aaron picked at a button on the empty jacket. “They always are.”

Liam yawned, leaning against a tree and enjoying the shade it provided. Fingers clawed through a bowl of flavored peanuts, popping them one at a time into his mouth. A few missed, but he did not bother to find them, leaving them for the squirrels. It had been hours and not one twitch moved his fishing pole; but that was beside the point. He had not come out here to catch anything tangible.
“Anythin’ yet?” asked Bob, a set of green-brown overalls and dark blue flannel to his left.
He never quite looked far enough to his side to see a face, but Bob was his fishing buddy every time he came here. “Not yet.”
“Amazing they get the trees to grow on this rock. How long did it take them to terraform it?”
Liam leaned forward with a grunt, removing the pole from the holder and reeling in the line. “How should I know?” He recast it, letting the lure trail through the upper few inches of the stream.
“Did they even put fish in this river?” Bob recast as well.
“Maybe,” said Liam. “I suppose it’s stupid to cast a lure and not even know if there’s anything in there.”
“Well, fishin’ for fish isn’t about the fish. It’s about relaxin’.”
“Yep.”
“Only I figure yer not fishin’ for fish,” said Bob. The brow of a hat shifted. Bob was looking at him, but still had no face. He could have been anyone. “You don’t think them fish bite on replicants, do you?”
A peanut sailed over Liam’s head.
“That’s not…” He sighed. “Well, maybe.”
“What’s her name?”
“Ain’t no her, Bob. Just a theoretical her.”
“I see, hence throwin’ your lure in unknown water. Maybe you’re just not fishin’ in the right place.”
“Maybe. Sure is peaceful here though, innit?”
“Yep. Well, at least you got that.”
“What?”
“Peace.”
Liam chuckled, staring at the unmoving reel. “Yeah… At least I got that.”

Zavex walked through a gossamer haze of luminous blue curtains. Loose robe-like garments surrounded him, clasped at the shoulder with a gold pin. Glowing thermpods, lumpy crimson orbs the size of fists, hovered above small sconces around the dim chamber. Their radiant heat provided both warmth as well as light to the Talnurian eye. Niria stood at the far end of the space, hovering by a decorative metal podium above which perched a slab of clear glass, covered with glowing yellow letters in a fancy elongated script.
He approached her, pausing two paces behind. “Sister, do you continue to have these troubling visions?”
The woman turned, her long hair-quills clicked as she moved. Unlike the men, her face was smooth. Grey lines traced over her skin where a male would have ridges, accentuated with silver and gold face-paint. Her low-cut robes showed the beginning of the light grey coloration that many Talnurians had on their chest and abdomen. Her smile warmed his heart, and he bowed his head.
“Vas’una guide me, but I have seen no cause for them yet. I see warriors, broken and dying. I must attend to them.” She brushed past him, clasping hands for a fleeting instant. “I have made my decision. I will pledge to the Yldris.”
Zavex gasped. “But, you are Ra’ala. You cannot―”
“The warriors need my help. They are aware that I am not permitted to harm one who does not threaten my life, or the life of someone to whom I tend.”
“But, Niria, a Ra’ala should not kill under any circumstances. It’s irreverent.”
She faced him, gown whirling about her legs. “Vas’una has shown me this. It must be.”
He frowned at her swishing tail. At least men lacked that appendage; it was easier to hide emotion. There would be no changing her mind. He stood taller, making it a point to be larger than his older sister, and put a hand on her shoulder. If not for being a sibling, touching a Ra’ala would have been shameful.
“Niria, I do not wish to see you harmed. Outsiders do not respect your station. They will not hesitate to harm you.”
Her hand, bedecked with gemmed rings, settled on his. A strip of diaphanous cloth trailed from a gold loop on her central finger, down her arm to join the robe at the shoulder. “I trust my matron, as should you.”
The fiery explosion knocked Zavex to the ground. He leapt to his feet, finding Niria gone; he was no longer in her room. The abrupt skip in time startled him for a moment; she had been gone, away with the Yldris for almost a year. Something happened, something bad. Fiery comets of metal and stone fell from the sky, bombarding the city of Korvathur. He scrambled to his feet and ran to the wall, unsure why he wanted his Azsha―the vibroblades at the ends of the polearm would not do any good against meteors.
Another impact sent him staggering, but he held his footing. Bounding in long feline strides, he raced through the hallway of his old home, but skidded to a halt where the building ceased to exist. White blood spattered the streets below, body parts and debris littered everywhere. The sky was on fire, a dark spot at the center of it scared him grey.
The station was falling.
All around him people panicked.
“Go!” He yelled. “We must flee the city, there is no time.”
He leapt from the third story to the ground, hitting the ground in a tumbling roll that ended with him at a sprint. An abandoned chrome skrimm floated a few feet from the ground, large enough to carry ten people. Zavex went for it, hopping on at the front end and grabbing the sticks. The hovering vehicle rocked with his impact, gliding to the side. With a twist on the controls, he wrenched it around and got it moving. He stopped a short distance away, waiting for a man running through the door of a dwelling.
A fragment of space station slammed through the roof, launching the now-dead Talnurian over the skrimm into the wall of a building across the street. Zavex cringed from the wave of heat and pelting stones, one-handing the controls to get the vehicle away from the devastation.
He rounded a corner, shouting at those who were too stunned to do anything but gawk at the sky. Families boarded Yldris transports that had swooped in to extract as many civilians as possible. Zavex collected one or two stragglers and maneuvered the skrimm to join the exodus seeking refuge in the mountains to the west.
Screaming brought him to a halt just outside a half-collapsed dwelling. Ignoring the protests of his six passengers, he dismounted and ran to the door. A column of rock obscured the entrance, trapping what sounded like children inside a burning home.
“There are younglings inside,” he shouted back over his shoulder.
One man, who had been reaching for the controls, backed away. With a guilty look, he joined Zavex at the door. Between the two of them, they hefted the pillar and let it fall to the side. The other man recoiled from the heat and fumes inside, but Zavex held an arm over his face and charged. An arch to the right offered a path to a yard-garden, through a room that threatened to collapse at any second. He climbed over fragments of fallen ceiling and battered through a door in the next wall.
Inside, the upper body of a dead woman protruded from an avalanche of crumbled stone. Four younglings wailed over her. The eldest, also female, wore the trappings of an apprentice Ra’ala. Younger than Zavex, perhaps in her early forties, she knelt by her mother’s body, chanting. Soft light surrounded both hands as she pressed them into the lifeless woman. Her efforts did nothing, as the powers of the healers―especially a trainee―fell far short of restoring the dead.
Two boys, preadolescents of about twenty-seven years, clung to each other, unable to process what they had witnessed. The last, a tiny girl of about sixteen, knelt by a pair of abandoned dolls and wept into her hands.
“Come, we must leave. The station falls. Do not ruin your mother’s honor by crossing before your time.”
Zavex hesitated before touching the eldest daughter, even in this circumstance it would be considered rude. He gathered the two boys under his left arm, and their little sister under his right.
“Ra’alari, please. You can do nothing for her but honor her memory by staying alive.”
The daughter drew a deep breath and her tail sagged listless as she stood. He led them back through the burning wreckage of their former home. A warbling chirp emanated from the enclosed garden, causing the small girl-child to wriggle free and go sprinting for it.
“Maba!” she cried, invoking the name of whatever pet cowered amid the wilting flowers.
Zavex whirled, combat-trained reflexes bringing his hand around the little one’s tail. He held on, not pulling, as she snapped to a halt on tiptoe. She clawed at the air, straining to pull out of his grip. She looked over her shoulder with pleading violet-speckled eyes.
“My Maba,” she whined. “He will die.”
The eldest girl went for the passage, making animal calls. Zavex, without a free hand to grab her with, yelled. “It will collapse; a skreeli is not worth your life.”
He reeled the little one in and picked her up again. She protested, but he held her tight to his chest. The two boys seemed keen on leaving the building as fast as possible and pointed at the exit, begging him to get going. He took two steps toward the exit before a fluffy silvery-white sphere of fur zoomed out of the garden shack and climbed the eldest daughter’s robe. Just as she ceased her whispery chant, the hallway collapsed in a wash of flames that knocked her over. She scrambled around and crawled for the door, standing only after she made it outside.
Zavex passed the little ones to the waiting survivors and climbed into the driver’s spot on the skrimm. With the throttle all the way forward, he drove out of the city, headed for the shelter of the distant mountains.
The thunderous crash behind him, the space station smashing into Korvathur, knocked him awake.

Lieutenant Michael Summers finally woke at the touch of freezing air on his lungs. He did not remember details of his dream, save for it being depressing. A shower, breakfast, and two cups of coffee joined it in the obscurity of waking up too early. When he got to the flight deck, the thirty-nine degree air found a nugget of consciousness deep inside him.
Guided by a floating holographic screen, he made his way to Green Wing’s launch bay while reading over his group’s assignments. Due to her flight performance, command had assigned Emma to an F-44 “Mosquito.” The light fighter was the most agile thing on the carrier, even if it did lack a bit in weapons. A lot of pilots balked at getting “stuck” in a mosquito, but he had a feeling she could make it work to her advantage.
Liam pulled duty in an MR-11 “Manta.” The heavy fighter and its ultra-long-range neutron beam cannons were a perfect fit for his excellent gunnery skills. The rest of the group: himself, Zavex, and Aaron, were assigned to F94 “Glaive” medium fighters that possessed a midrange combination of speed, maneuverability, and firepower.
As he rounded the edge of the emergency blast door into the launch bay, he paused and raised an eyebrow. Green Wing’s fighters sat in a neat line with the Mosquito on one end, the Manta on the other, and three Glaives in the center. The fighter in the middle had a human rear end protruding from the avionics compartment at the nose.
For landing, the Glaives’ lower wings folded upright, making them look as if each had three tail fins. Two side-pods ran parallel to the main fuselage, lending a reassuring modicum of bulk to its profile. On the far left, the Manta took up almost the same amount of space as three Glaives, its silhouette reminiscent of an ancient dual-bladed battle-axe with the canopy in the narrow center. At the far right, the Mosquito resembled a baby Glaive, as if two of the other fighters had mated. It lacked the side pods of its larger cousins, but kept the trefoil wing design.
In flight, the primary wings folded down at a forty-five degree angle. They were useless in deep space, but they came in handy for atmospheric runs, not to mention they were an excellent place to mount weapons.
Michael breathed a sigh of relief at the Mosquito, grateful it wasn’t Aaron who was assigned to it; imagined whining rang through his head: too small, not enough armor, pathetic guns, it’s just a training craft for rear-echelon patrols, useless for real combat. With a shake of his head, he approached the protruding posterior, trying to be quiet, but his boot squeaked when he was a few meters away.
Aaron startled and hopped down, clapping his hands as if to knock dust away from them. “Morning.”
Michael glanced at the ship, at his own name ‘Lt. M “Dragon” Summers’ stenciled just below the canopy. “Something wrong with my fighter?”
He edged past Aaron to peek into the compartment, gazing over the various systems within. Nothing seemed amiss.
“Just checking to make sure you don’t have any helpers installed. I intend to keep the competition fair.” Aaron grinned. “Didn’t want you using some kind of advanced targeting computer I don’t have. I still don’t believe your Falkirk score.”
“This isn’t a competition, Hunter.” Michael stuck his head through the hatch once more, looking for anything out of place. Finding nothing, he closed it.
Emma trudged over, casting a plaintive stare at her floating holographic viewscreen.
“Well, well. Guess they gave the princess a Mosquito. Just hang back and let us handle things.”
Emma glared at Aaron. “So, my family lives on Earth. Doesn’t make me a princess. Would I be here if I was a princess?” She rubbed her gut, still queasy about her dream.
“You alright, Sylph?” Michael looked her over. “You’re white as a sheet and look ready to pass out.”
Aaron chuckled, as if her miserable appearance confirmed his opinion of female pilots.
“I’ll be okay.” She squinted at Aaron again. “I just had a rough dream. Mosquito, huh?”
Michael patted her on the shoulder. “You’re one of the few people in the Terran Defense Force that can handle one properly. I know a lot of people think it’s an insult, but in the hands of an amazing flier they’re actually quite dangerous.”
“Yeah, if you can stay alive for six months to pound through something’s armor,” quipped Aaron.
“The skeeter’s guns aren’t that pathetic. It’s so maneuverable a lot of pilots overcompensate and can’t control it. I bet she could take you five for five in a round of target-lock tag in one of these.”
“You’re on.”
“Thanks.” Emma frowned at Michael. “If I win, he’ll be impossible to work with. If he beats me, he’ll be impossible to live with.”
“He’s impossible to live with now,” shouted Liam from the door, just before he jogged over.
“I love you too, dear.” Aaron blew an air kiss at him.
“You got the axe.” Michael pointed Liam to the Manta. “Think you can handle that much gun?”
“Ooh.” Liam rubbed his hands with a weasel’s anticipation.
He ducked under the wing arc and ran his fingers over the dark blue metal, headed for the entry hatch along the underbelly. Unlike the other fighters, the Manta boarded via a ladder in the bottom in the manner of a bomber.
“Hey, Dragon…” Liam glanced back. “Don’t these suckers usually require a copilot? Who am I flying with?”
“That, sir, would be me.” A proper sounding British voice emanated from the closed boarding hatch. “PAU-44B, at your service, sir.”
Liam made an impressed face, pointing at himself. “I’m a sir now, apparently.” He pounded his fist into the access button.
“I say, what is all that racket?”―the entry ladder dropped open, far faster than it should have, dumping a three foot tall metal box onto the deck with a loud clang―“Boy. I say, boy. What in the Sam hill are you doin’ here?”
Thin metal arms extended from the apparently-upside-down droid, pushing itself first flat on the long face and then up on the proper bottom. A second or two later, it floated into the air, hovering with a soft ionic hum. It swiveled to face Liam, lights flickered in an approximation of eyebrows along the upper part as it spoke with a pronounced drawl.
“You hearin’ me, Boy?” PAU-44B gestured with its spindly gripper arm at the Manta. “They gave this here bucket o’ bolts to a hayseed like you, what in tarnation has the”―a toolbox slipped from the cabin above and bounced off the droid’s head. Lights scrambled on its non-face―“Oh, hey there.” It saluted hard enough to clink its arm against its hull. “Greetings, Lieutenant JG Liam Dalton,” it cheered. “I am the magnificent PAU-44B Pilot Assistance Unit. I am capable of astrogation at forty-thousand kilocycles per second, and I am rated eight-point-six on turret operation. I am your designated co-pilot.” It zoomed about, orbiting him like an excited puppy. “Most of the guys call me Keg since I look like a beer fridge.” It paused, swiveled left and right, and then tilted towards Liam, whispering past the back of a gripper claw. “What’s a beer fridge?”
“Hah,” said Michael. “Didn’t they used to install those droids in every fighter before they came up with the internal AI?”
“Bah,” Keg waved both arms at Michael. “Those zero-mass pansies can’t do a damn thing about exterior hull damage. And I can still calculate navigation waypoints just as fast; not to mention”―Keg held one arm up in triumph―“I can make you coffee.”
“Oh, this is going to be a riot.” Liam patted it on the side and climbed the stairs. “Come on, then.”
“He gets a coffee maker?” Emma whined. “I want a coffee maker.”
Keg held both arms up. “And a full bathroom!”
“I can barely fit a sack of chips in that thing, much less a coffee machine,” Emma grumbled at the Mosquito.
“Since your squad came up one pilot short, and given your flight performance, they assigned me to be your number two.” Keg bowed at Liam again, as much as a box can bow. “There’s a full stock of emergency plating, fuses, wire patches…”
Aaron backed away as the bot rambled on through an itemized list, not wanting to attract its attention. He climbed into his Glaive, leaving the canopy up and his helmet off as he ran through the preflight check. Emma did a walk-around inspection of her Mosquito, examining the launch doors of the dumb-fire rocket pods on either side of the main body. When she was satisfied all seemed in order, she vaulted into the cockpit and settled in to her new home. For once in her life, she was happy to be smallish.
Michael, after a walk-around of his own, climbed into the Glaive’s roomy cockpit and settled in. He could not, like Liam, get up and walk around inside, but the seat was comparable to first-class shuttle travel. The scent of new fabric and electrical sealant permeated it; these fighters had not yet seen real action. He squeezed the corner of the black cloth seat while waiting for the diagnostic procedure to finish. He was suspicious of the clean result, and even more distrustful of the second clean result. One by one, systems came back with ‘…OK’ on the far right side of the primary display. They would be launching soon, he had no time to check deeper. Whatever Aaron was up to, he only hoped it was some egotistical or juvenile prank. Since the diag process missed it, it could not be too major.
“Alright, Green Wing. We’re on standby until we drop out of jump. As soon as The Manhattan transits back to standard space, we are launching.”
Michael closed his eyes, listening to a series of “Rogers” come back over the comm. Each time someone spoke, a small holographic helmet or head appeared above his console. The last apparition, Keg, popped up with a loud cheer and flailing stick arms. “Let’s goooooo get ‘em!”








s Commander Grey ready to launch his fighters?” Driscoll asked.
Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra told Ensign Blair to verify status with the hangar deck. A moment later, the Ensign nodded.
“Yesss, Captain,” S’lestra said. “Awaiting your ordersss.”
Driscoll shot Commander Teague a questioning look.
At that, she went to stand behind Lieutenant Hardy. “Helm, time to co-ordinates?”
The Captain watched this with satisfaction. Less than a day working together and Commander Teague was already anticipating his needs.
This’ll work out well.
Hardy kept a wary eye on the countdown on his screen, his hands a blur over the other controls as he prepared the other helm functions for the Manhattan’s exit from Jump. “Twenty seconds.”
“Everyone, full defensive measures,” Driscoll said, loud and clear. “This region of space is going to screw with your equipment. Expect anomalies. Expect readings you don’t anticipate. Catalogue any irregularities, but do not panic. Just do your best.”
“Sir?” Lieutenant Brooke asked from the weapons station. “Without the aid of sensors, we’ll have to rely on manually operating the Manhattan’s weapons systems…”
“Exactly, Lieutenant. Look sharp,” Driscoll said.
Lieutenant Brooke’s face dropped and he turned back to face his station.
“Exiting the Jump in eight, seven, six…” Hardy muttered, still tweaking controls.
Driscoll reached up to a handhold and waited for the sensation of shift to come as the massive ship dropped from Jump speed.
“… three, two, one…”
Space returned to normal before them, or seemingly so. As much as it looked perfectly safe out there, it truly was anything but. The Chimera Cluster was one of the most volatile areas of known space. Anything could happen now.
Even the Manhattan―a veritable colossus―might not be able to withstand it.
We’ll see how tight Macintosh put in those rivets.
We’ll see…
“Captain, shall I give Commander Grey your permission to proceed with fighter deployment?” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra asked.
Driscoll nodded. “Yes. Go ahead. All bays are cleared for immediate launch. Set them up in a standard near-sector patrol ring.”
“Everyone, red alert. All hands, man your stations,” Commander Teague ordered, hot on the heels of Driscoll giving the go-ahead for fighters to leave the Manhattan.
Around him, the bridge erupted into a flurry of activity, but the Captain had only one thought.
Operation Chimera had begun.
They were here. Their starfighters were due to disembark, the rookie pilots eager to stretch their legs. He remembered his own debut tour of duty, how exhilarating it had been to pilot his very own starfighter. To feel the awesome energy at his fingertips. To fire its weapons at a Draxx and feel the rush of satisfaction as it exploded in a flash of light.
And to bring it home, in one piece, until the time came to fly the next mission. Landing in the hangar, his CO giving him a slap on the back and telling him he’d done good.
The Captain grinned at the thought, overcome with nostalgia at those simpler, carefree days. He’d not been one with the darkness back then. No, he’d not fallen under the shadow’s wing then. Not yet. All of that was to come. Back then he’d been just like Commander Grey’s young pilots, readying their ships to leave for the first time. He’d been new, fresh―innocent.
Good luck, kids. You’ll need it.








last doors secured the launch portals during the Jump. Wisps of fog rolled across the flight deck, pooling for a few seconds wherever it encountered a loop in one of the arm-thick hoses crisscrossing the floor. Command Ops sent the five-minute warning; ground crews scrambled about with last-minute preparations, and all pilots had buttoned down their canopies and secured their helmets.
Michael tapped his gloved fingers on the stick, tracing his eyes over the X-shaped pattern at the center of the immense hatch. The door was three feet thick, almost enough to absorb a direct hit from a small torpedo. He did not understand the point, the hull to either side was thinner; who shoots at the doors on purpose? To his left, Zavex sat amid total calm. So still, the reflections of his displays were legible via their reflection upon his helmet. Beyond him, Emma huddled forward as if blowing hot air into her hands to warm them. He poked the touchscreen with his squad mates’ status reads to open a private comm channel.
“Sylph, everything okay?”
Her head bobbed up. “Got a little case of the collywobbles just sitting here, Lieutenant. I’ll be okay once we’re underway.”
“Don’t let him get to you. If he starts to psych you out, let me know.”
“I don’t need a big brother.” Her helmet turned toward him. “If he steps out of line, then do what you have to do. I’ll not let him take the Mickey out of me.”
“Whatever that means.” Michael laughed, ending the comm.
“Betty, you see anything strange in the systems?”
“No, Lieutenant.” A pleasant female voice flooded the cabin.
He squinted at Aaron, sitting back in his Glaive like the king rooster of the henhouse. Flashing orange lights distracted him from any lingering suspicions. The ground crew all ran for something to grab. The flight deck filled with the voice of Frank, the Manhattan’s AI, counting down from ten. A few of the ground crew that failed to find proper refuge went into the air like flags during the hard deceleration out of jump space. As the forces squished him to the right side of the cockpit, Michael pondered the oddity of all fighters having female AI’s, while the large ships seemed to all have males.
The human banners returned to the ground and the flashing lights ceased. Several ran to a control console and set about opening the launch bay doors. As the immense doors slid into the ceiling, the pilots of Green Wing looked out through the atmospheric retention field at the opposite side of the inverted canyon. Two hundred feet away, the other row of fighter bays appeared as round-cornered blue rectangles. Michael opened a general comm to his wing.
“Green Wing, this is Green Leader. Our sector patrol is on the opposite side of the carrier from our departure point. Once we clear the bay, roll inverted and break ninety degrees down. We’ll do an Immelman up and over the Manhattan and proceed to our rendezvous point.”
The row of small holographic helmets in front of him all nodded. Michael’s ship AI communicated his flight pattern to Frank, who in turn relayed it to the rest of the fighter squadrons. One by one, the intended departure paths of every wing appeared as lines in their HUD; everyone knew where everyone was going. Except for the bombers―they were stuck on standby in the flight deck.
“Heads up people, this is Commander Grey. You are thirty seconds from launch clearance. We have arrived without incident in the Chimera Nebula by the way, Hunter.”―Green Wing cheered and waved at Aaron―“Long range sensors have not picked up any hostile contacts. In all probability, this will be an evaluation run to test the functionality and capability of you and your ships. Best of luck.”
“Avast ye scurvy dogs! Prepare to be boarded! The Green”―the tirade of a whining pirate voice ended with a sharp metallic clank―“Righto, chaps, apologies for that outburst. Carry on.”
Emma cracked up. Zavex looked around, trying to figure out where that came from. The piteous squeak of Liam trying not to laugh invaded their helmets.
“That damn droid is insane,” said Aaron.
“I assure you, my mental faculties are doing far better than yours would be, were you my age.” The stuffy, aristocratic voice emanated from Keg.
“This is where Sylph says she thinks it’s cute.” Aaron shot a saccharin smile at her little fighter.
“Alright, secure that crap,” said Michael. “We’re hot.”
Green Wing lifted off the flight deck at the same instant, Emma led the way through the field in her faster-accelerating ship. They all rolled inverted once clear of the door, heading down into a vertical (relative to the carrier) descent for a thousand meters before they pulled into a sweeping upward curve that took them across the top of the Manhattan and to their assigned position. Before long, they reached a distance of 18,500 meters, which reduced the massive carrier to a gleaming speck.
Michael checked the navigation system once more, satisfied at their position relative to the rest of the fighters. “Diamond, tight.”
Liam shifted the large Manta fighter toward the center of their formation, with a Glaive on either side and Emma out front. Michael took the outside spot, with Zavex in the rear and Aaron closest to the carrier.
“Gee, guys, I feel so loved,” said Liam.
“Dragon, I’m getting some kind of strange shape on my Navcon.” The sound of Aaron’s fist banging on something followed.
“I got nothing, looks clear to me,” said Emma.
Michael looked up at the odd calm in her voice. She sounded cold now, almost irritated by Aaron’s issue.
“Same here,” added Liam.
“Yes, yes. Everything is in order,” said Keg.
Zavex chimed in last. “I have no issues.”
“Everyone run an A-3 diagnostic,” said Michael.
Several minutes of silence passed as their various ships’ AIs got to work.
“Oh, this is so disappointing. I remember doing these A-3s, manually. Used to take a good hour you know. You’d think they’d have given me a socket to plug in die-rect, but oh no.” Keg waved his little grippers over his head. “That would have cost just a little too much.”
Liam glanced over at his butler-bot, waving his antenna-like arms about as it spoke, before it rubbed a chin it did not have.
When the systems check came back clean, Michael looked out across the Manta to Aaron’s fighter. “Hunter, you still having that glitch?”
“Nope, guess the diag cleared it up.”
“Green Wing, this is Operations, acknowledge.”
“Copy, Operations, this is Dragon. Go ahead.”
“We are vectoring a target drone in your direction for weapons testing. Take note of any unusual interactions between onboard systems and the nebula.”
“Copy that.” Michael hit the master arm switch, and his HUD lit up with weapon status and targeting information. “Team, we have an inbound target drone, approaching from zero-four-seven degrees starboard. Weapons hot, recorders on. Tell, don’t nail the drone… just shoot the ghost.”
Aaron laughed. “Hit the drone, that’s rich. That’s like shooting a missile down.”
Liam chuckled, grinning.
Beeping signaled the approach of a long tube-shaped drone, its transponder simulated the signature of a larger ship. The intent was to fire through empty space, leaving the drone itself untouched.
Emma flicked the safety cover open at the top of her right-hand stick to expose the trigger. The drone simulated a cargo pod, an easy target if there ever was one. She fired a few times, twin blue-white beams of energy leapt from the nose of her Mosquito through the designated target area.
“Betty, simulate missiles. Don’t waste ammo,” said Emma.
“Acknowledged,” chimed her AI.
On her HUD, the computer animated a ripple of virtual rockets, most of which went through the target area.
Liam nudged the Manta through the bottom of the formation, to get a shot past Emma without risk. “Keg, hop on the turret.”
He pulled up a little harder than the droid was expecting.
“It’s just a cargo pod, are you certain we should be fir”―clank― “Wow. Spaaaace.” Keg stuck against the canopy, small clamp-hands pressed into the glass. “It’s sooooo dark.”
Clank.
Keg shifted to ‘look’ at him. “Dammit, boy. Why you keep hittin’ on me like that. I say, one of these days y’all are gonna go one step too far and”―clank―“What?” Keg shifted back and forth. “We launched? Turret? Oh, heavens…” The boxy droid hovered up out of the co-pilot seat. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. I’m on it, sir.” Six feet behind the seats, he zipped upward through a round portal in the ceiling, leaving a puff of dust billowing out on the floor beneath him.
Liam shook his head as he brought the Manta’s main guns online. Neutron beams were the longest ranged weapon in the Fleet arsenal, even if they did lack the destructive power of particle cannons. They penetrated better, but did not inflict the same catastrophic mangling on impact. He yawned as he squeezed the trigger; four dark azure streaks of light connected the axe-wings to the virtual cargo box several times.
“I can hear you yawning,” said Michael. “Relax, it’s not a test of skill. We’re evaluating the weapons.”
From above his head, red flickering pulse-laser blasts seared through the black. Keg had the turret going as fast as the lasing chamber could cycle.
“Is this good?” he asked. “Am I doing it right?”
“Yes, yes. Looks fine.” Liam tapped at the readout, watching capacitor levels fluctuate. “Come on back down.”
The turret ceased firing. Keg floated through the ceiling hatch, ignoring the ladder as a legless, hovering droid should, and glided to rest on the co-pilot’s seat once more. Liam punched it in the side.
“Ouch.” A little robot hand rubbed the spot. “Why did you do that?”
Liam squinted at the droid. He sounded sane again. “Oh, nothing, I just got tired of the sycophantic bit.”
“Sycophantic bit? What are you talking about?”
Michael tracked the virtual target, opening fire with the main particle cannons first. Streaks of orange-yellow light sailed off through space, surrounded by crackling lightning. He let off the trigger after the first blast. The readouts showed normal, the weapon capacitor crept back up to full charge as expected. He fired again, watching the charge drop from eighty-four percent to forty.
“Hunter, Zavex, you seeing sparks on your partie-beams?”
“Yes,” said Zavex. “Perhaps an unforeseen interaction with the energy here?”
“Looks like ionization.” Aaron fired again. “I don’t get anything weird on the sensor; it’s probably just a visual disturbance.”
“You won’t know for sure until you hit something solid,” said Emma. “It might strengthen or weaken the effect. If the beam is bleeding off energy to that static, the particle cannons may be less effective than lasers here.”
Zavex perked up. “Are you suggesting atomic friction? Perhaps the particles are being slowed by collisions with the nebula gases.”
“It’s possible,” said Michael. “We’ll have to keep our eyes on it to make sure they’re still tactically sound in this sector.”
The voice of operations came over the comm. “Attention all wings. Formation change inbound.”
On the Navcon, the hexagons representing the fighter wings moved farther out in a wider circle, almost double the previous distance from the Manhattan. Green Wing maneuvered into their designated position, now too far away for naked-eye visual on their carrier. Wing by wing, other squads reported all clear and nothing on sensors.
“Green Wing reporting all clear,” said Michael.
Liam broke the silence. “Dragon, I think I have something on scan at two-seven-two degrees, distance of about fourteen thousand kilometers.”
“I ain’t seein’ it,” replied Michael. “Anyone else got it?”
“The Manta has beefier electronics,” said Emma. “We might be out of range.”
“Hold on, sharing.” Liam swiped at his console, linking his sensors to the rest of his wing.
Michael tapped the dark screen, a shimmer flashed as if lit by a sonar sweep. A second of bright green, and then gone. It happened again at regular pulsing intervals, the shape of it made him think of a capital ship; though its width and size seemed at ill proportion.
“I see it now. Looks strange, some kind of giant cargo box?”
“Let’s check it out,” said Zavex. “We are supposed to investigate this nebula, correct? If it is an artifact of this energy we should document it.”
A moment of silence.
“Ops, this is Green Leader, do you copy?”
The reply came a few seconds delayed, with some static. “Copy. Go ahead Green Leader.”
Michael tapped the stick. They were nowhere near far enough from the carrier for communication degradation. It unsettled him, but he chalked it up to the nebula. “Operations, we’ve read an anomalous signature bearing two-seven-zero degrees, now at fifteen thousand three hundred kilometers from our current position. It appears to be metallic. Also, I am noting comm deg.”
“Roger that, Green Leader.” The static grew worse. “… vestigate and report, all clear.”
“Come again, Ops? Last transmission was unclear.”
“You are cleared to investigate and report.”
Michael cringed at the high-pitched squeal at the end. “Operations, com deg is getting severe at this point.”
“We are reading an RF cloud in your vicin”―crackling―“should pass.” The operations crew relayed orders to the other wings to close the circle, anticipating Green Wing breaking away.
He stared at the star field creeping toward him, weighing things in his head. “We have authorization to check on this anomaly. Alter course to two-six-nine degrees from current, match the Manta’s speed. Tell, give it all you got.”
The diamond formation of Green Wing peeled away from their patrol grid in a left arc. Four great shafts of white light stretched out from the Manta’s engines as it lumbered up to its full speed of around five thousand meters per second. The Glaives kept pace with ease, while Emma had the Mosquito at forty percent.
Michael exhaled. “Everyone stay awake. If anyone sees anything they don’t like, I need to know about it.”








ommander Teague stood with her arms folded in front of the large tactical display. At a touch, the holo-display filled in the center of the bridge, and both she and Captain Driscoll watched the fighter’s progress.
“Sir, Green Wing acknowledges confirmation of authorization to proceed and investigate,” she said.
“Okay. That’s what we’re here for,” he said. “But they mustn’t get complacent. Even if we weren’t in a dangerous nebula, these pilots are mostly just kids. Straight out of the Academy. Fresh outta Simulator High.”
That produced a hearty laugh from Teague before she could even attempt to suppress it. Driscoll smiled but otherwise remained composed.
“I’ll pass it on,” she said.
“Please do. Tell Commander Grey I don’t want these rookies getting overzealous out there. Caution is the key right now.”
“Agreed,” Teague said, and went to the nearby comms station to talk to Commander Grey belowdecks.
Driscoll remained in front of the holo-display, watching the small green dots travel further and further away from the Manhattan. Every now and then it would glitch, lose contact with them, the display stuttering with the lapse in data and stability. Soon, he knew, it wouldn’t work at all. The Cluster weighed down on a ship’s systems that way―wore them out, its alien effects eventually neutralizing most of a ships sensitive equipment in much the same way salt water corroded a metal hull. It eroded, and no one knew quite why.
“Done,” Teague said, returning to his side. “He’s aware of the dangers.”
“I hope he is. Any minute, these kids will be on their own. I might’ve insisted on the best, Commander, but even so… they are what they are.”
“Sir?” she asked.
“Newbies,” he muttered.
“Understood.” Teague approached, lowering her voice. “They all volunteered, sir. Every one of them knew the dangers involved.”
Right then, as if on cue, the holo-display died in front of them. The word ‘calibrating…’ typed itself in, disappeared, and repeated in a continuous cycle along the bottom. Commander Teague looked at Driscoll. He raised an eyebrow.
“What now” Hardy exclaimed.








he farther away they went from the Manhattan, the glitchier the communications systems became. Patches of thick peach-hued gas rolled by, punctuated by the occasional pocket of empty space or streak of violet. Michael set a group waypoint based on the last known reading of the strange object, putting Green Wing on a beeline.
Within minutes, the elements on the Navcon whirled about, headings and degree markers appeared to trade places at random. The anomaly faded in and out, the rangefinder jumped from four thousand kilometers to forty, then a hundred, and all points in between.
“Dragon, my Navcon’s up the pictures at the moment,” said Emma. “It’s flashing all sorts of nonsense.”
“You’re probably not reading it right.”
“Damn it, Hunter,” said Liam, “mine’s on the fritz too.”
Zavex appeared, brow furrowed in concentration. “It appears that the effects of the Chimera Nebula worsen as we increase our distance from the Manhattan.”
“Yeah, I’m gettin’ that feeling.” Michael flipped through several screens of self-test procedures. “Everything looks normal.”
A faint humming buzz drifted into the open audio stream.
“If we go any farther out, we might not be able to find our way home,” said Aaron.
Michael pondered.
“Guess it’s Hunter’s turn to mardy about, what?” grumbled Emma.
“What does that even mean?” asked Aaron. “You’re English, right? Can you please speak it?”
“Enough,” grumbled Michael. “Keep the chatter to a minimum until we understand the situation, and what in the hell is that damn droning noise?”
“Ol’ Keg is meditating or something. He’s floating behind me with his arms out, keeps chanting ‘ohmm’.”
“Tell him to knock it off.” Michael tried the old tried-and-true method of getting technology to work better―he pounded it. “Damn. Ops, can you read us? Please confirm our distance and vector to target.”
Silence. Michael fluttered his fingertips across the stick, waiting.
The comm crackled. “… four-six degrees… loss of contact with… ssible approaching…”
“Dragon, this is Zavex. I have lost sensor contact with the rest of Green Wing. According to my instrumentation, I am alone out here even though I can see you.”
Michael leaned forward, searching the stars as he spoke. “It’s the nebula’s effect. We had some idea of that coming out here; that’s why command chose this area for our operations. The Draxx won’t be able to pinpoint the Manhattan. Engagements will be reduced to visual range when we’re operating outside the carrier’s field dampeners.”
“Wouldn’t that dampening field let the Draxx see us like a lamp in a dark room?” asked Aaron.
“The range is quite short,” said Emma. “The Draxx would have to know we were coming and just where we’d be in order to find us.”
“Oh, what’re the odds of that?” Aaron chuckled. “I guess it’s nothing to worry about, assuming that we can find our way back.”
“You’re trying to scare me, aren’t you?” Emma still seemed calm. “It won’t work.”
She poked one of the small, square programmable buttons on the left side of the instrument panel, causing a tiny hologram of her family to appear for a few seconds.
Michael frowned at his useless instruments. The formation had taken a straight line course from their position around the carrier, and he did some quick head math to plot a maneuver to bring them around to an intercept with the carrier’s position.
“Green Wing, this is Green Leader. Considering we have lost contact with the Manhattan and are experiencing severe equipment malfunction, I am calling an abort on our investigation of this anomaly. Bring it about right, one-six-six degrees off current bearing, maintain current speed.”
“Giving up so easy, boss?” Aaron’s hologram head winked.
They turned as one, changing course to a path intended to intercept where Michael estimated the Manhattan would be if it kept its current heading and velocity.
“There’s nothing at risk here but our butts, Hunter. No objective aside from curiosity. I don’t see the need to take chances for something that might only be a glitch in the system. For all we know there’s nothing out there but angry electrons.”
Flashing lightning crackled through the hazy gas clouds to the left and low; the flickering light drew everyone’s attention for a few minutes.
“Right, that’s pretty,” said Liam.
“Beautiful,” added Emma.
Aaron’s smirk came through in his voice. “I wouldn’t want to fly through that.”
“That could be an ion storm. Perhaps that is responsible for our equipment troubles.”
Michael thought it over for a few seconds. “Might be, Zavex. I’m thinking that was the anomaly we read, based on where we should be.”
“That’s a gas cloud,” stammered Liam. “The sensor sweep was showing it as metallic.”
“You reps are pretty perceptive.”
“Ohmm,” said Keg, taking a cue from Liam’s face.
“Dragon, pardon my obvious question, but if we are on an approach vector to the Manhattan, why is the anomaly ahead of us on the port side?”
“Yeah, he’s right,” said Aaron. “I think you made a wrong turn.”
“We had to have been drifting.” Michael slammed his fist into the side wall of his cockpit. “Damn it all; straight lines are only straight by instruments. Who knows where we went.”
Aaron flashed a salesman’s smile. “Since we’re already out here and have no idea where we are, we should check it out.”
“I do not think that to be wise,” said Zavex.
“Bwaaaah, I’m scared!” yelled Keg. The sound of rattling metal filled their helmets.
“We don’t know what effect that storm will have on our ships.” Liam absentmindedly rolled the Manta back and forth. “Our first priority should be to locate the Manhattan and get back to it.”
“There is some merit to investigating this anomaly. Deep-scan data of that could provide critical intelligence for future operations.”
“Thank you, Zavex,” said Aaron. “We are already here. Two for, two against, I guess that leaves the tiebreaker to Dragon.”
Zavex’s eyebrows bunched together. “Who is the other no?”
Aaron laughed. “Oh come on, as if Sylph is going to vote to fly into an ion storm.”
Her hologram head whirled to the right as she looked over her shoulder at Aaron’s fighter. “I haven’t―”
“Since when”―Michael’s initial yell faded to conversational volume―“is anything we do out here a democracy? Tell, you have the biggest relay antenna, see if you can raise the carrier.”
“Roger, on it.”
“Umm, Dragon, I think I’m having an FCS malfunction,” said Aaron, far too calm.
His Glaive drifted apart from the formation, rising and veering toward the flashing arcs.
Michael was near the point of growling. “Hunter, keep formation. If your flight control system failed, it wouldn’t point you right at the thundercloud.”
“The ship is not responding to controls,” he protested, still at ease.
“Perhaps an unknown intellect has obtained control of his ship?” asked Zavex.
“Aaagh! We’re all gonna die,” screamed Keg.
“Oh great, now he’s hiding under the seat.” The sound of rattling joined the voice on the channel. “Thanks, guys. Really.” Liam sighed.
“Lieutenant Vorys.” Michael’s voice fell half an octave, the silken baritone of rational anger. “There is no room in this wing for a hotdogger that puts everyone at risk.”
The rogue Glaive settled back into the diamond. “I’m impressed, I expected you to pull rank.”
“These little bars on my lapel won’t mean a damn thing if we’re dead. It’s not about rank, it’s about working as a group. We have to trust each other, not just abide orders begrudgingly.” Michael’s gaze settled on the diagnostic panel, on all the floating green “OK” readouts. What did he do to my ship?
Silence existed for several minutes before Emma broke it. “Dragon, I have a visual confirmation of a target bearing three-hundred-fifteen degrees high. It does look metal.”
Everyone glanced to the left and up.
“I don’t see it,” said Michael.
Emma traced her finger on the inside of the canopy, drawing a circle of light around a glimmering speck near the center of the storm strikes. The same graphic appeared on everyone’s HUD. “Right there.”
“Oh… Oh yeah, I got it too,” said Liam.
Zavex hummed, rubbing his chin. “Perhaps that is what is causing all the sparks, like the particle cannons before.”
Michael squinted. “Betty, clean that up, zoom in as much as you can.”
A tile of reality peeled away from the canopy glass, the hologram stretched and the image within came closer. Amid the infinite blackness, a metal shape bore a striking resemblance to a damaged capital ship. The Glaive’s AI enhanced the image, sharpening it and creating an estimation of what they were seeing. By any of their best guesses, they were staring at the aft third of a battlecruiser.
“That looks Terran,” said Aaron.
“It does.” Michael rotated the graphic, noting the flat inorganic lines and recognizable engine ports on what appeared to be the stern. “Old design though, they haven’t used triple-ring emitter shrouds on engines in at least sixty years.”
“Damn, that bloody thing drifted far.”
“I say, girl,” interjected Keg, reverting to the British butler. “Based on the current velocity of said object, from the nearest Terran colony, it would have taken it almost four-thousand-ninety-two years, six months, fourteen days, six―”
“Stuff it, Keg, we get the point.” Liam’s voice was followed by a metallic clank.
“Holy cripes, guys. Space is beige? What’s wrong with the viewfinder? Why is everything all peachy and purple, shouldn’t it be black what”―clank―“Thank you, sir!”
“Need to get that droid’s AI reformatted.” Aaron sighed over the comm.
Hologram Emma grinned. “I think he’s kind of cute.”
Michael laughed. With her eyes covered by helmet, she looked sinister in an adorable sort of way. He frowned. That’s the kind of thing Aaron would think. An indicator blinked on to his left, expanding into an information pane with only some of the data fields filled in.
“Anyone else seeing that?” asked Liam.
“Seeing what,” replied Zavex. “All I can see is the back end of a Manta.”
“Yeah, the derelict is still transmitting IFF codes.” Michael slid his visor up to rub the bridge of his nose. A bead of sweat ran down his cheek. “Terran codes that tag it as the Lewis and Clark.”
“Or at least half of it,” added Aaron.
“Dust me…” Liam gasped. “That ship disappeared almost ninety years ago.
“Shall I ‘ave a look then?” Emma sounded enthused. “Rather would like to.”
“Now that we know what it is, we can’t just turn away.”
“Fine,” said Michael. “Sylph, go in careful. Everyone else follow at ten thousand meters.”
The rear end of the Mosquito flared bright white as she rammed the throttle all the way up, turning the little fighter into a comet of light that left the rest of them behind.
“Lieutenant Loring, what the hell are you doing? I said careful.”
Emma clenched her body tight against the inertial forces; the shift from 5000 m/sec to 12,500 m/sec in three seconds overwhelmed the dampeners and left her feeling about six Gs. The hulk expanded to fill her canopy. When she was close, she swerved toward it, and then rolled through a turn to skim along its side. The dull-green metal had no reaction to the violent passage of her ship. After careening over several gaping holes, she throttled back to a slow cruise. Intact metal ‘ground’ beneath her point of view showed no signs of weapon strikes or attack; at this range, her Betty provided a better schematic. The image, which was transmitted back to the rest of Green Wing, compared the floating derelict to archival schematics of the Lewis & Clark. The ship looked as though some colossus twisted it apart aft of center; this was the smaller hunk, the rear third.
Emma glanced at a flashing white dot on a screen at the top right of her console. “Green Leader, this is Sylph, copy?”
“Go ahead,” said Michael.
“I’m not sure I believe this myself, but I’m picking up a single human life form on board.”








reen Wing closed in on the Lewis & Clark, approaching with a reverence usually reserved for the dead. The wreckage occupied a space devoid of nebula gas, a massive bubble of nothingness inside the haze. Emma brought the Mosquito to a dead stop, whirling the nose about to face her incoming allies. Red light flooded her cockpit from a dozen warning panels. Short-range sensors drew a red blob on the far side of the derelict, which split into two red dots, and then six. Half went around one side of the hulk while the rest went the other way.
What the heck? Where did they… “Hostiles, inbound.” Emma accelerated, spinning to the left into the pack of three that went low.
She aimed for the one in the center. Just as she squeezed the trigger, shapes moved at the rear of her target, spreading to either side. Her shot missed as she realized she was nose to nose with not three enemies, but nine. A pair of D11 “Krait” light fighters tailed three larger D14 “Monitors” so close the sensors could not tell them apart. The Mosquito streaked through their cluster, causing the Draxx ships to scatter into a cloud. In a spiraling roll, she pulled away and dove around the edge of the dead capital ship.
“I read eighteen contacts. Six D14s, each with a pair of D11s on their backsides.”
The entire Draxx formation on that side came about and pursued the little fighter that just buzzed them. Emma turned to the right, flying along the hull to the next edge, where she pulled off a kick turn and brought her ship to a dead stop, vertical against what used to be the bridge tower.
“Betty, emergency cold, now.”
The mosquito went dark.
Nine Draxx ships shot by, unable to pick her out of the background metal.

“Guess we get to find out what the particle beams do.” Excitement shined through Aaron’s voice.
“I am more concerned that the Draxx are here,” said Zavex.
“Hunter, right, I’m left. Zavex, cover the Manta.” Michael rolled out of formation, leveling off two after two spins left.
Aaron was ahead of him already, flying straight at the far-right Monitor, behind a stream of particle beams. The Draxx pilot risked two shots before he pulled away. Aaron rotated ninety degrees, putting his ship harmlessly between two incoming orange beams. He corrected left just enough to annihilate one of the Kraits as the other dove hard and left away from it.
“Reckless, man, reckless,” said Michael, weaving. He flicked the side-stick button and trailed a missile reticule over the far left Monitor. “Come on, chicken out…”
A pulse of energy spread out from the enemy ship, tracing lines of static on his screens for a moment. The Draxx pulled back and went straight ‘up.’ Michael shoved the throttle into the red, rolling through a hastily aimed barrage of energy orbs from the two light fighters. The targeting computer scare chased the Draxx into a perfect fleeing position, letting him get right on its rear end.
The two small fighters were now able to fall in behind him just as easily, however. Michael squinted at the rear view as two pod-bodied Kraits tucked in on his rear end. The tiny ship resembled an egg with four winglets, each tipped with an energy lance twice as long as the main body. Yellow light glowed into orbs at the tips, seconds before a stream of globules rained past him.
Michael jinked back and forth, trying to put the aiming point for the particle beams on the back end of the Monitor. The rough, bumpy hull of the reptilian’s ship shimmered as a section parted to allow a small one-laser turret to protrude out of a hatch along the rear face. The console screamed at him as the two Kraits on his tail came closer and closer to hitting him.
“Dragon, give me two seconds of straight and level, in three… two…”
Liam… what the hell is he doing… This better be good. Michael disregarded his pursuers and tapped the stick into firing position on the twin-bodied Monitor; the right side contained the pilot and life support systems, the left held most of the electronics and the power core. Michael aimed for that. He swerved out of the way of a laser blast from the rear-firing turret and squeezed the trigger. At the same moment his particle cannons ripped into the Monitor, a single shaft of blue light pierced both Kraits behind him.
Silent, glimmering clouds of plasma and metal fragments expanded in a cone, following the path the Kraits had been going. Michael dove away from the crippled Monitor, letting the useless thing spiral off into the void. Two tumbles later, the strut connecting the halves failed, and it broke apart.
A flash came from above as Aaron vapped another Monitor he had been chasing. His fighter came pirouetting through clusters of smoldering wreckage and rolled into a close range knife-fight with its last Krait escort.
Liam spun the Manta around, facing the other nine ships coming in from the Lewis & Clark. Four neutron beams fired at once, piercing the center Monitor as well as the escorts staying close enough to fool sensors. At the sight of three ships dead in one shot, the other two packs scattered. The one remaining Monitor group close to Green Wing all converged on the Manta.
“Oh, dear. I do think those incoming ships are on the hostile side,” said Keg, as he zoomed up through the ceiling hatch and plugged in to the turret controls.
Zavex, hovering on Liam’s wing, dispersed the incoming trio with particle beam fire. One chance shot shaved a wing off a Krait, sending it into a sideways spin that resulted in a spectacular, but silent, detonation.
Keg sent streams of red pulse lasers after the other Krait, more intent on keeping it from getting a firing position on the Manta than hitting it. At that instant, the Mosquito appeared over the surface of the derelict. The engine radiance behind it made it look like a small star with a dark spot at the center.
Emma overtook one of the Draxx wings with ease, firing her twin pulse lasers just past the Kraits as she pursued the larger Monitor. They took the bait, swerving onto her exposed tail, wobbling back and forth in an effort to train their weapons on the erratic gnat in their sights.
Emma’s index finger hovered over the trigger, waiting. She flipped left and rolled right, glued to the rear end of the Monitor close enough to reach out and stab it with a sword. After six seconds, the Draxx medium fighter gave up trying to shake her―trusting its armor to shrug off the tiny weapons her ship carried. It came about, heading for Michael’s Glaive from the side, twin particle cannons firing in an alternating ripple from where its wings met the body. Emma throttled back, easing her ship into a flat glide.
When the Kraits tucked in close behind her, she waited for the telltale yellow glow at the tips of their lance-cannons. As soon as the light formed, she pushed the throttle and twisted the stick. The Mosquito nosed over and shot straight to the left as the Kraits riddled their ally with dozens of plasma spheres. The Monitor detonated in place, taking the Kraits with it as their fixation on the Mosquito had brought them in too close.
Zavex circled with the second to last Monitor, keeping its attention off Liam while Aaron struggled to tail the other medium fighter and avoid its light escort. Michael joined in that fray, pouncing on the pursuing Krait. Pulse lasers streamed from three wingtips, knocking the green ovoid into a flaming spiral that burst into fragments after three whorls.
With the light fighter off his ass, Aaron put two clean particle beams through the Monitor he pursued and swerved away from the tumbling shrapnel. Michael pulled up alongside him, noting some scorch marks on his left wing.
“Krait?”
“He got a lucky shot,” grumbled Aaron. “Systems check out fine, it’s just cosmetic.”
“Wheee!” the exuberant cheer of Keg announced his hit on one of the two remaining Kraits.
Emma caught the last one as it turned to break for the cover of the Lewis & Clark, strafing it with pulse lasers as it sailed across her line of travel. Two seconds into the barrage, she clipped something vital, and it burst.
“Aaaah,” yelled Liam, as the last Draxx ship pounded a particle beam onto the left wing-blade, leaving a crater a person could sleep in. Sparks danced around the exposed wing internals.
Keg launched out of the turret area in a shower of smoke and lightning, slamming flat into the floor of the cabin. Spindly arms pushed him upright and he shook as if clearing his non-existent head.
“Aw darn it, now they dun got me riled up. Them Draxx ain’t gonna know what hit ‘em now, no sir, no sir.” He popped upright and shifted about as if adjusting a belt, before zooming straight back up into the turret hollow.
The Monitor chased Zavex out of the way, willing to ram him to close in on the Manta. Emma shot it; the smaller pulse lasers on the Mosquito did not do much but burn the outer armor of the Draxx ship. She swung to the side, looking to get an angle on the vulnerable engine ports.
Michael and Aaron descended on it from above, just as Keg opened up with the turret. The red-white laser on the Manta’s turret had better luck on the armor than the Mosquito, though the Draxx pilot ignored it in his suicidal quest for honor; a Draxx mindset that had been drummed into them from the Academy. As soon as a Draxx felt they were losing, all that mattered was one kill.
At least one Terran ship must die.
“Dag nabbit, die, ya goat herder!” cried Keg, as his rapid-flickering pulse lasers chipped away at the front end of the incoming Monitor. Dull green hull blackened and blistered, dotted with spark bursts.
Liam howled and rolled the Manta ninety degrees to the left just as the Draxx ship opened fire with its particle guns. Liam’s maneuver narrowed his profile to the enemy and allowed the dual-firing weapons to pass above and below him.
“No joy,” howled Liam.
“Cain’t git an angle on the son of a―” Keg sailed out of the turret pod as Liam pulled right through a hard spiral, avoiding another shot. The droid hit the floor with a hollow metallic whump and bounced back into the air. He floated in the best approximation of a slouch his boxy frame could present. “We’re in trouble, aren’t we? We’re not gonna make it out of this one. It’s not your fault, we were just fated to―” Liam swerved hard right, this time on purpose to bounce the droid off the wall. “What am I doing down here?” wailed Keg. “The Draxx are coming!” He zipped into the turret pod.
Red lights and buzzers came on as Liam’s ship predicted the next shot from the Draxx fighter would be a dead-center hit. He reached for the bailout lever, but grinned at the rear-view screen as a pair of Glaives popped up behind his pursuer.
Particle beams crossed through the hull of the Draxx fighter as Aaron and Michael exploited the enemy’s target fixation. Liam cringed as flecks of metal clinked over his hull. The low reptilian growl of a four-second-dead reptile lingered on an open comm channel.
Without a word, Green Wing resumed their diamond formation around Liam, the last flight orders given them. After a moment of silence, Michael spoke.
“Status?”
“All fine,” said Emma.
“Minor damage, left wing. Maneuvering system at 80 percent,” said Liam.
Aaron’s enthusiasm had waned. “Cosmetic, nothing to worry about.”
“Hundred percent here,” said Zavex.
“What the hell are Draxx fighters doing inside the Chimera Nebula?” asked Liam.
“They were hiding behind the Lewis & Clark, waiting for us.” Emma took a breath. “Like they knew we were coming.”








esss, I know it’sss down, but do we ssstill have contact with our people?” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra asked Ensign Blair, arms flailing to the side.
The Ensign looked up from her console, a helpless expression plastered on her face. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Ma’am… nothing. The system’s dead. I couldn’t even tell you how many bodies are on the bridge right now.”
“What do you mean ‘dead’? It can’t be ‘dead.’ Let me have a look,” S’lestra gasped. The Ensign moved aside. S’lestra poked and prodded a series of buttons, unable to get the screen to display anything but signal graphs and ‘please wait’ messages.
“S’lestra?” Commander Teague asked.
The alien glanced up, shaking her head, dejected. “Asss the Ensign saysss. Completely dead. There are no communicationsss being transmitted or received from the Manhattan at all. The sssurrounding area isss inhibiting it completely.”
“I did warn you this place is”―Driscoll raised one eyebrow―“unpredictable.”
“Shall I have us move to support our fighters, sir?” Lieutenant Hardy asked.
Driscoll rubbed the fine covering of grey stubble over his chin and jaw line.
“Yes, but we must observe Protocol Four. Take her toward their general vicinity, one half speed only and come to a full stop after ten thousand kilometers. I daren’t move her further. But I’m comfortable to take us a little closer, make us more visible to them.”
“Aye, sir,” Hardy said.
The Manhattan trembled underfoot as the Lieutenant brought the engines back online.
“Port ten degrees, Lieutenant,” Driscoll said.
“Aye.”
“Captain, our long range sensors are only intermittently picking up on what’s going on over there,” Teague said. “There’s no telling how well we’ll be able to spot and track enemy craft.”
“We’ll just have to take our chances, Commander,” Driscoll assured her.
There was a noticeable drop in what had been the steady rhythm of the Manhattan’s engines. Hardy lifted his hands, looked down at his controls. It happened all of a sudden, as if the vast ship had stalled. The bridge was submerged in darkness for a moment, before the red glow of the emergency lights could kick in.
“Lieutenant?” Teague asked, confused.
He jammed his open hands against the many helm functions then spun about to face them. “Sir, the helm is not responding. I have no controls!”
Driscoll looked up, as if the ship’s computer resided in the ceiling. It was as good a place as any. “Frank, what’s up with our helm controls?”
“Working,” Frank replied. “Performing systems assessment.”
Captain Driscoll shot a look to Ensign Blair. “Get the Chief on the line. I want to know what the hell is wrong with this ship.”

“Captain?” Macintosh asked as he answered the hail down in the engineering section.
“Chief, we’ve lost all power to the helm.”
“I’ve just been made aware of it. Hopefully I can chase it down in the next couple of minutes,” Macintosh said.
Captain Driscoll sighed on the other end. “Is there any way―”
Everything went pitch black around him. Unlike on the bridge, even the emergency lights failed to come on. The entire engineering deck had become blacker than space and just as quiet. At least space had stars. The Chief glanced about.
“Sir? Do you still read me?” He waited for a reply. “Bridge, this is the Chief. Are you getting this?”
Nothing.
One by one, points of light winked on around him as the engineering crew activated the working lights fitted to the front of their overalls. The Chief did the same.
“Okay, people, let’s all gather over here,” he yelled and waited as the individual lights coalesced around him. “Huddle round.”
The normally busy engineering section of the Manhattan had become eerily silent in the absence of the reactor’s comforting thrum. The kind of sound that evaded conscious thought―until it stopped. “Gather round, come on, hurry up. We’ve got a ship to fix. Right. Listen, here’s what I want you all to do…”

Driscoll slammed a fist against the communications console. “Dammit!”
“Lieutenant Hardy, you come with me,” Commander Teague said. She turned to Driscoll. “Captain, I’ll go and find the auxiliary power.”
“Yes, go,” he said, calming a little following his outburst.
Teague left the bridge at a run with Hardy close behind.
Frank spoke up, finally. Apparently the sudden loss of all power had not affected the ship’s AI. Driscoll remembered his briefing about the Manhattan and her abilities. As a security precaution, Frank had his own self-contained power source. Though where exactly that happened to be located, he could not have said.
“Captain Driscoll, at fourteen minutes and eight seconds ago, the primary capacitor in compartment 81-C went offline.”
All eyes turned to face him, the faces of the bridge crew glowed in the dim red emergency lighting from below, making them appear like ghouls.
“Excuse me? Clarify what you mean by ‘went offline?’” Driscoll asked.
“Sensors indicate that the primary capacitor was destroyed by a small explosive device,” said Frank. “Ten seconds later, a similar charge compromised the secondary capacitor causing total power systems failure.”
“My God…” Driscoll murmured. With them both down, getting power around the ship was nigh impossible. The Capacitors were a shortfall in any Union starship. An Achilles heel. But only Union personnel knew about them. And an explosive had taken them out?
“Frank, what sort of explosive are we talking about here?”
“I am unable to determine the exact nature of the device at this time, Captain. Neither explosion was detected by internal security screens; therefore I predict with a ninety-eight percent degree of accuracy that the devices were shielded.”
“How long have thossse chargesss been in place? Do you think they were inssstalled prior to launch?” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra asked in a whisper.
Driscoll whirled on her. “Commander, now is not the time for speculation and conspiracy mongering. I will not have this bridge become a breeding ground for dangerous gossip.”
She bowed her head. “Understood, sir.”
Driscoll looked at them all, one after the other as he spoke. “Right now, our priority is to get the Manhattan back up and running. The enemy is out there, and our people are fighting them. It is only a matter of time before the Draxx find us. I shouldn’t need to tell anyone what will happen to us if we’re still floating dark when they get here.”








rifting in silence, Green Wing had lost all communications with the Manhattan. Despite several minutes’ worth of work, and several threats, Michael received only static from the console. Emma studied the outline of the derelict, aghast at the amount of force necessary to snap such a thing in half. Debris floated near the break, but her attention focused on a faint light toward the rear, just below the engine ports.
Keg ducked through a purpose-built iris door in the rear of the Manta’s cockpit, and soon emerged outside the fighter. He drifted out over the wing, surveying the damage. After a trip back to the tiny airlock, the bot set about doing field repairs.
The flickering light from the arc welder on Keg’s third arm glimmered through Michael’s cockpit. His finger tapped a dead screen as he considered the reason for the loss of communication. They had not gone that far away from the carrier. By distance alone, they should not have been out of touch. If the problem was signal interference from the nebula, why had it just started now? Perhaps it was a migratory cloud, some manner of energized storm that will pass.
“Lieutenant?”
Michael looked up at the sound of the placid female voice. “What is it, Betty?”
One of the small screens on the left side presented an image of the Lewis & Clark. “We are receiving an inbound communication request from the damaged vessel. It is using an older encryption modality that is no longer in use by Terran forces.”
“Okay, let’s have it.”
A thin blue line stretched across the smallest screen at the top left corner of his console, immediately to the side of the short-range spatial map. It warbled in the manner of an oscilloscope as a bored male voice came through with a lot of interference.
“―dentify yourselves. Your craft bear Terran mar… no recognized ship designs.”
“This is Lieutenant Michael Summers of the Terran Fleet, please state your identity.”
“I am EDEN 2.2 Experimental Digital Entity.”
“Whoa, hold on,” said Liam. “They didn’t have AIs back when this ship was launched. They had Kegs.”
“What?” Keg swiveled away from his welding. “Did someone call me?”
“Nothing, carry on.” Liam saluted the droid.
“Oh, very well.” The droid maneuvered another panel into place with his arms, and resumed welding.
“You’d think they could have mounted that welder in a better place,” said Liam, chuckling. “It looks like he’s doing something obscene to the wing.”
Aaron laughed.
The blue line blurred, the cadence of the voice went up and down, not fitting any emotion to the words. “I am experimental. This ship is experimental. My existence was not public knowledge.”
“Are you self-aware?” asked Michael.
“I am,” replied the voice. “Though I do not possess what you would refer to as a personality. My function was to maintain the ship’s systems and record data from tests.”
“What sort of tests?” asked Emma, still staring at the engines.
EDEN paused for a moment. “That is classified.”
“Jump drives,” said Michael. “They were testing hyperspace travel with this ship. It never came back from the first run.”
“How do you know this? This information was―”
“Classified, yeah I got that.” Michael rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Calculate the current year, Eden. You’ve been adrift for eighty-six or so years. You are a Terran ship. We are Terran pilots. The Lewis & Clark’s disappearance is well documented.”
“I now understand why your hull designs are not recognized. Adding to database, one moment.”
Michael, Aaron, and Liam, being in a straight line across from each other, exchanged incredulous glances.
“Eden,” said Zavex, “we are reading a life sign aboard. What is the status of the individual?”
Silence.
“Guess those old databases are slow.” Emma sighed into the mic.
“Update completed. Query received. Error, system damage is preventing access to medical bay. Parsing logs, please stand by.”
Everyone, except Emma out in front, found Keg’s work on the wing fascinating over the next several quiet minutes. When he drifted back through the airlock, they tried again to raise the Manhattan with little result.
Keg glided into the cockpit, coated in frost. “Will you look at this? Huh? What am I supposed to do with this?” A small gripper hand gestured at his body.
“Condensation. It’ll melt.” Liam used his green shamrock travel mug to avoid touching the sub-zero droid, pushing him back into the co-pilot’s station.
“I swear, they ain’t got no respect for lil’ old me. I put in almost seventy years with this outfit, and what do I get for it?”
“Keg?”
“Yo?”
“Did you bang your head on the way in?”
“Look, pal. I’m a damn box. I don’t have a head so just knock it off with the discrim―”
Liam hit him with the mug.
Keg swiveled to face him, grabbing at the places that would have been a head if he did not have the shape of a beer fridge. “What was that? Did you hit me again?”
“Yes, you went loopy.”
“Oh.” He floated into the co-pilot seat, and joined the others in trying to get the Manhattan on comms. “Sorry about that. Loose board or something I guess.”
“Log parse completed,” said EDEN.
Everyone jumped, and then stared at the scrolling blue line. Liam traced his fingers over the screen. Emma leaned closer. Zavex paused breathing, and even Aaron gazed with rapt fascination.
“Preliminary test diagnostics indicated all systems functional. Captain Obadiah gave the order to initiate transit into hyperspace. For reasons I am unable to determine, only forty-four percent of the ship entered hyperspace. The forward section remained behind. Eden lost contact with the bridge following this event. I estimate that the crew casualty rate is ‘high’ as a result of the malfunction.”
Michael, Liam, and Aaron exchanged another glance.
“So you have no idea what’s still alive in there?” asked Michael.
“Sensors are offline. I can confirm that the infirmary module still has power and ninety-seven percent of this section of hull has retained atmospheric conditions.”
Emma broke into the conversation. “If someone’s still alive in there, we have to get them out.”
“I agree,” said Zavex. “The survivor could have been one of the design engineers. They may have valuable information.”
Aaron grimaced. “Or it could be a janitor, a saboteur that knew the test would malfunction, or someone who’s sick and was already in the infirmary.”
“I doubt a saboteur would have stuck around for the finale,” said Michael. “Zavex, you up for a little walk?”
“Right behind you, Dragon.”
“Everyone else, stay alert. We’re not planning to window shop. Betty, give me a local map with a route plot to the infirmary.”
“One moment, Lieutenant,” said Betty.
The left and rear Glaives fell out of formation, taking a long curve to the underbelly of the stricken titan. Aaron pulled abreast of the Manta, giving Liam a nod. Michael slipped forward in his seat as he decelerated once the gargantuan wall of metal passed overhead, replacing the endless black with greenish metal ‘sky.’ He grumbled at the flat, paneled surface.
“Lieutenant, the shuttle bay on this vessel was amidships and accessible from the sides. It was on the section that presumably no longer exists. My recommendation would be to enter via the hull breach at the forward end.”
“Thanks, Betty.” Michael turned his ship in line with the wreck. “Zavex, we’re going for the break. Shuttle bay is vaped.”
He left the derelict above him, ignoring the sensation of flying upside down ten meters off the ground. They swerved around communication relays, cargo pods, and floating debris. Once clear of the end, they cut speed and pulled up. Michael flipped his Glaive about, pointing it at the open hollow and coming to a dead stop in comparison to the wreckage. Zavex’s ship eased alongside. Both men stared into the hollow cavity where humankind’s first attempt at hyperspace travel failed. Thousands of bits of flotsam drifted through the gaping, twisted metal. At least one or two body parts joined the cloud of fragments, e-tablets, mugs, and furniture.
“There, low right. We should be able to settle in if we’re careful.” Michael nosed his fighter through the breach, guiding it to a gentle landing.
He broke out in a sweat when the ship’s weight shifted a few seconds later and the room tilted. Sensing no further movement, he let go of the stick and tapped a few buttons on his left forearm. Segmented plates extended upward, over his neck, and linked to his helmet, sealing it. A few seconds later, the reassuring hiss of atmospheric pressure filled his ears. A light on the console went orange as the fighter reclaimed the air inside the cockpit, leaving him in vacuum.
“Zavex, I don’t care what that AI said, don’t break e-seal in there. We have no idea what might be floating around.”
“Roger.”
Both canopies opened at the same time, Michael flipped over the side and used his handgrip to guide himself to the storage compartment on the side of the nose. He grabbed an emergency e-suit and flipped the panel closed before pushing off the fighter and gliding alongside Zavex. The Talnurian swatted a floating chair, sending it spinning off into a dark bowl-shaped indentation in the floor.
“That was where the hyperspace engine used to be.”
Zavex paused to stare. “The parabolic bowl in the floor is for what purpose?”
“The floor was originally flat.”
“I do not think these people felt anything.” Zavex shook his head.
Michael slung the e-suit case over his shoulder on a strap and held his hands out as if he were grabbing flight controls. His flight suit sensed his gesture, and the reaction control system activated. Precise puffs of compressed air hissed out of his shoulders, back, and boots, launching him in a calculated drift for an internal door. Zavex followed.
The access panel flashed an evacuation alert, indicating that all personnel should find the nearest escape pod. According to the screen, EDEN had issued the order eight hours after the event due to ‘safety protocols’ when the Captain had failed to do it. As a result of the abandon ship order, all of the internal doors’ security was disabled.
He clung to the surface, shifting to put his visor over the tiny window. More objects floated in the hallway inside, among an unknown number of ghosts. Michael closed his eyes, trying to ignore the urge to wipe at the sweat trickling down the side of his head. If I go, please let it be in a fighter.
“You ok, Dragon?” Zavex put a hand on his shoulder.
“Yeah. I just have this thing about being on an aluminum can hurtling through space. If something goes wrong, really wrong, there’s nowhere to go.”
“Let us honor the spirits of this place by preventing at least one more death.”
Michael glanced at him. “You believe in ghosts?”
The gold sheen on Zavex’s visor hid whatever face he made, but his smile was audible in his voice. “My sister is one of the Ra’ala”―the translator said priests―“she calls upon the spirits for aid.”
“Yeah.” He looked back at the door and pounded the open button. “Maybe she’ll say a prayer for us.”
Sensing impending disaster, Zavex seized Michael by the arm and hauled him out of the way an instant before the door opened. The air trapped in the hallway blasted forth; a shotgun of office furniture, e-tablets, and random small objects flew into space. Michael hit the wall hard, grunting.
“Damn, I gotta stay focused. Thanks.”
Zavex nodded.
With microbursts from their RCS maneuvering jets guiding them along, they entered the hallway. A roaring screech came in intermittent gasps, the sound waves rode gusts of escaping air―audible only when they stood in a large enough pocket of it. Zavex closed the door behind them, and the noise became weaker and less sporadic. Michael grabbed at the gleaming metal walls, pulling himself forward in short jumps from bulkhead to bulkhead.
“Betty? Where’s that map?”
An amber wireframe stretched out in front of him, then shrank into a five by seven inch mini-display drawn on his visor. A green line traced through the image, leading the way to a dot. Two blue triangles showed their estimated position.
“Share this with the Wing, Betty.”
“Done, Lieutenant.”
“Looks like you got about a hundred sixty or so yards to go,” said Liam.
Michael pulled hard on the next bulkhead, throwing himself forward. “Yeah. I’m tryin’ not to dawdle.”

While Aaron and Liam hovered at a relative standstill compared to the Lewis & Clark, Emma accelerated. She dove toward the low end of the nose, swinging around to get a look inside.
“Where are you going, Sylph? Don’t break formation.”
“Bother that, Hunter.” Emma flew around the broken end to the far side. “If there are more Draxx out here, I can outrun them. He said to keep our eyes open, that’s exactly what I’m doing. I don’t want to get surprised again.”
“Gonna change your name to Rabbit,” said Liam. “You g’won, get ‘em to chase ya back ta me and Abner here, we’ll shoot ‘em up real good.”
Keg rotated to face Liam. “Abner? Was that a reference to me? Clearly, your attempt to recreate an antiquated Earth dialect has failed.”
Liam cracked up laughing.
Emma steered around the edge, gliding distant to get a wider-angle view of the ship. From here, a strange biological-looking mass became evident on the port side. Dark green and lumpy, it looked as though some manner of mold had grown out of the immense engines. Curious, she throttled down and let momentum drift her closer.

Ladder shafts were fun. Michael paused for just a moment to cancel all sideways motion and then flung himself down. The navigation line pulled an S curve: straight, then down two levels, then straight again. He caught himself on the ladder at the desired floor, and kicked off the wall to glide through a pair of sliding doors.
“It’s amazing this thing still has power, given the extent of the damage.”
“Yeah, no feces,” said Zavex.
Michael laughed. Zavex’s opaque gold visor wasted another facial expression.
This hallway was darker and wider than the first; shaped like an inverted trapezoid, the walls sloped inward from the ceiling, becoming narrower at the floor. Rather than solid ground, they walked over hundreds of removable gratings above wire-runs and other pipes.
“Looks like we’re in an engineer’s duct.”
“I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” said Betty. “The normal route of approach to the infirmary is blocked off by a malfunctioning tube lift as well as unidentified debris.”
Just about fifty meters later, the green line swerved to the right. The hallway kept going, likely the entire length of the ship, but they followed the guide down a short offshoot to a heavy blast door. Michael floated up to it, elbowing the button.

The Mosquito glided to within twenty meters of the strange mass. Emma tapped at her console, cycling through one scanning mode after another. Each time, the system spat back “unknown composition.” She grumbled, flying in close enough to throw a ball and hit it. Forty meters of it clung to the side of the Lewis & Clark, a tumor of glistening green and brown, alive―or at least secreted from something that was. Every so often, at intervals too regular to be chanced, translucent amber dots were arranged in a neat row. She jumped at a dark blur that moved inside of one of the dots.

“Dragon, do you copy?”
Michael stepped through the dark gunmetal-blue doors as Emma’s voice came over the comm. “Copy, Sylph. Status?”
He rounded a left corner a few meters later, and came face to face with six Draxx warriors attempting to operate some manner of holographic communicator. The illusionary head of an elder Draxx, scarred and burned, snarled as it regarded him. Michael glanced left, at Zavex, as the translator torc murmured something inaudible through the helmet.
“He wants to know if you fancy Earl Grey or English Breakfast,” said Zavex.
The Draxx blinked at the two men; surprise mutual.
“There’s some kind of bio-matter growing on the outside of the hull.” Emma gasped. “I think there are Draxx inside it.”
Michael reached for his sidearm. “Let me confirm that.”








mma was close enough to make eye contact with the alien looking at her through what she now realized was a window. The Draxx had built―perhaps grown―an outpost here. She swung the nose of the Mosquito toward the window, strafing the region with pulse laser fire. Black pockmarks tracked over it, inflicting little more than cosmetic damage. She reversed, gliding backwards while arming the dumb-fire rocket pods.
“Tell, Hunter, need you at my location sharpish, we have a problem.”
She squeezed the triggers on both flight sticks, launching a flurry of three-inch diameter rockets into the organic mass. The first several explosions launched great irregular pieces of six-inch thick matter away in slabs. The tail end of the barrage went inside.

Distant explosions knocked Michael, and all but one of the Draxx, spinning about. Their holographic superior turned into a lizard-shaped cloud of static and white noise for an instant before he faded to darkness. Zavex kept his balance, pulling his Azsha out of the sling on his back. A gleam flashed across the three-foot metal rod as he spun it about and held it with both hands. With a twist, the ends elongated and sprouted curved blades. Within seconds, the edges took on a glow as the vibro-inducers heated them.
Michael bounced off the wall with his chest, wishing he had spent more time working on one-handed RCS control. He managed to put two blasts into the cluster of colliding Draxx before he drifted out of sight behind the bulkhead. Green blood glopped out of one, forming undulating spheres.
One Draxx pulled an orbcaster rifle from his back, losing it in two pieces from the forward end of Zavex’s polearm as he pivoted it over and drove the other end into the Draxx’s snout. With a twist, he dragged the dead lizard around, in time to absorb an energy blast from another. Scales roasted to ash in an instant, leaving gloopy bits trailing from a nine-inch hole. Zavex pulled his leg up and punted the dead enemy off his weapon, launching the body into the shooter with enough force to knock him senseless.
Michael pushed away from the wall, firing wild over the heads of the other Draxx to distract them from their aim at his reckless compatriot. “Zavex, what the hell are you doing? Find cover, dammit.”
Zavex speared a chair through the back, flipped it around and hurled it at another Draxx, knocking him against the ceiling.
Right in the middle of the hallway, Michael’s path changed from sideways drift to vertical fall. He crashed into the floor and wheezed.
“Greetings, Lieutenant,” said EDEN. “I see you are participating in hand to hand combat with previously unnoticed hostile entities. I thought you would appreciate the restoration of artificial gravity.”
Michael cringed amid the clamor of a few tons of floating debris rediscovering the concept of down all at once. Draxx piled on top of each other, the momentary humor of the noises they made took his mind off his exposed position in the center of a corridor. As that thought reached his brain, he jumped to his feet.
“Thanks…”

The Manta trailed Aaron’s Glaive over the top of the Lewis & Clark, heading for Emma. She kept reversing away, peppering the modest hole her missiles made with pulse lasers. Dozens of Draxx tumbled out of the breach, floating lifeless into space.
“Oh, damn…” Liam accelerated to his ship’s full 5000 m/sec, passing Emma.
Aaron flipped his Glaive around, sliding sideways as he thumbed the hat button on his right-side stick. “Back up, Sylph. Gonna give those bastards something to worry about.”
Emma yanked the Mosquito’s nose upward, grunting through the overwhelmed inertial dampeners as she smashed the throttle forward. “Ngh, what are you doing?”
Two red diamonds overlapped on Aaron’s HUD, then shimmered and turned bright. A high-pitched steady tone sounded through his head. A pair of AFM-38 “Widow” missiles leapt from the two centerline hardpoints on the underside of his fighter. The thirteen-foot long missiles spiraled forward into Aaron’s view, straightening out before they plunged through the green shell. Three seconds later, they detonated.
The windows lit orange a split second before a shockwave caused the green mass to undulate like a squeezed airbag, cracking and deflating it. A secondary detonation shattered it into a long strip of exposed hull and Draxx parts.

Michael was starting to build a strong friendship with the floor. No sooner had he gotten up than he found himself face down once more. This time, he rolled into the wall as well, involuntarily covering his face as a tremendous shockwave rumbled through the air. The first detonation had a long rolling quality that made him think of a volley of small charges; the most recent was far more significant.
“What the hell is going on out there?” he screamed.
“This ship’s got a barnacle problem,” said Aaron. “Just cleaning it off.”
“Aaron, look out on your right side,” said Emma.
“Dammit,” Aaron yelled. “Dragon, get out of there, we have fighters coming out of the engine ports. That thing is a damn hive.”
“Lizards don’t have hives,” blurted Keg.
Liam raised his fist, but hesitated. “Be grateful you’re stable. I don’t want to spin the wheel of strange. Get in the turret.”
“On it.”
“Confirm multiple contacts,” said Liam over the comm.
Michael crawled to the bulkhead; the emergency e-suit case got him in the back when he went down that time. It hurt, but nothing was broken. He could not tell if Aaron sounded excited or worried, and he was not certain if he liked the abnormal calm in Emma’s voice. A dead Draxx, steaming trench sliced from throat to gut, slid through the open door. Zavex was alone with four hostiles. Michael leaned around the door and sighted over his sidearm.
The Draxx he had legged while floating lay on his side, angling with his pistol for a shot at Zavex. The other three surrounded him, causing the wounded one to snarl and search for a clean angle. He spotted Michael and turned at the door, firing a glob of orange energy into the wall as Michael’s laser left a smoking hole through his chest.
Zavex spun the Azsha about, mesmerizing the Draxx with the flashing blades. He feigned high and left, then reversed and took the legs of the opponent on his right off at the knees. The Draxx in front of him grabbed the polearm between Zavex’s hands, wrestling for control. Zavex spun it clockwise and leapt into the twirl, driving his thick, plated boot into the Draxx’s nose while inverted and off the ground. The impact crushed the lizard’s skull, as well as broke the neck, leaving a flat-faced mess sliding dead into the wall. Zavex landed with a heavy clank, whirling on the only remaining threat; the Azsha blurred in a brief spin into a fighting posture.
The final Draxx backed away, staring at the heat blur around the waiting blades. After two steps, he dove onto a stray orbcaster rifle, sliding behind a thick workstation barrier. Zavex spun to the rear and finished off the legless one. The reptilian gurgled as the Azsha lanced through him into the metal floor. When the remaining Draxx popped up to shoot Zavex, Michael fired twice, splattering the far wall with alien blood. The plasma rifle slipped from lifeless Draxx hands, clattering to the floor.
Zavex twirled his staff, holding it vertical. He gave it a twist and the blades snapped closed. “Few Draxx are prepared to face such a weapon. They claim to have honor, but cannot face their opponents in close combat.”
Michael kept his pistol out as he navigated around the dead, paying particular attention to the one with a flattened face. “Remind me not to bet money against you at arm wrestling.”

Draxx fighters streamed out of the dormant engine ports, a swarm of green headed for the three Terran fighters. Keg went ballistic; pulse laser fire going in all directions as he sent a three-second burst one way before swiveling around and chasing another Draxx ship for six more.
Emma streaked toward them, flying right into their midst in a whirling spiral. “Betty, full pod blow, both sides.”
“Roger, Lieutenant.”
Plasma bolts streaked past her. She jinked around, as if hugging the walls of a tube. The cloud of enemy fighters did not seem to know which way to go to avoid her. Bright flashes lit her cockpit as they fired, dark blurs rushed by as she skimmed past the larger ships.
“Sylph, what the hell are you doing?” yelled Aaron.
“Corking the hornets’ nest you kicked,” she said, as calm as if she were in class. Her fighter emerged from the far side of the cloud of enemy fighters, coming about on the engines of the Lewis & Clark.
Emma squeezed the secondary trigger on both sticks. The remaining rockets, eighty-five per side, launched with such a push it bled off 800 meters per second from her velocity. Two emerging Draxx fighters evaporated amid the barrage. Emma rolled and dove, her trajectory a straight line down relative to the derelict. Most of her missiles went into the old engine-turned-hangar bay, setting off a chain reaction that incinerated the aft ten percent of the vessel in a rippling series of explosions that swelled through the hull as expanding white orbs.
A handful of Kraits hopped on her tail, struggling to keep up with the faster Mosquito. Emma squinted at the rearview. She could outrun them, but in open space, it would be like duck hunting season having them on her backside. Clenching her guts in preparation for a high-g turn, she slammed on the lateral thrusters. The Mosquito pulled a one-eighty, careening rear end first for several seconds. Sweat ran down her face as she strained not to pass out until the engines compensated. As soon as the crushing inertia lessened, she tapped the “afterburners”, launching herself past the egg-shaped fighters before they could get a clean shot.
Kraits spread out in the shape of an expanding flower as the Draxx pilots took a more conservative turning strategy. By the time they collected in a group again, Emma cruised tight against the hull of the derelict.

Liam picked off three Monitors tumbling through space from the force of the explosion; searing blue neutron beams poked holes through the enemy ships as easily as an icepick through a pie.
“Six,” yelled Aaron with a cheer. He fired again. Orange light flickered through Liam’s cockpit. “Seven.”
“This ain’t a damn game,” barked Liam.
“Eleventeen,” shouted Keg.

“Zav?”
“Yeah,” replied the Talnurian, peeling himself off the wall.
“I’m getting really tired of sucking on this floor.” Michael stood up, working his arm around in a few small circles to ease the pain out. “Landed wrong from that last explosion.” He drew in a breath. “Green Wing, this is Dragon. Will you please stop kicking the mung out of this thing until we are clear?”
Zavex followed the map line, stomping right over a fallen Draxx on his way to a door that did not open. He reached for the panel, but wound up holding on to the wall as another explosion shook the room.
“Green Wing, what’s going on out there?” Michael clung to the bulkhead, trying to avoid another high-energy meeting with solid ground.
“Sixteen hostile contacts,” said Aaron. “Whatever you’re doing in there, do it fast.”
“Don’t forget we are in here. Stop hitting the Lewis.”
“Sorry, Dragon,” said Emma. “One of the Kraits chasing me just crashed into a sensor obelisk.”
Zavex made four quick slashes in the door with the Azsha, and punted the metal slab into the hole. Smoke billowed through the opening, several glops of biomatter on the left wall burned. They ducked through, using the map overlay more than their eyes to make their way down the hall. Another detonation, this time behind them, caused them to stumble.

Emma rolled from left to right to slip through a narrow channel between two sections of the Lewis & Clark. One more Krait failed to follow the tight maneuver, and clipped the edge of a long-range communication array, bursting into a cloud of flames and debris. She accelerated as dozens of plasma globes peppered the Lewis’s hull just behind her. The last three light fighters made it through a forest of panels as she slalomed the solar array. Ahead, the forest of cover ended. With nothing but smooth hull waiting for her, Emma committed to a sprint. The Mosquito left the Kraits behind, racing an endless stream of energy orbs until she dove over the mangled end and broke line of sight.
She eyed her rearview, waiting for them to appear over the edge. As soon as they did, she cut her throttle to nil. The Mosquito’s engines went dark, thrust vector plates closed, and Emma kicked the lever forward. Her willowy body lurched forward in the straps, knocking the wind from her lungs as the ship lurched backwards. The Kraits overshot. She sent a stream of pulse laser into the engine port of the far left one, throwing it into a death spin as she retracted the vector plates. With the engines no longer redirected, the Mosquito’s full thrust once more pushed it forward. Emma crashed against her seat as if she had flown into a solid wall. Grunting, she fought to cling to consciousness as she found herself on the tail of the last two.
The one she shot tried to keep its course, and wound up swerving into the center ship, destroying them both. As the two winged ovoids collided, Emma pulled hard right to avoid the deadly fragments, and settled in on the last Krait.
Aaron flew through a mass of Draxx fighters, taking pot shots whenever angle gave him the opportunity. There were too many to settle on a specific adversary, target focus would also give one of them a good shot at his backside. He sent bursts of pulse lasers, three streams of red light from the wingtips, at the small fighters while using the body-mounted particle cannons on the less agile medium fighters.
The Draxx were just as aggressive, foiling most of Aaron’s gunnery by making him avoid incoming fire. Liam had taken to borrowing Emma’s tactic of using the Lewis & Clark as cover, though the Manta was far too large to fit in the same narrow trench Emma had used. Keg winged one of the Monitors, leaving it slow and limping to a point where the ponderous Manta could outmaneuver it. As soon as he got position, Liam fired, slicing it apart with a raking blast of four neutron beams. With most of the cloud of angry hornets chasing Aaron, Liam tucked the Manta against the bridge tower and started sniping.
“Keg, watch my ass.”
“You got it, boss.” The turret whirred around to face the rear.
Liam fired four times, taking out four Draxx ships before they realized where the attacks were coming from. Out of about sixteen remaining contacts, nine turned and came after him. Aaron pounced, accepting a few nicks on the wing for the prize of sending particle beams into the engine ports of two Monitors. One careened into the lower reaches of the bridge tower while the other bounced away from the side and went spinning off into the nebula.

Michael and Zavex ran down the final leg of the navigation line. Beyond another door Zavex had to cut open, the entire right side of the hallway was missing. Dozens of mangled Draxx adhered to the wreckage of a section about eighteen meters long where the wall was gone. Clusters of burned black biomatter rimmed the twisted metal; the gore that remained did so only due to the artificial gravity field. They stopped to stare out at the streaks of energy against the endless black. Both men would have rather been out there.
“Aaron, you got one on your six,” said Michael.
“How the hell”―his voice broke up into a grunt as an explosion came over the comm―“do you know that?”
“I’m watching…” Michael’s stunned voice faded out as a Monitor lined Aaron up for a kill shot.
Just then, four neutron beams lanced by. Two went above Aaron’s ship, two below, with inches to spare. The Monitor went into a fatal tumble, exploding into a dendrite-shaped cloud a few seconds later. Faster smoldering chunks trailed ember-tipped fingers out of the smoke.
“Damn, nice shot, Tell.” Zavex clapped, not that any of the pilots saw.
Aaron remained quiet.
“Come on.” Michael tugged on Zavex’s arm, leading him through the remnant of corridor.
Just as he reached the end, he floated off the ground. All the lights failed. “When it rains, it pours.”
“Are you hallucinating, Dragon? It is not raining here,” said Zavex.
“I’ll explain later.” A puff of the RCS sent him sailing to a door. “My guess is that big explosion took out the power core; bet the capacitors just went dry.”
Michael pushed the door open with ease; the lack of power anywhere in the ship took the strength out of the magnetic actuators. The infirmary waited twenty paces beyond it. Amid a cloud of drifting linens, pillows, surgical instruments, meds, and various other things, a man floated in a liquid-filled tube. At least, he would have been floating if the substance had not been frozen solid. Michael kicked away from the wall, gliding through the darkness until he caught himself against the cylinder. He brushed a glove’s width of clear through the frost, staring at the occupant.
“Record log. Lieutenant Michael Summers on board the derelict ship, Lewis & Clark. We have discovered a survivor preserved in medical stasis. Caucasian male, approximately thirty five to forty five years of age, brown hair, average build.” He recorded video of the man, then moved to the stasis console, appraising the readouts. “There is no indication of the reason for the individual’s stasis. The ship has lost power. We are about to recover the survivor.” Recorder paused, he stared at all the controls. “Zavex, are you familiar with this equipment? The ones I’ve trained with had about eight buttons.”
“I’m afraid we do not use such technology. The Ra’ala”―again the translator spat out the word ‘priests’― “can induce a similar state with their Na’zshri.” The translator hesitated for a few seconds and spat out “powers.”
“Great, I don’t want to kill the guy. We’re out of comm range to the Manhattan, we can’t hit the archives for century old technology.”
“No one studies these things?” asked Zavex.
“As if anyone expected to find something this old drifting through deep space.” Michael scratched at his helmet. “Century old… Keg, acknowledge?”
“I’m here, boss.”
“Betty, patch my helmet feed through to the Manta. Keg, do you know how to work one of these old stasis units?”
“Hold on, boss. Liam, hold ‘er steady, son. You’re doing a bang-up job.”
Liam’s sigh rolled over the comm.
“Okay, boss. I can see what you see. Looks like a GE Healthcare model S9410. Umm.” The soft clanking of a metal hand tapping a metal body followed his words. “Yes, I have it. Woo hoo!”
“Keg, stop dancing and help them,” growled Liam. The electronic thrum of neutron beams firing underlined his words.
“Right, boss. Sorry. I haven’t seen one of those things for at least… umm… a long time. They used to put people to sleep for spaceflight. Interplanetary travel used to take decades. Generations could come and go before people got where they were going.”
“Keg…”
“Oh, right, boss. Sorry.” Keg made a throat-clearing noise. “Lieutenant, you’ll want to initiate the primary gas phase interlock and then warm up the sublimation unit.”
“Keg, just tell me what buttons to push.”
“Oh, sorry, boss.” Keg, able to see Michael’s hand entering the bottom of the frame in the image, guided him through the twenty-seven button (and two dial) process of reviving the man.
“Good thing you’re as old as this ship, buddy.”
“Aww, I’m not old. For a droid, I’m just getting started. Now when that blue graph gets into the 83-85 range, push the button on the bottom right.”
The machinery chugged to life. From the top of the cylinder, silvery opacity spread through the cryonic gel until the entire chamber looked like a mirror. The next few buttons started a ventilator that sucked fog away from the man, now drifting loose in the tube. Zavex de-boxed the spare e-suit while Michael worked, and by the time the clear tube retracted into the wall, they scrambled to get the man into it as fast as possible. Vacuum had not infiltrated the med bay yet, but there was no telling how breathable this air was.
“Keg, is it a problem that this guy isn’t awake?” Michael checked for a pulse, and found one.
“Uhh. He’s been a mansicle for almost a hundred years… who knows?”
“Point taken. Green Wing, this is Dragon. We have the survivor and are on our way out, how’s it looking out there?”
“Get it off me, get it off me,” yelled Aaron.
“Too small, I’ll hit you,” responded Liam.
“Turn at me.” Emma did a good impersonation of an emotionless android. “That’s a Krait-II, you won’t be able to shake him.”
“Krait-II?” Aaron sounded rattled.
“Notice it’s only got energy lances on the side wings? Vertical stabilizers are half the size. They traded firepower for added maneuvering thrusters.”
“Not very fair, is it?” asked Keg.
“What?” asked just about everyone at once.
“Their little fighter has weapons that are dangerous. Mosquito has flashlights.”
Emma sighed. “They’re not that small, they just take finesse.”
“Why does that line never work when I use it?” asked Liam.
Michael clipped a tether to the recovered man, and pushed off the wall. With their route already explored, they made better progress on the way back through what remained of the Lewis & Clark. He tugged his passenger along like a boy with a balloon, moving through the zero-g environment at a speed just shy of reckless. Within two minutes, they were once more at the door they had entered from, urged on by the radio chatter of a roving dogfight outside. Without power, it was impassable.
“I think I have a key,” said Zavex, readying his blade.
Michael backed off, pulling the still-unconscious man away. A few swipes of the vibroblades detached the bulk of the door. This time, the kick launched the metal rectangle out into space. Michael’s Glaive had tipped to the side, one wingtip touching the ground, no doubt from the massive explosion earlier. It had not rolled so far that he considered it impossible to take off―just tricky.
He jogged out into the large, open chamber. “Dammit, I knew I should have moved it.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much about that just yet,” said Zavex.
Michael turned to ask him what he meant, but froze at the sight of a Draxx D-14 “Monitor” medium fighter floating up into view just past the end, aiming its particle beam cannons at the two men.
“Proc.” Michael slouched, seeing no cover that would withstand the blast. “We’re procced.”
Zavex glanced at him. “I hardly think this is a time to think about being with a woman.”








ichael pulled his sidearm, aiming at the Draxx fighter. He imagined the pilot laughing at him as the personal laser weapon fizzled into the hull. An orange glow grew deep within the bowels of the particle accelerators. Zavex bowed his head, muttering something the translator disregarded.
“Hello, boys!” cheered Liam, as the Manta bobbed up behind the Monitor.
A pip from one neutron beam hit the Draxx fighter straight in the left engine, detonating it and kicking the Monitor into a descending spin that sailed clear of the Lewis & Clark. The Manta pivoted, firing all four beams out of sight. The warm light glimmering over the dark blue hull confirmed the kill to Michael, and let him breathe.
“Excellent shot,” he said, running to his tilted Glaive.
“Will you hold still,” scolded Emma. “I can’t get this mole off your bum if you keep squirming.”
“He’s all over me.” Fear was audible in Aaron’s voice. “If I level out I’m going to get shot.”
“Funny thing about hornets, luv. They tend to get a bit cheesed off when you kick their nest. It’s almost like they know you did it.”
Aaron got some of his confidence back. “Tell, I’m swinging around wide, give you a broadside. See if you can do some laser surgery.”
“I’m already on the blighter, Liam has other problems.”
“What? I do?” He looked at the spatial targeting display, where two dots raced toward him. “Mung!”
Liam dove, the huge Manta sank out of sight from where Michael sprinted. A second later, two Kraits zoomed past. Climbing in to the Glaive proved to be a challenge at the angle, and it took him a moment to squeeze the survivor in the space behind the pilot’s seat. Every time a fighter whizzed past the open space to his right, he tried to move even faster. With the recovered man stuffed in place, he flipped his body horizontal and pulled down on the canopy edge to seat himself. A few seconds after the canopy sealed, the cockpit flooded with air.
Gingerly, he manipulated the left wing, extending it as a means to push the Glaive close enough to level to take off. He cringed at the metal-on-metal scraping sound that shuddered through his ship. Fortunately, with no gravity, the wing did not bear noticeable weight. The maneuver tossed the ship off the ground, and he activated the flight control systems, which kicked the ship into a lazy glide to the left. Once he had it under control, he tapped at the sticks and backed it out, mindful of hanging strips of twisted metal.
Zavex had a cleaner egress, racing backwards before flipping over into a dive in pursuit of Liam’s new friends. He went for a missile lock first, not wanting to risk a particle beam hitting the Manta by accident. As soon as he got tone, he loosed an AFM-13 “Hornet”, the smallest missile in the Fleet, but fast enough to chase down a Krait. The Draxx peeled up, off Liam’s tail, into a wobbly dance. The Hornet streaked out of sight, leaving only an orb of energy from its thruster visible as it pursued the panicking egg.
With a hundred meters to target, the thruster flared into a streak as the burst charge fired, doubling the missile’s speed to over 24,000 m/sec. It stabbed into the Krait from behind, detonating a fraction of a second after piercing the hull. The debris plume burst out of the nose end before the entire ship crumbled apart.

Emma snarled, sending a stream of curses into her helmet, but not over the comm. She pondered calling Aaron a lily, but decided against it in case she had to live with him after this was over. She fired past the Krait-II several times, her effort to hit it at least kept it from lacing Aaron’s ship with a fatal hit.
“Betty, compute a missile lock on the target.”
“Lieutenant Loring, we do not have any guided missiles mounted.”
“I’m aware of that, Betty, just do it.”
“Hunter, this is Sylph. You got any Hornets?”
“Yeah, four, but the damn thing is behind… Good idea.”
“Set a two second delay, drop it on my mark. Targeting data incoming.”
Aaron’s fingers flew over the controls, binding one of his Hornet missiles to Emma’s targeting computer. For all intents and purposes, it would be as though the Mosquito fired it. As tone squealed through both of their helmets, Aaron pushed the thumb switch. One of his four Hornets broke away from its mounting rail and sailed into space. He overflew it, as did the Krait-II and Emma.
Two seconds later, the thruster came on, and the homing missile zipped toward its mark. The Krait-II veered into a desperate turn, finally breaking Aaron’s tail. The Draxx super-light rolled through a torturous series of maneuvers, causing the Hornet to explode just far enough away to prevent major damage.
“Dammit,” grumbled Emma, having managed to stay with him.
As if flying down the inside of a tornado, she slid sideways in an orbiting helix, firing endless streams of pulse laser. The enemy avoided her. The little ship shimmied, the gesture told her the Draxx was about to roll off to the lower left. Just as she went to follow, the Krait-II exploded as a pair of particle beams smashed through it from behind and right.
“Damn thing,” grumbled Aaron. Several seconds of radio silence. “Thanks…”
“I’ll give you that, Hunter… You’re a good gunner.”
A wave of energy orbs flew past the cockpit, sending her into hard evasive maneuvers. “Where are they all coming from?” Emma looked up, left, and right. The number of Draxx fighters had not seemed to change despite their kills.
“Hold it together, Green Wing,” said Michael, swerving onto the tail of a Monitor gunning for Liam. Two blasts ended it.
Liam had all he could do to stay away from the cloud of gnat-like Kraits desperate to get a piece of the slowest, largest target they had. Emma ran interference, chasing them off his tail one by one and not staying with the same one long enough to inflict damage. A few lucky hits slowed one down enough for Zavex to dust it.
“It’s not like we have a home to run to,” said Emma, skimming just shy of an incoming Draxx missile. “We have no choice but to win.”
“Thanks for the pep talk.” Liam had run out of Monitors to go after, and did not fancy trying to pit his mediocre piloting skills against the task of trying to hit Kraits with a pig of a heavy fighter. Instead, he concentrated on evasion, leaving the shooting to Keg.
“Zavex, see if you can get some distance and start picking fleas off the Manta. Everyone else, get in close and don’t give them a good shot.” Michael joined the fray, going from Krait to Krait as they swung in for a shot on Liam.
The next forty-five seconds felt like an hour.
Michael rolled away from an exploding Draxx fighter, another victim of his particle cannons, and clipped another passing sideways with his lasers.
“Check one-nine-one degrees off the Lewis”―Michael glanced at his console―“seventy thousand meters approximate. What is that?”
“Another anomaly,” said Liam.
“Jump trace,” said Aaron. “Something found us.”
Michael punched the console. “Proc.”
A shimmering blue-white point of light appeared, promptly expanding into a vaporous cloud. The hole in space offered a view of a deep azure world, streaked with lightning and globs of energy. A long, ovoid Draxx ship slid through the rip, bristling with pods and antenna clusters. As the breach in hyperspace sealed, hatches parted along the rear sides. More Kraits launched.
“Attention, Green Wing,” announced Keg. “I’m reading a DCV-17 “Python” class corvette.”
“Thanks for the update, lunchbox,” grumbled Aaron. “It’s plain as day.”
The front end of the Python opened, four triangular panels bending away from a central hollow as a swell of energy formed at the end.
“Are those damn lizards seriously trying to hit us with a capital ship weapon?” Aaron laughed.
“In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a giant proccing target!” shouted Liam.
True enough, the Python’s orientation shifted about as if it were trying to aim at him. Liam rolled the heavy fighter about, rotating until the derelict was horizontal. As large as the Manta itself, a sphere of energy coalesced at the front end of the corvette’s main weapon. Liam accelerated as hard as his ship would allow as the death orb leapt away from the Python, a fuming comet headed straight at him.
He cleared the edge of the Lewis & Clark, and the magnetized plasma swerved down, favoring the huge vessel. An EM pulse wave created by the impact washed over the Manta, knocking him into the dark and filling every display screen with static. As the stricken heavy fighter tumbled, everything inside jumbled about. Keg, already sizzling from the EMP blast, sailed headfirst into the iris door at the rear of the cockpit and crashed to the ground. He flopped about in a droid’s version of a seizure. When he went still, the LEDs on his face spelled one word: ouch.
Green Wing turned to pursue their drifting comrade. Liam pounded at the console, as if the force of his fist upon the buttons could somehow bring the systems back online faster. Panic rose in his gut as he prayed that the energy pulse only triggered an emergency degauss, and did not blow out any components. The Lewis & Clark blurred repeatedly through his field of spinning vision, stars were streaks rather than dots. He whimpered at the nineteen-meter wide glowing melt-hole where the weapon struck.
One screen came on, displaying the results of a system start up. The flight computer went off hard; it had never been completely powered down since the ship had rolled off the assembly line.
“Come on, come on. I don’t have a minute to wait!”
Keg twitched.
“You okay, little fella?” He looked back past his seat at the droid.
No reaction. He almost felt sad.
“Sons of”―he cringed as debris clattered over the outside of his ship―“Come on, hurry up.”
Michael’s Glaive flew around an expanding field of shrapnel, having just destroyed a Krait trying to shoot the helpless Manta. Liam’s communications came back, and the sounds of his wing-mates shouting tactics returned to his ears.
“I’m coming back online. Everything shut down from the EM blast.”
Liam froze with a bewildered look, smelling coffee. He whirled. Keg floated by the lavatory, waiting for the tiny coffee maker in the bomber-sized cockpit to finish filling his travel mug. Once done, Keg took hold of the cup and hovered towards the front at a slow drift, one spindle arm folded behind his back. LEDs at the top of where his ‘face’ should be lit up in an attempt to create the appearance of scrunched eyebrows and a thick moustache.
“You know what galls me, son? The way these damn Draxx think they own the universe.” Keg spilled a little coffee down his front as he tried to take a sip. “I’ve been out here for forty years, ten of them in command, son. Just what―”
Liam, smiling, brought his closed fist down atop Keg’s head.
The droid’s light-eyebrows dispersed in a pixelated cloud, returning to normal. Keg peeked into the cup and swerved to face Liam. “Made you coffee, Liam. Here.”
He took his no-spill shamrock mug back, planting the wide base in its holder with a click. “Thanks.”
Flight control came back online just as the Python’s main gun glowed again. Liam shoved the throttle forward. Keg, hovering, remained motionless in regard to space. As a result, he had a severe meeting with the rear wall. Pinned in place from the acceleration, he wailed.
“Ah ha, ha ha ha ha. Fools! You see, everything is going according to my plans.” With a grunt of exertion, he peeled one arm off the wall to point at Liam. “You, minion, return us to my lair at once. I have much work to dooooooo.”
Keg went headfirst into the back of the co-pilot seat as Liam hit the thrust reverser. The entire cockpit flooded with orange light for an instant as another massive plasma ball sailed overhead, too far away to hit.
The droid flipped up and over the seat, landing in place. “Good morning, Lieutenant Dalton. Did I miss anything important?”
“Keg, turret, please. There’s still fighters after us.”
He floated through the hole in the ceiling. “I shall obey, in accordance with prophecy!”
Emma went for the Python, ignoring both Michael and Aaron screaming at her to break off. She spiraled through a cloud of pulse laser fire, enduring one minor scorch to the left winglet before she broke past it to the rear. The large ship did not maneuver after her.
“Damn, I guess they’re smarter than they look,” she said.
Aaron laughed. “You didn’t honestly think they’d try to point that thing at you?”
“I did a little, maybe.” She flip turned, lighting up the Python’s engine nacelles with pulse laser blasts. A stream of fire puffs drew a glowing line across the back of the vessel, and several went into the end. “Maybe I can still get their attention.”
With one of three large engines sputtering, the Python did turn, but only enough to bring a cluster of heavy turrets to bear on the gnat behind it. A dozen particle beams opened up, filling the void around her with streaks of bright yellow. She accelerated into an erratic dive, right at the Draxx corvette. Emma squinted, angry at Betty’s incessant repetition of “pull up, pull up.” She did so, at the last possible second. Somehow, she had slithered through a curtain of particle beams alive, and gotten too close for any of the turrets to be able to reach her.
“You are either charmed or suicidal.” Michael thought back to his dream, the case of insignia pins. “I’m hoping it’s charmed.”
“Just trying to stay alive.” The Mosquito blasted over the Python’s nose, diving out of the firing arc of the main gun. Her gamble that they wouldn’t even try to hit such a nimble ship with it paid off.
“Now what?” asked Zavex.
Aaron jumped on the tail of a Krait going for the Manta, riddling it to death with pulse laser fire. “If she can keep the big boy distracted, Dragon and Zavex can get behind it. A couple of Widows up the tailpipe should take it down.”
“Now who’s talking suicide? Glaives couldn’t get close to it without getting shredded by the parti beams.” Emma swerved away from another barrage.
“I don’t think that would do us any good, it looks small from here but that thing is still a corvette. We could all land in its shuttle bay. Even widows will just tick it off.”
“Liam is wise. Does anyone have a better idea?” asked Zavex.
“I’m working on it,” replied Michael. “I’m working on it.”








ommander Robin Teague yanked down all four levers, and the sound of power manifested as a noticeable hum from nearby. After hesitating for a moment to ensure it continued, she replaced the floor panel.
“Hand me those locking nuts, Lieutenant,” she told Hardy. He passed them to her, and made short work of slipping them back into their designated holes, twisting them tightly back into place. “That’ll do it.”
“You know your way around things, don’t you, Commander?” Hardy asked.
She laughed. “Case of having to, in my experience. Comes in handy to know how everything works on a starship. Back in the Academy, I was known to spend evenings poring over schematics and technical manuals.”
“Wow.”
“It’s not something to be in awe of, Lieutenant,” Teague said. “In fact, it’s probably rather sad. I guess I should’ve been out getting drunk.”
“So how come you’re able to restore power and engineering can’t?” Hardy asked.
“I could’ve had them come up here to do this, Lieutenant. But they’ve got enough to do down there. Rerouting power to one section of the ship is a helluva lot different than doing the same for every inch of her.”
Robin led the way back to the bridge. The corridor was still dark, but by the time they reached the bridge, the lights were back on. A handful of systems came back online, evidenced by their screens displaying the respective start-up coding, a digital language scrolling too fast for any human eye to discern its meaning.
“Good work, Commander,” Driscoll said.
Lieutenant Hardy returned to his seat, but found the helm still devoid of life.
“I don’t know what good it does us,” Teague said, looking about. “If we can’t actually control the ship…”
“The Chief will get her back together again,” Driscoll said.
“Let’s hope so.” Teague looked in the direction of Lieutenant Brooke and the Weapons station. “Do we have weapons control?”
Driscoll nodded. “Yeah. That’s the one bit of good news we’ve had so far. Unfortunately, not even the short range sensors are operable right now. We can shoot, but we don’t know where to aim. Systems are rebooting, but for all intents and purposes, the rest of the ship’s dead as a dodo.”
“If it’s all the same to you, Captain, I’d like to head on down to the engineering section, see if I can’t give the Chief a hand,” Teague said. “There might be repairs he could use a few extra bodies for. Might help him in getting us control of the Manhattan back.”
“By all means,” Driscoll said. “Whoever you come across along the way, drag ‘em with you. Set them to work down there. And tell Macintosh I sent you.”
“Yes, sir,” Commander Teague said, throwing him a strange look before she once again left the bridge.








he Mosquito careened in a wide arc, only meters in front of crisscrossing streaks of orange death. Any single strike from a heavy particle cannon would reduce the little fighter to a cloud of stray atoms and a few bits large enough to see with the naked eye―and a dozen passed by every two seconds.
“We have to get out of here,” said Aaron. “We can outrun it.”
“We can’t outrun it if we’re being evasive,” said Michael, “and if we turn and burn it’s got nice clean shots right at our collective asses.”
A painful silence settled over the comm channel until Emma broke it. Her voice was eerie in its calm. “Use the Lewis & Clark for cover, I’ll get it to chase me past it then you could try that missile in the tailpipe thing.”
Michael stared at Emma’s holographic bust; she had to know that one half-second of mistimed maneuvering would be the last mistake she would ever make. Despite that, the only readable sign of her being in a high stress situation was the occasional grimace in time with a swerve.
Aaron went for the hulk, as did Liam.
“Will those neutron beams work?” asked Zavex.
“The high density neutron accelerators could theoretically breach the outer hull of a Python, however the diffusion effect through such material would result in the need for pinpoint accuracy to deliver the remaining energy to a critical system.”
Liam gaped at the droid for a few seconds. “Thank you, Keg. What he means is it could pierce if I hit a soft spot but it would have to be dead on target to something vital. Basically, I’d be teasing a lion.”
“They know you’re a threat, that’s why they’re shooting at you,” said Aaron.
“Oh, here I am thinking it was because I’m the only thing they feel they can hit.”
Aaron chuckled. “Well, that too.”
After mopping up the last two Kraits, Michael’s Glaive went along the underside of the Lewis & Clark, pulling into formation with the others once he cleared. “We can’t play ‘run around the tree’ with it forever. Liam, see if you have any more luck reaching the carrier. You’ve got the biggest transmitter relay.”
“Why, thank you, sir.”
Emma’s disapproving sigh made them all laugh.
Liam brought the Manta to a full stop in the shadow of the dead ship. His chair slid to the left and rotated ninety degrees to the communication suite, where he got to work on getting some kind of signal out to the Manhattan.
“Maybe you can stab it with that blade of yours, Zavex.” Michael laughed. “They’d never see that coming.”
“I don’t think that would―” Zavex fell silent, then laughed. “Sarcasm. I am sorry, I have not familiarized myself with the complete usage of your language yet.”
Emma’s orbit of the Python grew wider. She had it at full speed. 12,500 m/sec in a persistent turn had to be driving the Draxx gunners crazy. They did a fair job of compensating for her velocity, but at that speed small taps on the stick resulted in large changes in lateral orientation. After two particle beams matched her vertical axis, but missed far to the right side, she included thrust variance in her evasion.
“Let me know when you’re ready for it and I’ll come running,” said Emma. “I think they’re getting a bit peevish.”
“Liam?” asked Michael.
“I got nothing, too much electromagnetic interference from the Lewis, I think.”
“I possess the idea.” Zavex worked at his flight computer with feverish intensity. “Need a minute or two.”
Aaron snickered. “Even his translator’s tired.”
“It’s launching more fighters,” said Emma. “Might need a hand out here.”
“Bring him in, it’s now or never,” said Michael as he flicked the master arm switch for his missiles.
“Wait, Dragon.” Zavex’s hologram stared intently down at whatever he was doing. “I need another forty seven seconds.”
“Proc, missile on me.”
Keg gasped. “Such language from a lady.”
Liam abandoned the map, jumping back to the flight controls. “Keg, map, please.”
The Manta rose up over the rim of the Lewis & Clark, swiveling to bear on the bright white star of energy at the Mosquito’s engines. On his screen, a smaller starburst of yellow light trailed it a few inches behind. Liam stopped breathing, staring into his HUD until he made out individual pixels in the red crosshair. His finger tightened about the trigger.
One neutron beam fired just ahead of the missile, lingering just enough for the warhead to fly right into it and detonate. Everyone was silent, especially Aaron.
Aaron laughed. “Tell, I could kiss you.”
“Pass on that, Hunter,” said Liam.
“Did you just shoot down a missile?” Michael gawked.
“I’ll hold you to that, Sylph.” Liam’s hologram winked at everyone.
Three of the Monitors broke away from her, following the path of the neutron beam back to the Manta. Draxx particle beams raked over the edge of the derelict Liam used for cover, leaving glowing orange streaks in the metal that cooled in seconds. Liam turned, letting them see him zoom off toward the broken end before he dove out of sight behind the wreckage. Michael and Aaron reversed, drifting the other way.
“Twenty seconds more,” said Zavex. “I hope.”
“Attention all my minions!” roared Keg. “I have saved you.”
“You’re lucky I can’t let go of the stick right now,” grumbled Liam.
“Ha, ha, minion.” Keg threw both spindly arms up. LED eyebrows (now red) rose in the center. He pointed one gripper claw at Liam. “You dare threaten to strike a being of such genius? Bow, humans, for I have found your salvation!” Keg whirled, indicating the communication relay with both arms.
“That’s a map, Keg. That’s not the Manhattan.”
“Look again, simpleton.”
Liam rolled the Manta hard to the left, pummeling Keg into the ceiling. The droid bounced away, rubbing the top of his frame.
“What was that you were saying?” asked Liam.
“What? Oh, yes. I was able to find our position on the map.” Keg pointed at some moving dots. “From this, I can estimate that the Manhattan should be here.” He floated to the right, tracing a circle on the screen.
“Dragon, we have a theoretical location for the carrier. Keg, turret, now!”
“Theoretical? Nice, Tell, what good does that do us?” asked Aaron.
The rest of what he said gulped down his throat as the three Monitors crested the hulk and all turned to chase the Manta. The turret at the top center of the giant battle-axe lit up, harassing the far right Draxx ship.
Michael and Aaron both shot the same one, incinerating the enemy ship in the center in a precise two-shot burst. The other two, realizing there were more fighters behind them, broke away. One went up, the other down.
“I’ll go low,” said Michael, diving in pursuit of the left one.
Aaron chased the other.
“Six seconds,” said Zavex.
The fighter Michael pursued came full about, spotting Zavex’s Glaive just sitting there. Michael held down the trigger for his pulse lasers; streams of red light flew from three winglets, walking it across the trajectory of the Draxx fighter. It took an ill-aimed shot, missing Zavex by a few meters.
Zavex looked up at a yellow flare in his cockpit. “Please keep them off me.”
“Working on it. Doesn’t help that you’re a sitting duck,” Michael had to work to stay on this one’s tail.
Aaron swerved about, toning out a firing solution on the other Monitor. He loosed one Hornet missile, which sailed into the left side of the Monitor. The explosion blasted a sparking hole straight through the ship, but fell short of destroying it. Michael capitalized on the sudden loss of his opponent’s ability to maneuver, another pair of particle beams melted through the Monitor’s right pod, causing it to detonate in place.
A clank alerted Aaron to a glancing strike on his lower right wing, a sputtering trail of sparks leaked out into space behind him. His flight controls muddied up as the system attempted to compensate for a power surge.
“Dragon, I got a friend. Opposing knife edge me.”
“Done,” said Michael, turning head-on at Aaron.
The Glaives rolled belly to belly as they approached, passing within a few meters of each other. As soon as Aaron was clear, Michael fired all weapons at the pursuing Monitor. The Draxx never noticed Michael, hidden behind Aaron’s ship until it was too late for the lizard to even scream.
They circled and collected once more around the Manta.
Michael smiled, relieved that he still had Emma’s hologram on his console. “Emma, what’s going on out there?”
“Oh, nothing much, just playing duck hunt with some Draxx.”
“How’s that working out?” asked Aaron.
“Quack,” she said.
“It is ready?”
“What’s ready, Zavex?”
“I hacked into the derelict and set the power core on a routine that will result in a criticality event. The resulting EMP wave should disable the Python if it is close enough.”
“Great thinking,” said Michael through a grin. “Sylph, reel in the fish.”
“Yes, sir.” She turned the Mosquito toward the Lewis and kicked on her afterburner.
Betty’s emotionless voice ticked off “Afterburner ninety percent… Afterburner eighty percent…”
The Python came about, nose pointing in the direction of the fleeing Mosquito, and accelerated. Eight bristling turrets swiveled forward, their barrels condensing inward like closing fingers. Streams of particle energy lit up space, far behind her.
Emma slithered out of the way of incoming beams, wondering why they still called the thrust booster an ‘afterburner.’ The component functioned nothing like the ancient technology from which it had inherited its name. Still, at 21,800 m/sec, the mere act of breathing kept her from seriously considering the question.
“Dragon, Keg has a spot in mind where the carrier might be. I’m sharing the waypoint now.”
A green dot appeared on everyone’s Navcon. Emma corrected course, streaking over the derelict at an angle to keep it between her and the Python. Safe behind the old hulk, she hit the thrust reversers to slow down. Rapid deceleration flung her body forward into the harness once again. She coughed, gasping for breath after a sensation like a punch in the chest.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” said Michael. He did not have to tell anyone to fly toward the waypoint; the entire wing had already started. “Follow Sylph, keep the wreck in its firing arc.”
Their formation tightened.
“How long till it goes off?” asked Aaron.
“It will take us approximately four seconds to reach minimum safe distance.”
“How long till it goes off?” asked Michael.
“Three point nine four seconds.”








ichael kept one eye on the rear-view screen, adjusting course to keep the Lewis & Clark superimposed over the approaching Python. The others spread out to either side, far enough away so that a lucky shot from the corvette’s main gun could only get one of them. He paced the Manta, letting the rest of Green Wing fly ahead to the projected safe distance.
“Anyone see anything going on back there?” asked Liam.
“Not yet,” said Zavex.
“No, I mean this beast I’m flying. Betty says it’s got afterburners but I don’t feel anything.”
Michael glanced at his readouts, then to his right at the Manta. “I’m showing your speed at 6250 m/sec, that’s beyond spec for a Manta. They must be on.”
“That’s just my adrenaline leaking through the seat.” Liam let off a nervous laugh. “Ship this size you’d think they’d give it some power. Damn Broadsword is half again bigger than this thing and it can haul.”
“ACS-42’s are also bombers, Liam. They can’t maneuver for a damn. Just meant to naff off once the torpedoes are away,” said Emma.
“Brace―” Zavex’s voice crackled off to silence as every screen in every fighter turned to static.
A spectral wave of energy rode past them, barely visible amid the colorful nebula gas. The effect upon the fighters was as mild as though they rebooted their flight control computers. Thirty seconds later, the silence broke underneath the weight of Keg’s voice attempting to sing dubstep.
“Unce, unce unce, wubb.” He then lapsed into a series of digitized sounds of increasing pitch.
Emma, chuckling, spoke through static. “What the heck happened to the droid?”
“I dunno, he’s having some kind of seizure again,” said Liam.
“I am not.” Keg stopped dancing, and floated back to the co-pilot seat. “I’m happy to be alive. I was singing.”
“That was music?” asked Zavex.
Michael tapped his rear-view screen, blinking at the image it relayed once it came back up. The Python tumbled away from a cloud of debris. Arcs of lightning danced across its mottled green hull. The Lewis & Clark had ceased to be, the largest remaining piece of it was about the size of the Mosquito. “Status report, everyone online?”
Everyone chimed in okay.
“Is it dead?” asked Liam.
“Draxx are somewhat more susceptible to variations in electromagnetic radiation than humans or even Talnurians.” Professor Keg held up a hand. He’d have raised a finger, but his gripper pads didn’t have them. “Their proximity to a blast of that magnitude has likely left them in a state akin to severe inebriation, which may persist for about ten minutes. There is also a high degree of probability that such a potent pulse has overwhelmed their ship’s EM shielding and caused permanent damage. If the field burst was intense enough, their hull may have even warped due to the magnetic forces.”
“I don’t see any damage on the scan,” said Michel. “Right then, so we have ten minutes to lose them. Hold course for the designated waypoint, and let’s tighten it up a bit.”
“No problem,” said Liam. “Even this pig can get out of range of that thing with a ten minute head start.”
They drifted in close, once more in a diamond formation around the Manta. Michael shot a mournful glance at the dark screen that should be displaying the feed from the Fleet Command System. Where there usually was a wide-angle sector map showing the position of every Terran vessel in the immediate area, there was only a dark screen with faint physical grid lines.
Green Wing was alone.
Silent desolation was the enemy. He thought back to the Academy, when they had gone over the procedures for what to do in case a pilot found themselves adrift. The Glaives and the Manta could keep a pilot in stasis for quite some time, beaconing distress until the batteries ran out. The Mosquito was too small to have such a system. Michael searched for some manner of answer in the triangle of intense white light at the rear of Emma’s tiny fighter. She would have to go EVO and climb into the Manta if it got to that point. The heavy fighter was designed to save two people.
He glanced over his shoulder at the still unconscious survivor of the Lewis & Clark, the only one of four hundred and change crew. Two bodies in the Glaive could cause issues with the cryonic process. As a dense cloud of peach-colored nebula gas slid over his ship, Michael thought of his family. A thin band on his right wrist projected a hologram of his Mother’s smiling face, flanked on either side by his brothers. Seth, the older one, was on the left, still grinning with pride in his infantry uniform. Kevin, on the other side, had a face too young to believe he was already on his second year of high school.
He turned the holo-projector off, not wanting to dwell on the thought he might never see them again. Despair would lead only to a self-fulfilling prophecy. He attacked the communications system, tinkering with manual settings usually left to Betty’s control.
“Green Wing to Nest, Green Wing to Nest, do you copy?”
Silence.
Michael fiddled with the transmission settings, upping the packet count of the burst and trying a narrow-field transmission in the direction of their waypoint.
“Green Wing to Nest, Green Wing to Nest, do you copy?”

Aaron got into a staring contest with his targeting reticule. The hairline plus at the center of his forward view mocked him with the utter lack of anything his weapons could do about the situation. He had all the bravado in the world, but one could not intimidate, kill, or outwit the cold emptiness of space. He glanced to his left, past the Manta at Michael’s ship. The absence of a reply to Michael’s attempts to raise the carrier came as no surprise, though it still tainted his already grim mood.
He imagined a Draxx fighter out in front of him, tapping his finger on the trigger while making gun noises. In his mind, he had the perfect shot into the main engine of a Monitor, and flew through a cloud of metal particles. Aaron drew in a breath, watched a violet whorl drift past on his right, and then glanced at the Mosquito at the head of the diamond. Everyone had been quiet for at least twenty minutes, save for the intermittent attempts by Michael to raise the carrier. Aaron wondered if Emma was crying. He expected her to be, needed her to be.
That would let him keep some shred of his own courage.

The silence had lulled Lieutenant Emma Loring into an ephemeral sense of security. Keg had factored out a waypoint that pointed them to where the Manhattan should be if its course had not changed. Sure, the little droid was old and at least partially insane, but he was still a droid, and an astrogation droid to boot.
If anyone here could figure out where the hell they were, it had to be him, right?
She had resisted the urge to look at Sarah’s picture for the first few minutes, knowing the effect it would have. Emma was not ready to accept the concept of being adrift. After ten attempts by Michael to comm the carrier without success, she looked. Sarah’s roundish face grinned with cherubic innocence; the smiling visage had been recorded during the most recent holiday break. A rare moment when both of them forgot about the Fleet and the Draxx, before this crazy mission was anything more than a spark in the mind of some deluded admiral.
Why did I volunteer for this? Am I nutters or do I just want freedom from Dad’s political life that badly?
The Combat Coordination System remained dark. Emma scowled at the CCS screen; the omen of having zero contact with the carrier finally tugged tears from her eyes. How would Sarah handle the news of her older sister going MIA? Would she cope? Would she wind up one of those broken souls that just drift along, never truly alive after some traumatic event? Emma lifted her visor and wiped her face. Her red eyes hardened, it was still too early to give up hope.
Aaron’s voice made it easier to stop. “Bet she’s crying.”
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Make you feel more like a man?” She cringed; the emotion wavering in her voice gave it away. It faded, replaced with cold anger. “Suppose next hop I’ll just stay behind on the Manhattan and have hot tea and crumpets waiting for the men when they get back. Maybe I’ll throw on a sun dress and pine my way across the flight deck.”
“Sounds like a brilliant idea,” replied Aaron, mimicking her British accent.
“She stayed cooler than you did, Hunter.” Michael’s silken voice soothed her. “Empty space is a hard foe to intimidate.”
Liam mocked Aaron’s “Get it off me” plea.
“Very funny, Tell. All I’m saying is that she’s a distraction, the men will go out of their way to protect her and take stupid risks.”
Michael sighed, the kind of sigh that ends debates. “Guess you weren’t paying attention to that last engagement. She saved all of us by distracting that corvette.”

Liam chuckled, off the comm. Keg worked feverishly at the controls for the electronics suite, trying to get any sort of signal through the distorting effect of the Chimera Nebula. The click of metal grippers on the controls provided a mechanical lullaby that made it difficult to stay awake. Liam leaned back and yawned, and then got up.
“Go spastic if anything happens,” Liam stretched. “I’m going to have a constitutional.”
“Gotcha.” Keg saluted him with a light clank.
The bomber-style cockpit had a tiny bathroom. Cripes, even Emma would be cramped in here. Liam assumed the position, enjoying the one perk of being stuck in such an unmaneuverable machine. He battled his nerves, intent on preventing him from completing this side-mission.
“At least there’s one benefit to flying a giant pig,” he yelled at the door.
“Great amounts of firepower and standoff range capability?” asked Keg.
“Nope. Don’t need to wear a PWRS.”
The tapping ceased. “If we crash land on a hostile environment, the personal waste recovery system would provide you approximately eighteen additional hours’ worth of drinking water.”
Liam gagged.
“Tell, you got anything on the long-range?”
“Keg, we got anything on the―”
“No, sirs,” replied the droid.
“It’s clear, Dragon,” yelled Liam from the throne.
“Good. Keep your eyes open, I don’t want to get caught with our pants down.”
What the… “Oh that’s hilarious, Dragon. You’re quite the comic.”
“What?”
“Never mind.”

Zavex set Betty to the task of keeping his position in the formation, something the AI could easily accommodate while they traveled in a simple, straight line. He closed his eyes, meditating on the situation and thinking of Niria. He smiled, accepting that should he die out here, he would see her again. Despite the short duration of his mission, volunteering at all for such a dangerous expedition was honor in and of itself.
“Zavex, are you smiling?” asked Aaron.
“I am at peace with my fate.”
“No family to miss?”
Emma scoffed. “Maybe they’re like yours and don’t want him around.”
“Ouch,” said Liam, his voice echoing and distant.
“Cute, princess.”
Zavex opened his eyes. “I have a sister, Niria. She is with the Yldris, our military.”
Aaron’s hologram raised an eyebrow. “Wait, didn’t you say your women are all passive and meek and can’t hurt anything?”
“Talnurian women are generally docile beings,” said Zavex with a nod. “Niria is a Ra’ala, a healer. They are forbidden by vow from causing harm to another living being, unless not doing so would ensure their death or the death of someone under their care. If I should meet my end out here, my spirit will find her and we shall be reunited.”
“That sounds like an oppressive culture,” grumbled Emma. “Women aren’t all cuddly and timid.”
“I am afraid you misunderstand. Talnurian females are, by their nature, nurturing and kind. Perhaps docile is a mistranslation of what I am trying to convey. Many of our women choose to fight alongside the Yldris, they are not forbidden from war―most just choose not to participate. Our society does not project expectations on an individual based on their gender, it is a matter of physiology.”
“Talnurians exhibit a modest degree of sexual dimorphism,” added Keg. “Males reach an average height of 2.13 meters at full adulthood while females average 1.6. Additionally, Talnurian women possess prehensile tails while the men do not.”
Zavex laughed. “Some men have tails, though the ones who do often have more feminine personalities.”
“Wait,” said Emma, “So you don’t expect a woman to be passive?”
“Not at all. Talnurian females are nurturing because it is in their nature to be that way, not because society demands it.”
“Everyone hold it together,” said Michael. “Enough talk about not seeing our families again. Our ships aren’t damaged―”
“Much,” interrupted Keg
“―and we have an approximate heading.”
Michael paused as the sound of a flushing toilet invaded the comm channel. Given their complement of fighters, there was only one suspect. The sound made the rest of them uncomfortable, reminding them of something they could not, at that moment, do.
“Hope you enjoyed that, Liam.”
“I did, Dragon, thank you.” Liam made an exaggerated show of sighing with pleasure as he resumed his place at the controls.
“Look, everyone.” Michael cleared his throat. “We all knew that coming into the Chimera Cluster was a dangerous mission with the potential to make a major impact in the Terran-Draxx conflict. We all signed on knowing that there was a reasonable chance we would not be coming back.”
“Statistically, our odds of survival are better than station defense squadrons along the front line.”
“Ray of sunshine as usual, Tell.” Michael grinned. “Look, I got family too. I know where your heads are going and we can’t let it eat at us. At our current speed, we should be able to have visual confirmation on the Manhattan in about four minutes.”
“Assuming we’re even headed in the right direction.” Aaron grumbled.
Keg sounded upset. “I assure you, Hunter, my calculations are perfect.”
“It’s not your calculations I’m worried about. We thought we were flying away from the anomaly before and wound up getting closer to it. Who knows where we are going; the nebula is wreaking havoc with our Navcon.”
Michael stared at Aaron’s holographic face. Had Aaron been smiling, or shown any trace of sarcasm, he would have screamed at him, but genuine worry leaked through the virtual pilot on his console. He resumed tinkering with the communications system.
“Should we turn on our distress beacons?” asked Liam. “Those operate on an extremely low frequency signal that might pierce this cloud.”
“Not just yet, if there are more Draxx out here, they’ll come running at a Terran distress beacon, looking for an easy kill.” Michael thought for a moment. “Betty, run a scan on any ambient electromagnetic energy out there. Radio frequencies, cosmic radiation, anything that might possibly affect sensors or comms.”
“You really think that will help?” asked Emma.
“It’s got to.”








hey’re going as fast as they can,” Chief Macintosh told Commander Robin Teague.
The Commander watched as the repair crews hustled to get both capacitors up and running. The Manhattan carried several spare units, so now they were busily doing their best to disconnect the twisted and burned wreckage of the old capacitors and replace them with the ones that had come out of storage.
“I know, Chief, but this is time critical. The Draxx are out there. Maybe they’re as blind as we are in this nebula, or maybe the only reason they’ve not come near yet is that they’re uncertain as to our intentions. They might simply be wondering why we’re just sitting here. Even to a cold-blooded killer like them, what we’ve done must seem out of the ordinary. And the fact they’re preoccupied with our fighters right now.”
“Well, Commander, we should have the primary capacitor up and running in the next twenty minutes or so. I have everybody out here working on it. Pop your head in the engineering section if you like―there’s nobody in there,” Macintosh said.
“I know. I passed through on my way here,” Teague said. In fact, on her way to Macintosh she’d indeed visited the engineering section and found it deserted just as the Chief claimed. Strange to walk in there and find it devoid of any activity.
“You just can’t account for sabotage,” the Chief said.
Teague studied the former capacitors. They’d once been shiny chrome cubes, pipe work running through them like arteries.
Now they were black hulks, barely recognizable. As if the explosive had not caused enough damage, the resultant blast of chemicals and electricity reduced them almost to slag.
“Is there anything I can do?” Teague asked.
The Chief’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “With the people you picked up along the way? No. Even I’m redundant. They know what they’re doing, and they have more than enough hands here to help them.”
Commander Teague slumped against the wall. “So it’s just a waiting game.”
“Sorry to say so, but it is,” the Chief said. His thoughts turned to the conversation he’d had with Captain Driscoll while they were at Jump.
“All because you didn’t know when to call it a day. You didn’t know there are limits to how far you can push men, women and ships,” the Chief had said.
Driscoll’s eyes had become hard pits of darkness. “I do now.”
Everything was a waiting game, wasn’t it? He’d always known that one day their paths would cross again. He’d never imagined that it would be aboard a ship like the Manhattan. A vessel he’d put so much energy and spirit into, only to watch that man step in and assume the Captaincy. He was surprised that Driscoll hadn’t chosen a different Chief of Engineering when it had come to reviewing the crew roster―but Driscoll was no idiot. Macintosh was the best, and given the fact he was already elbow-deep in the ship’s construction, an essential component in having the Manhattan’s cosmic debut be a smooth one.
They had their differences, their past―one day Driscoll will answer for what had happened those many years ago―but for now there was a job to do.
Macintosh startled as a loud crackling noise burst through the air on the heels of the scent of ozone. Cyan sparks lapped at the walls for a few seconds as workers leapt away with stunned faces. The replacement capacitor sat dark. Just as a wave of disappointment started to sweep through the crewmen, the front panel lit up and it hummed. On its front, the holo-display flickered to life with a pie chart: eighteen percent capacity and rising.
Lights came on around them, the heartbeat of the Manhattan returned, thrumming along the deck plating in surges.
One of the crewmen leaned back and cheered; his revelry screeching to a halt with a worried glance at the ship’s XO so close.
“Congratulations, Chief,” Commander Teague said.

On the bridge, all systems returned to life. Driscoll slapped his hands together and gave them a rub. “Okay, ladies and gents. Looks like we’re back in action. I want a full status report. Damage assessment, short-range sensor sweeps, medical bay report. Blair, re-establish contact with all deployed fighters. If you can’t get them, keep trying until you do.”
“Uhh, sir,” Lieutenant Brooke said. “I think we have company.”
Driscoll looked up at the viewscreen. There, closing on them, were the unmistakable shapes of three Draxx capital ships.
“All handsss, battle stationsss!” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra yelled a second before alarms rang throughout the Manhattan.
“Full reverse!” Driscoll ordered.
Hardy didn’t hesitate reversing the mighty thrusters, backing the ship away from the Draxx threat. The Manhattan trembled, the inertial dampeners struggling with the sudden shift. Driscoll stumbled forward a few feet before regaining his balance.
He turned to Brooke. “Lieutenant, target the lead vessel. Charge all primary weapons.”
Thin amber circles appeared on the viewscreen, spinning in counter rotation as they shrank over the center vessel. Within seconds, they blinked and stopped spinning.
“Target locked, sir,” Brooke said. “Weapons online, sir.”
“Fire at will.”








ichael tapped at tiny square buttons around the outside of the comm display, keying in minute adjustments to signal wavelength. Each time the numbers ticked higher, he repeated his attempt to speak to the Manhattan. Green Wing continued through billowing masses of nebula, following the course that Keg had plotted.
“We should make contact soon if this plot is accurate.” Aaron’s voice pulled Michael out of the tedium of button mashing.
“I have faith in the little guy,” said Michael. “Strange that we don’t see anything yet.”
“Have we gone astray?” asked Emma.
Michael pinched his nose. “Keg, did you factor for Protocol Four?” He continued, not waiting for an answer. “Of course you didn’t, that was changed twenty years ago.”
“Protocol 4?” The hesitance in Keg’s voice made five living stomachs sink. “Oh, bother. You are correct.” Keg flew out of the co-pilot’s chair to the electronics suite. “Upon loss of contact with allied ships, the Manhattan would have canceled thrust and attempted to maintain relativistic orientation.” He ran the calculation again. “They would not have kept moving forward, so we’d know where to find them.”
Aaron sighed.
“Fret not my fearless companions, this makes it easier.” Keg ‘grabbed’ the glowing waypoint on the map and dragged it backward along the Manhattan’s projected route. “Adjusting for the moment of contact loss, according to the Manta’s flight log, the carrier would be stopped about here.” He tapped it, causing a rippling of light to ping outward from a blue diamond on everyone’s screen.
Michael wiped sweat from his face. “Come about eighty-seven degrees. We should be travelling along the Manhattan’s flight path now. If they did stop, we will find them, and so help me if one of you says anything about the nebula disorienting us…” He laughed.
“D… Dragon?” Emma seemed hesitant; it could have been fear or hope.
“Proceed, Sylph.”
“Look at your CCS. Is anyone else’s doing that?”
Michael shifted his glance to the center of his console. The previously dark screen lit up at the bottom with one word: SYNCHRONIZING.
Aaron whooped over the comm, loud enough to hurt several ears. “We’re getting a signal!”
“Yes!” Emma cheered. Not a trace of her copious tears of joy sounded in her voice that time.
Zavex’s hand entered his holographic bust, tapping his forehead and falling through a spiral wave in front of his face. “Vas’una has guided us.”
Everyone held their breath as the string of periods at the end of their new favorite word grew.
Synchronizing…
Synchronizing……
Synchronizing………
Dark again.
Hearts sank. Then, the screen fluttered and the full tactical map lit Michael’s cockpit like a marquee. The red sector-delineation grid shifted and wavered through heavy interference. Green Wing was absent from the display, though they could see the Manhattan’s glorious carrier-shaped icon, and other clusters of diamonds where Gold, White, and Red wings hovered close to it.
“Lieutenant?”
“Yes, Betty?”
The female AI, despite being emotionless, sounded upbeat―due only to Michael’s own projected mood. “I have the results of the scan, putting it up.”
Six columns of numbers scrolled along the HUD, blurring by too fast to read. He traced a finger through the numbers, twisted his hand about and pulled open a graphed view. A thick blue line wavered like a streamer in the wind, every so often puffing all the way down or all the way up on a gust. He stared at it for a few minutes, analyzing the way it moved. Eventually, a pattern emerged to Michael’s consciousness. The peak wavelength of ambient signal interference began at a little over two-thousand, 2044.8 to be exact, held that for several seconds and fell into the mid-fifties before going back up. Every ten seconds, the direction of change inverted, becoming a gradual increase instead of a gradual decrease. Then, without warning, it would leap from one end to the other. If it was low it would jump into the 2k range, if it was already there, it would plummet below fifty. The dancing ribbon on the graph betrayed a predictable pattern.
“Betty, analyze this frequency spread. Every ten seconds it seems to flip over on itself. Can you come up with a compensation pattern? Is that as predictable as it looks? What I was trying to do by adjusting the transmission was the right idea but a human can’t change it fast enough or accurately enough by hand.”
“Processing.”
Crackling―“Green Wing… perations officer… son Grey…esting status report…”
“Nest, this is Green wing,” said Michael. “Repeat, Nest, this is Green Wing. We are attempting to locate you now.” He lowered his voice. “Betty, where’s that analysis?”
“In my memory core.”
He blinked. “Not literally. What is the progress?”
“It will be complete in approximately… it’s done.”
“Perfect. Apply that algorithm to modulate our outbound transmissions, and use it as a subtractive filter to incoming communication.”
“Working.”
“How long unti―”
“Done.”
“Nest, this is Green Wing, are you there?”
Michael ceased breathing as he stared at the CCS, waiting. It chirped; the wonderful word from before disappeared, replaced by an even better one: Updating.
“Betty, transmit that algorithm to the remainder of Green Wing on a short range closed channel.” Michael glanced at the row of holograms. “Attention Green Wing. My Betty is transmitting a software module now, enable it and link it to your communications system as soon as you get it.”
One by one, four green diamonds appeared in the lower left corner of the screen.
“Green Wing, we are back!” roared Michael.
“Yes!” cheered Liam, pounding the console.
“Praise Vas’una.”
“Never doubted you, Keg,” said Aaron, earning a moment of silence.
“Lieutenant Summers? This is Commander Ellison Grey, are you receiving? We lost you on sensors. What happened out there?”
“Copy that, sir. Glad to be back. We had enemy contact, signal interference from the nebula blocked us off.”
“All fighter wings, return to the Manhattan immediately. We have inbound Draxx capital ships and are preparing for an emergency jump.”
“Jump? Not going to make a stand?” asked Aaron, on a wing-only channel.
Liam gasped. “How did they find us?”
Michael traded places with Emma at the nose of the diamond. “Operations, what is the situation around the Manhattan? What are we flying into?”
“Green Wing,” said a woman’s voice, “The carrier experienced an unexplained loss of functionality to several critical systems as well as primary power.”
“Summers, this is Commander Grey, please explain why you are coming through loud and clear and other wings are garbled.”
“Sir, with all due respect, that may be intelligence we do not want intercepted on comms. I’ll brief you when we get back.”
“This better be good, Summers.” His voice muted as if he covered his microphone with one hand. “Kim, keep transmitting return to bay to the rest of the wings.” Grey’s voice returned to full volume. “We have sensor contact with three Draxx capital ships, two frigates and a battlecruiser. The Chimera effect is playing havoc with our tactical readiness; this is not a fight we can withstand right now.”
“Understood, sir. Alright, Green Wing, you heard the man. Time to take it in.”
With confidence in their heading, they accelerated to the highest speed Liam could squeeze out of the Manta. Several seconds passed, and three red dots appeared on the CCS, about seventy thousand kilometers to the right and a little upward from where the Manhattan’s icon was. The carrier changed facing, heading toward Green Wing to help them get back faster.
The chill in Emma’s voice was gone, she sounded happy. “Want me to scout ahead?”
Michael grinned. “Negative, stay here where the men can protect you.”
“Oh, now you’re a comedian,” she said, squinting. The audible sarcasm held off true anger. “Was that a backhanded yes?”
“If I tell you to stay in formation now, you’ll feel condescended to.”
“Not if you can give me a tactically sound reason beyond what’s on my chest,” said Emma.
“What does her name badge have to do with anything,” asked Keg.
Everyone laughed.
“Well, after surviving getting that close to a Draxx Python, I imagine there isn’t much you couldn’t handle. However, I’d prefer if you stayed close, just in case another Krait gets on Hunter’s tail.”
Everyone except one laughed.








ith the order given for all fighters to return home, Driscoll’s full attention was on the task at hand. One wrong move, and there’d be no barn for the horses to bolt back to.
“Keep monitoring comms,” he said to S’lestra. “We leave no-one behind.”
“Underssstood, Captain.”
The Manhattan’s main guns, mounted around the entire edge of the ship, rotated to face the Draxx. Lieutenant Brooke brought the weapons to bear on the lead Draxx ship, and opened fire. The projectiles acted like nail bombs: upon detonation they sent thousands of miniature armor-piercing projectiles that sprayed the enemy vessels in bursts. The Draxx shields fizzled and spat at the continuous, multiple impacts. The Manhattan’s cannons threw chaos, the likes of which no Draxx had ever experienced before when confronting a Union vessel. The Manhattan was a test bed for numerous new technologies, not least of all its weaponry.
“Damage?” Driscoll asked.
“Minor, sir. We’re not getting past their shielding, though they’re weakening,” Brooke said.
“Not good enough,” Driscoll said to nobody in particular. “Load tubes one and two.”
Brooke worked to switch the guns to automatic control and load the forward missile tubes at the same time. “I’m turning the guns over to Frank.”
“Understood.”
With the AI in control of the guns, the streams focused into a tighter array. Attempting to aim so many individual turrets was more than a human mind could handle. Deep within the ship’s computer system, a dozen subordinate processes spawned. Each took control of a turret as though it had its own personal operator.
“Birds in the tubes,” Brooke reported, hand braced on the release.
“Lieutenant Hardy, full left rudder. Bring us about one-eight-zero, switch to one quarter thrusters,” Driscoll ordered. “Mister Brooke, target the vessel nearest us and fire when ready.”
“Aye.”
Brooke depressed the release. Two duotronic missiles flared away from the bow of the Manhattan, spiraling toward the closest of the three Draxx ships. The first spent its velocity and payload against the energy shield. However, the second broke through, and impacted the hull.
The explosion ripped a gigantic hole in the front quarter of the Draxx capital ship, spewing material and debris out into space.
“Direct hit with number two!” Brooke cheered.
“Good job,” Driscoll said.
Lieutenant Hardy allowed the Manhattan to continue to drift about for a second, before he fired the engines and took them to one-quarter power. The Manhattan lurched forward; again, the internal systems took a few seconds to accommodate the change in inertia.
“The Draxx have opened fire,” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra reported.
Here it comes, Driscoll thought.

“Draxx warheads incoming,” Brooke said. “Eight seconds…”
Hardy barely paused for breath as his hands worked the helm. “Pitching to port.”
Driscoll grabbed a safety bar overheard, held on tight. “Brace for impact.”
Hardy’s quick thinking spared them a few of the hits. But the rest of the Draxx warheads struck the Manhattan’s side, slamming into the hull plating.
The ship shook.
Commander Teague returned to the bridge as the lights flickered on and off.
“Captain, how bad was the hit?” she asked.
“Port side. Packed quite a wallop,” Driscoll told her. “Helm, increase to full. Orient us to push through.”
“But, sir,” Hardy said, even as he did what he was ordered to do. “If they don’t move out of the way…”
“Do it, Lieutenant. Full speed, right at them. Brooke, load tubes three through five, and give them one apiece.”
“Aye,” Brooke said. Again, he readied himself.
Driscoll’s jaw set with determination. On the viewscreen, the Draxx vessels slid into view until they were on a collision path. Under full power, they grew larger at a frightening pace. The Draxx ships broke ranks, plunging into desperate maneuvers to evade collision. They barely had time to move clear. They were seconds from colliding.
“Helm, full stop! Braking thrusters!” Driscoll yelled.
Hardy cut the engines, and fired the forward brakes. Everyone on the bridge was thrown forward. The Manhattan groaned.
“Structural integrity compromised.” Frank’s voice filtered through the din of emergency alarms wailing around them.
“Weapons, launch all birds!” Driscoll shouted. The Manhattan took several hits from the Draxx capital ships scrambling to evade. The mighty vessel rocked from the barrage.
“Birds away!” Brooke said.
The missiles hurtled from the Manhattan and split, each headed for a different ship.
Frank continued to fire the main guns. “Cease fire, Frank,” Driscoll ordered.
“Yes, Captain.”
The internal thunder of the Manhattan’s guns ceased throughout the ship as they were silenced.
“Direct hit on two of them,” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra reported. “Secondary hit on another.”
“Move us out, but stick tight,” Driscoll said. “Don’t give them too much room. The Manhattan is a hefty girl. Her size is our biggest disadvantage. We benefit from close-quarters combat. She responds well to sudden shifts in orientation and speed, despite her size. Let’s make the most of that.”

Commander Teague leaned toward Ensign Blair and Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra. “Is there anything we can do to resume contact with our people out there?”
“The comm is fried, Ma’am,” Ensign Blair said.
“This region isss completely disssrupting all communicationsss in and out. I don’t sssee a way around it.”
Teague looked away in thought for a moment, then realization dawned. “What about ascertaining the frequency of the disruption in the surrounding space and attempting to match it? See if there’s a pattern to it, and try to anticipate it.”
S’lestra’s mouth hung agape, tongue flicking at her teeth as she considered her proposal. “Yesss, it could work. Why didn’t we think of it before?”
“Because it’s never been attempted before. And no Union ship’s come this far into the Cluster until now. What if we had the AI cycle through every known frequency all at once? Sure there’d be some lag, but at least we’d be able to make contact,” Teague explained.
“Get to work,” S’lestra said, patting Ensign Blair’s seat. “Here, I’ll help you construct the sssequenssser.”
Teague slapped them both on the shoulder. “Keep me posted. Even if we can’t contact outside space, at least we might be able to talk to our fighters.”

Lieutenant Hardy felt the Captain’s presence behind him, but didn’t turn his head to check. He glanced sideward at Cochrane, busy dealing with the shifting positions of the three Draxx capital ships.
“Lieutenant, duck in close to that one there,” Driscoll ordered, pointing past him at the viewscreen. Ahead of them, one Draxx ship moved off to the right. Another was about to speed over them. Driscoll pointed to the turning ship. “Close as you can get. Right under their belly.”
“Aye, sir!” Hardy snapped, focused on the task at hand. He was more than impressed with the way she’d handled his vigorous maneuvers so far. “Closing to one hundred meters.”
“Closer. I want to reach out and give ‘em a tickle,” Driscoll said, and walked off.
The Captain stood next to Lieutenant Brooke. “Resume manual control of the guns. Aim at the underbelly and fire everything we have. Tear ‘em a new one.”
“Yes, sir,” Brooke said. He wiped sweat from his brow.
As it should be. Driscoll moved away. War is a sweaty business.
“Closing in, sir,” Hardy said through gritted teeth. “Sixty meters.”
“Fire!” Driscoll said.
Brooke let rip with the Manhattan’s guns, releasing a steady stream of deadly rain that shredded the underside of the Draxx vessel into a glimmering rain of metal shards. Sporadic explosions flared through the hull every so often as the behemoth slid over the upper edge of the viewscreen. Lieutenant Hardy sent the Manhattan into a dive, her aft section barely clearing the now powerless enemy hulk.
“Yes!” Brooke cried, a big smile on his face.
Driscoll laid a hand on his shoulder. “Easy, son. We’re not in the clear yet.”
Hardy brought them around. The other two Draxx capitol ships had circled back.
“Port ssside ssship firing,” S’lestra said.
“Brace for impact!” Commander Teague yelled as the Draxx warheads struck the Manhattan broadside. The massive vessel rumbled from the impact. The lights flickered, then returned to full strength.
“They’re hitting back,” Driscoll said under his breath.
Commander Teague drew close. “With them pounding us from both sides, the hull plating won’t last, sir.”
The Captain glanced at the viewscreen, at the two Draxx ships closing in.
“Orders, sir?” Brooke asked from the weapons station.
Driscoll thought for a second… then grinned.








f memory serves, the Manhattan’s garbage chutes are located along the topside of the vessel, angled a few degrees to aft,” Driscoll said, walking from one side of the bridge to the other, arms crossed. “Correct?”
“Yes…” Commander Teague said.
The chutes regularly ejected the ship’s general waste and hazardous materials―whatever couldn’t be safely re-sequenced and used in another capacity was let loose into the cosmos.
“And there are six of them in total, yes?” Driscoll asked.
Commander Teague nodded.
“Excellent. Contact the Munitions sergeant; tell her I want one missile loaded into each chute, mixed in with the garbage. They are to be set for remote detonation only,” he said. “And no engines. They’re to drift away, undetected.”
“Yes, Captain,” Teague said, and got to it.
Driscoll turned to Ensign Blair. “Get on the horn to engineering. Here’s what I want you to tell them…”

The Manhattan shouldered another hit from the Draxx. The hull plating absorbed the blast, though the aftershock rumbled all throughout the ship.
“He wants to do what?” Chief Macintosh asked.
Ensign Ne’ho held the comm. earpiece against his auditory sensors with one hand. “Bridge requests we get ready to shut down.”
Macintosh rolled his eyes. “Give me that,” he said and took the piece from Ne’ho. “What’s the order, you say? You do realize I’ve just got this tub back up and running…”
He listened as the order was repeated and explained in more detail, then nodded once. “Aye.”
Ensign Ne’ho took the earpiece back. “Sir?” he asked.
Chief Macintosh’s eyebrow rose to a peak as he shook his head, “He’s out of his mind. Absolutely out of his bloody mind…”

Ensign Blair looked up. “Done, Ma’am.”
Teague looked at Captain Driscoll. “We’re all set, sir.”
“Good,” Driscoll said. He steadied himself against a nearby bulkhead as another wave of incoming Draxx fire caused the room to shift. The third, now no more than a hulk, cartwheeled uselessly to stern.
“They’re coming back around,” Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra said.
Driscoll turned to the helmsman. “Hardy, raise the bow by ninety degrees. Give them plenty to shoot at. I want them to get a few good shots in.”
The helmsman’s face was ashen with shock. “Sir?”
“You heard me,” Driscoll said. He turned back to weapons. “Lieutenant Brooke, divert all power allocated to hull plating to the topside only. It needs to take whatever they throw at us.”
“Y-y-yes, Captain,” the Lieutenant stared for a second.
Teague asked in a low voice, “Are you sure about this, Captain?”
“As I said, Commander,” Driscoll said, his face dead set. “Trust me.”
She nodded without saying another word.
“Commander, contact Grey and tell him I want bombers out there,” Driscoll said, “let’s cause a bit more chaos.”
“On it,” Teague said as she stepped back over to the communications station and relayed his wishes to Blair. “Order confirmed.”
“The Draxx ships are taking positions on top of us, sir,” Brooke reported. “Their weapons are coming to bear.”
“Good for them,” Driscoll said. “Any word from Munitions, Commander?”
Robin Teague stepped away from the communications station, where Ensign Blair had just checked in with both Munitions and Engineering. “Everything is set, sir.”
“Draxx are opening fire,” Brooke said.
“Everybody, brace for impact,” Driscoll said. The Draxx projectiles punched, hammered and beat the top of the Manhattan.
Bet those reptiles think I’m crazy, too, giving them such an easy target.
The Manhattan rocked under the barrage, smoke rising from a science station next to the helm. Ensign Cochrane was the first there with a fire extinguisher, dousing it to stop a full-fledged fire from breaking out. The atmospheric filters whined to life, sucking up the acrid smell of burning plastic and fried circuit boards. An emergency klaxon wailed around them.
“Ship defenses compromised.” Frank’s sudden blurt made Driscoll jump. “Dorsal hull plating strength reduced to twenty-one percent.”
“Shut that bloody thing off!” Driscoll yelled.
“The alarm or the computer?” Teague shouted back.
Captain Driscoll paused, let the question hang in the air for a second, then said, “Both, I guess.”








irect hits from bombers,” Teague said. “They’re swinging about for another pass at them.”
“Enemy vessels targeting bombers,” Brooke reported.
“Supply them with cover fire,” Driscoll ordered.
“Aye,” Brooke said.
The Manhattan came to life once more, Brooke coordinating the action of her weapons to buy the bombers some time for another run.
“They’re switching to target us again,” Brooke said.
Driscoll grinned absurdly.
Excellent.

Munitions Chief Petty Officer 3 Lucy Armitage oversaw the handballing of warheads to the chutes. It still seemed a barmy thing to ask, to stuff powerful explosives in amongst the rubbish…
“Last one?” she asked.
Airman Lesley watched the last one go, carried out by two officers. “Yes, Chief. It’s rather peculiar, in my opinion.”
“I’ve never seen it tried, that’s for sure,” Armitage said with a smirk.
At such short notice, they’d not had a chance to load the warheads onto anti-grav platforms. It had become a case of manually transferring them from the munitions section.
But her people had gotten the job done.
“Airman, get up there for me and just make sure they’re setting them as I said. The last thing we need is a slip-up now.”
“Aye,” Lesley said and followed the last warhead on its way to the garbage chutes.

There was silence on the bridge. No alarms, no klaxons, just the crew waiting patiently for what was to come―their imminent destruction, or an intrepid show of competence on the part of their Captain.
The Draxx had paused in their bombardment of the Manhattan.
“At last, we get some quiet,” Driscoll said. “Now, Ensign Blair. Tell Munitions to take out the trash.”
“Aye,” she said and relayed the message.
Driscoll faced forward. “S’lestra, let Engineering know we need to go dark. Shut it down. We need to play dead.”
“Yesss, sssir.”
He had Lieutenant Hardy change the perspective of the viewscreen to show the top of the Manhattan, looking back toward the engines. Six holes opened along the hull, where the Draxx weapons had left black streaks. Out of the chutes, a steady stream of garbage and waste sprayed into space―in the path of both Draxx ships.
Everything went dark, light replaced by minimal illumination a moment later as the reserves kicked in to power the bridge and other essential systems. Driscoll may have felt rusty about the exact location of certain things on the Manhattan, but one thing he was certain of was that she functioned like every other Union vessel. He knew what she was capable of, and in the event of a shutdown, the reserves would provide power to certain systems and functions.
The bridge. Engines. Hull plating…
Weapons.
“We are now adrift,” Lieutenant Hardy said. “Fifteen percent spin along our horizontal axis.”
“Nicely done. A big ol’ dead fish. Hardy, roll us over. Maneuvering jets only. Weapons, I want every available ounce of reserve power shifted to the hull plating on the Manhattan’s belly.”
“Yes, sir,” Brooke said as Hardy induced enough spin to roll the ship. Driscoll imagined a gigantic whale turning beneath the surface of the water, exposing its underbelly to the elements. “Done.”
“Location of the trash we just dumped in their direction?” Driscoll asked.
Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra checked. “Tracking. Ssstarting to ssstrike their hull now, sssir.”
“Change viewscreen to show the enemy,” Driscoll said.
Hardy did as he was told. Above them, the two Draxx had crossed paths, shifting positions. Driscoll knew why they’d not continued to fire. They thought the Manhattan was dead in the water. He knew the Draxx; knew they would rather board her and take them prisoner. Raid the stores and data banks. Perhaps commandeer the ship itself. Any or all of that. The garbage colliding harmlessly against their hulls right now was a mere annoyance.
He doubted they had questioned why the ship’s waste had been dumped at that specific moment.
They’re cold blooded reptiles, after all. They can’t improvise. They follow their instincts, right to the grave.
“Mister Brooke, please detonate the garbage,” the Captain said calmly. He watched the viewscreen, as if he were observing a passing stellar nursery.
Everyone held their breath as Brooke tapped a few buttons, hesitated for a split second, and pushed the big one on the side. The viewscreen shimmered with pulses, jade clouds of energy rippled through the trash. The Draxx capital ship to the right was blown sideward by two of the missiles exploding, but remained very much in one piece.
The ship on the left was hit by four of the missiles. The bridge crew shielded their eyes as it burst apart, hot as a sun. A shockwave of plasma and burning hull debris buffeted the Manhattan, fizzling against the charged hull plating.
In the glare of its hellish light, Captain Driscoll grinned from ear to ear.
“Helm, bring us about,” he ordered. “Lieutenant-Commander S’lestra, tell the Chief he can fire her up again. I want repair teams to attend impacted areas.”
“Aye.”
The Manhattan veered away from the rapidly expanding globe of energy that had moments before been a Draxx capital ship.
“Weapons, locate that third ship,” Driscoll ordered, unrelenting.








ichael squinted at a sudden bright light. An orb of white and yellow spread outward from a distant point, preceded by a horizontal ring of plasma. Against the expanding field, the Manhattan stood out in silhouette. Green Wing stared in momentary awe at the widening nova. The energy sphere collapsed into itself, leaving the ring to stretch outward to its oblivion.
Emma’s hesitant voice broke the silence. “Was that a star dying?”
“That, my dear Sylph, is what it really looks like when a capital ship’s reactor goes off,” said Liam. “Not quite the same as the sim graphics, is it?”
She looked to her right, at the Manta thirty meters off her starboard wing. “But you’re just out of the academy.”
“You don’t have to be a fighter pilot to witness a ship explode. I was on an evacuation shuttle from Thebes-IV, the Draxx… well, you can imagine. They torpedoed the hospital ship before we got to it. Let’s just say I was close enough to get a real good look.”
“I’m sorry,” said Michael.
“Don’t be.” The sound of Liam tapping his finger on the console filled a few seconds of silence. “I didn’t have family there or anything, just co-workers. That’s when I decided to join the Fleet.”
The energy pulse reached Green Wing, disrupting their screens for a fraction of a second with static.
“Mayday, Mayday, this is Piranha Squadron. Mole’s been hit, his ship’s not responding, there’s Draxx everywhere.”
Emma’s grip tightened on the flight sticks. “Dragon, that’s my roommate, Caiomhe. I… just met her.”
“Tell’s already shot up, we’ve been roaming around for hours…”
Michael gripped the flight stick tighter. “We haven’t been out here any longer than the rest of the pilots, Hunter.”
The CCS relayed the distress call, a bright yellow circle blinked around the four bombers in Piranha Squadron. Above the second in the formation, a red flashing 67% called attention to significant damage.
“Operations, this is Green Wing, we have visual on the Manhattan. We are moving to assist Piranha.”
“Copy that, Green. Make it quick, we’re getting out of here.”
“Any problem with that, Hunter?”
“No, sir.”
“I’ll get on the turret,” said Keg with a glum resignation. If his arms had been long enough to reach, they would have dragged along the ground.
“What the heck is wrong with you now?” asked Liam.
“All that work to get back to the Manhattan and we’re going to die before we can dock.”
“Keg? Do me a favor and fly as fast as you can into the wall.”
The droid shrugged, seeing no harm in following the order.
Clank.
He wobbled away from the wall, the LEDs on his ‘face’ scrambled into a wide-eyed berserker’s smile. “Awright, More Draxx to kill. Let’s do this, people!” screamed Keg over the comm.
Michael throttled up. “Weapons free, weapons free. Fire at will. Break formation at eight thousand meters. Sylph, you’re with me. Zavex, Hunter, pair off. Liam, hang back here and do what you do best.”
Liam slowed, letting the rest of the formation slide around and over him. The Manta’s advanced targeting system already identified twenty-three separate targets surrounding Piranha Squadron.
“Keg, let’s throw some spears.”
“Awesome,” roared the droid, who sang as he slapped at the console.
One by one, small green diamonds raced across the HUD, each guided by Liam or Keg to an identified Draxx fighter harassing the heavy bombers. When eighteen of them had been locked, Liam smashed his fist on the fire button with a loud cowboy whoop.
“Incoming!”
The Manta’s silhouette vanished behind a brilliant starburst of energy contrails as eighteen AFM-24 “Pilum” missiles, its entire loadout, launched simultaneously. The cloud of death expanded as it streaked around the other fighters in Green Wing, and clustered in a tight formation. As the missiles neared their targets, they fanned out in a graceful flowery arc and chased individual ships.
Most of the Draxx had been so focused on the scent of blood, a crippled bomber, that they failed to notice the extreme long-range launch. Fourteen missiles found their mark, surrounding the jet-black torpedo carriers with a glittering veil of debris.
“That was expensive,” said Michael.
Liam wore an idiot grin. “Yeah… but that was cool.”
“Die, reptilian scumbags!” roared Keg
Green pulse lasers streaked in all directions from the ACS-42 “Broadsword” bombers. The ships made even the Manta seem small. Long and flat, with a tiny hint of a wing near the back just in front of a single massive engine, their profile (when viewed from above) was a perfect fit for their designation. These ships could not go into atmospheric flight like the fighters of Green Wing; they were intended for space duty only. Each bomber had four turrets, one at the left and right edge near the wing, one in the center of the belly, and one on the top, just behind the bridge at the tip of the nose. Eight grooves along the underbelly indicated where anti-capital-ship torpedoes had been.
The bombers turned toward the approaching Green Wing, the chaos of Liam’s missile barrage afforded them a moment of peace. Caiomhe’s Broadsword swerved after a passing Monitor, one that the missile strike had damaged but failed to destroy. A stream of obscenities trailed over the comm from the little redhead as she tried to make the enormous bomber turn fast enough to track the Draxx fighter limping across her field of view.
Two centerline mass-driver cannons fired; the first volley missed; a whorl of blue and white stretched off into space. Caiomhe screamed more obscenities, shooting six more times. The final barrage clipped the rear end of the monitor. A slug half the size of the Mosquito fighter tore off the four engine vent ports and sent the ship into a sideways spin. The G-forces alone from the sudden shift would have been enough to kill the pilot. After a few seconds, the Draxx ship broke up.
“Hah. Take that you slimy piece of mung.”
Like wolves after a herd, three more Monitors closed in on the Broadsword that strayed from the group. They approached in a pyramid formation, the lead fighter unleashing blast after blast from its main guns. Caiomhe howled, more with anger than fear, as a particle beam burned a scar across the top of her ship. The thick armor held. Her turrets focused on the attackers, shaving one off the side.
“Come on, you lizard bastards, is that all you got?”
“Razor, what the hell are you doing?” The voice belonged to “Mole”, the commander of Piranha Squadron.
“Killing lizards, commander.”
“Regroup immediately,” said Mole. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”
“Yes, sir.” Caiomhe grumbled like a scolded tween sent to her room.
Neutron beams streaked in from too far away for Piranha wing to see the source, ending with a bloom of energy where a Draxx fighter died.
Emma flew straight at the lead Monitor, walking pulse lasers up its nose and over its canopy. Untouched by the laser energy, the clear bubble misted red as the Draxx pilot vaporized inside. Only by virtue of being within twenty meters of her target was such a precise shot possible. She pulled up at the last second, rocketing between the two Monitors at the back of their delta formation. The lead ship drifted off into space.
Michael took advantage of the disorientation Emma’s kamikaze charge caused. The right side Monitor turned after her while the other remained focused on the easier target, the Broadsword. Holding down both triggers, Michael strained his ship’s capacitors as particle beam and wingtip-mounted pulse lasers all went off at once. The Draxx ship vanished in a brilliant flash. Emma pulled back, going vertical to the Broadsword.
“Aaaah!” Emma screamed as she came head-on with a large chunk of former Draxx capital ship tumbling in her direction. She twisted her throttle control, adding a burst of downthrust that kicked the tail end of her fighter up and let her swerve through a hole in the rotating slab.
The pursuing Monitor was not small enough to fit, and not nimble enough to avoid it. He tried to follow her through the hole―the impact shaved both wings off. As the Draxx fighter tumbled out of control without its maneuvering thrusters, Caiomhe’s turrets homed in on it. Green pulse laser streaks shredded through its hull, with enough energy left to continue through the wreckage into space.
“Dammit, why can’t I get those on this thing?” Emma grumbled.
Neutron beams peeled another Draxx ship off the bombers.
Aaron grinned. “Because, sweetie, class four pulse lasers take more power to fire than that little toy of yours produces.”
She scowled. “Were you born a laddish muffin or did you have to work at it?”
“Many years of exposure to aristocracy, I fear,” said Liam. “He’s almost beyond help.”
“Perhaps,” said Zavex, over the sound of his particle beams firing, “another near-death experience will soften him.”
“At least the silver spoon in his mouth might reflect a laser,” Emma said.
“She should have spent time reading technical manuals rather than doing her hair, you can’t mount G90 Starflares in a Mosquito; the power consumption is―”
“Doing my hair?” She scoffed, speechless for seconds. “Are you bloody serious?”
“Enough,” bellowed Michael, rolling through the aftereffect of his particle beams on another Draxx ship. “Save it for when we aren’t getting shot at.”
Zavex, chuckling to himself, picked a trio of Kraits off as they dodged turret fire while going after Piranha Squadron’s damaged leader. “We should be thankful these Draxx suffer so badly from target fixation.”
Neutron beams claimed another Draxx ship. “No doubt,” said Liam. “This is easier than the sim.”
In the distance, the two remaining Draxx capital ships continued to launch fighters. Piranha Squadron drifted ever closer to the Manhattan as Green Wing came together around them, continuing to pluck errant Draxx off them. The battle floated out of time, expanding the events of only thirty seconds into a laborious virtual hour.
“There’s a little one on me!” howled Aaron.
“That explains a lot,” quipped Liam.
Neutron beams streaked around Aaron’s Glaive, but the Krait chasing him avoided them.
“Careful, Tell, that almost got me.”
“I’m locked, can’t get there,” yelled Michael, growling as he rolled left and dove away from a Monitor trying to line him up for a missile.
The Draxx stayed with him, unable to fire but still on his tail.
“Dragon, break right in three seconds,” said Zavex, engaging Michael’s pursuer.
The Mosquito leapt up into Aaron’s rear-view, immediately behind the Krait tailing him. “Oh, bother. I forgot to read the bloody procedure manual… Oh, Aaron, be a dear and tell a helpless girl how to arm these lasers? Which button is it I’m supposed to push?”
She did not wait for his answer, loading up the Krait’s single engine port with pulse laser fire. It popped like a firework, launching its four winglets in different directions.
“Just because I’m minted doesn’t mean I’m a princess. That’s twice now this toy picked a lizard off your bum.” Keep taking the Mickey out of me and next time I might be too slow.
Emma sighed. That was something she would not say. She wanted to, but she would not. No matter how much of an idiot he was to her, he was still a Terran pilot. Unlike any other unit in the Fleet, they were isolated. They only had each other and a comment like that was going too far. They had to be able to count on backup without hesitation. Even if she never intended to make good on the threat, the mere enunciation of it would make people doubt her even more.
She snapped out of her thoughts just in time to avoid an incoming barrage of particle beams. The offending ship vanished in a flurry of neutron beams.
“Attention all Terran units, this is Commander Grey. The Manhattan is making ready for jump. All ships return at once. Repeat, all ships return at once. We are go in forty seconds.”
Michael, Zavex, and Aaron, helped along by Piranha’s turrets, wrapped up the last of the Draxx fighters close enough to pose a threat. At least two dozen more were coming in.
“Damn it all!” Caiomhe growled over the comm as she yanked her Broadsword around to face the rear, firing the mass-drivers at the incoming cloud.
At such distance, the ponderous craft was not at a disadvantage against even small fighters. Small motions of the stick made large differences at the target distance, and the projectiles it fired were all but invisible in the darkness of space. Slugs of inert metal smashed through two and three Draxx fighters with each shot. They scattered, widening their formation.
Liam whistled, envious of the destructive potential of those guns. Their range was comparable to his neutron beams, but rather than make perfect little holes through things, the solid projectile rent whatever it hit. On a small enough target, the sheer kinetic energy involved could vaporize metal. Granted, neutron beams did not run out of ammunition or require as much power as the magnets. Perhaps that is why only bombers had them; they were meant to pepper corvettes and capital ships, not be turned on fighters.
“Razor, you’re nuts,” Liam said with a smile.
“I know,” said Caiomhe, “Just trying to buy us some time.” She hauled her ship around once again in the direction of to the carrier, the last Broadsword in through the atmospheric retention field.
Michael blasted two Kraits away from Zavex’s Glaive, covering him as he flew into range of the Manhattan’s turrets. A cloud of virtual safety extended approximately twenty five hundred meters around the carrier, where a ludicrous number of anti-fighter turrets waited to repel hostiles. Already, long streamers of energy gathered around the gargantuan engines; the jump sequence had already started.
“Green Wing, stop dawdling, get in here.”
“Alright, guys, you heard Commander Grey, take it in.”
Michael dove toward the Manhattan, a tear formed in the corner of his eye as its silvery grandeur filled his view; a sight he thought he might not have ever seen again. Line abreast, the fighters of Green Wing flew beneath the massive ship, and up into the recessed docking bay. No sooner had the Manta’s rear end cleared the field than the heavy blast doors slammed closed.
After spinning the Glaive around to face the door, Michael eased the craft down onto its landing pads. He glanced left, smiling at the clouds of fog that gathered along the flight deck. The ramp extended out from the bottom of the Manta, revealing a worn-out Liam, and frantically gesticulating Keg. Apparently, there were more Draxx out there that needed killing, and the little murder machine wasn’t done yet.
To his right, Aaron had disembarked his Glaive and was already in the midst of a post-flight walkabout. The cocky smile on his face took all the credit for him coming back with an intact ship; Michael shook his head, turning to watch Emma leaning against the side of her little fighter. She looked about ready to vomit. He hit the canopy open, and the glass peeled back and away from him.
“Command, send a medical team to the flight deck, we recovered a survivor,” said Michael.
“A survivor?” asked a female voice. “From what?”
“A derelict Terran ship.”
“A what?” Commander Grey broke in to the channel. “I’ll need to see a full report.”
“Of course, sir.” Michael removed his helmet and climbed down the boarding ladder, approaching Emma. “You okay?” he whispered.
The Mosquito was small enough not to have a boarding ladder, just two folding steps. She held on to the side of the cockpit for balance.
“Yeah, I’m fine. Just been sitting so long I feel woozy on my legs.”
He patted her on the shoulder. “Great job out there, Loring.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Don’t worry; I was as scared as you look now.” He winked.
She turned, back against the cold fighter. “I was fine out there, Summers. Just didn’t stop to think about it. Now that I’m safe it’s like, ‘holy crap what did you do?’” She tucked her hands under her armpits to hide the trembles. “I’ll be okay. I can handle it, it’s just…”
“First time jitters. It happens to everyone, man or woman. Ignore him.” Michael nodded in Aaron’s direction.
“What’s he doing?” Emma leaned to the right, raising an eyebrow at Zavex who knelt by the front landing gear of his fighter.
“Looks like he’s meditating. Probably thanking his ancestors he lived…”
She made a discomfited grimace. “I need to get out of this PWRS.”
“Yeah…” Michael adjusted his flight suit. “A shower sounds like a damn fine idea. One minute.”
He waved to a medical crew that appeared to be unsure of where to go, jogging to meet them by the ladder to his fighter.
“What’s this guy’s story?” asked the lead medic.
“No damn idea… I was hoping he could tell us when he wakes up.”








nsign Sayle, seated at the tactical station, spun about. She still had her earpiece held in place from liaising with the hangar deck and hangar control.
“All fighters are safely aboard, Captain,” she said.
Driscoll watched streams of Draxx fighters exit the capital ship in front of them. “Plot a course, Mister Cochrane. Our partial charts should afford us the ability to use the Jump drive safely, so get us out of here, on the double.”
“Yes, sir!”
“Prime the Jump drive.”
“Aye,” Hardy said.
Ensign Brooke looked up from his monitor. “Twenty seconds until they’re on us.”
The fighters were closer now. If they’d had the chance to launch beforehand, they would’ve. The Draxx liked to get an upper hand in any given situation, no matter how small. Now their numbers were significantly reduced, but it hadn’t stopped them from playing their trump card.
After what she’d been through, the Manhattan was in no position to face down a hundred or so Draxx fighter craft. Retreat, for the time being at least, was the best option available to them and Driscoll knew it. The nebula should hide them.
“Helm?” Commander Teague asked.
“Course plotted, Ma’am,” Cochrane said.
Teague looked at Captain Driscoll.
“Do it,” he said.
The Drive whined into life from within the ship. Lieutenant Hardy took the Manhattan clear of the enemy vessels and activated the Jump. Regular space shrank back then rushed forth to enclose them in its dark embrace as they leapt to safety.

A moment later, the Draxx starfighters arrived in the spot they’d previously occupied. Inside the command section of the last remaining Draxx capitol-ship, its Captain cursed in the closest approximation of profanity his lizard tongue could manage.








reen Wing had the ominous distinction of being the first crew to meet with Commander Grey after the mission. Briefing Room D was one-eighth the size of A, intended for a single squadron at a time rather than the entire mission force. Michael led the way in, saluting the Operations Officer before taking a place behind one of the chairs. Aaron, Emma, and Liam followed, with Zavex bringing up the rear. The Talnurian closed the door behind him and took a position at one of the chairs.
Green Wing all sat at the same time.
“Welcome home,” began Commander Grey. “I’m sure you are wondering why I’ve decided to start the debriefing with fourth wing.”
“I imagine it has something to do with our clear comm traffic, sir.”
Grey nodded at Michael. “Before we get into that, tell me more about the derelict you found. Most of your recorder data from that part of your flight is unreadable.”
Liam made a ‘that figures’ face.
“Sir, we proceeded toward the location of the detected anomaly, later identifying it as something metallic. Between the deteriorating state of communications to the Manhattan and the unpredictable nature of what appeared to be some manner of ion storm, I issued an order to return to the carrier.”
“Yet you did not…” Commander Grey tilted his head.
“We tried, sir. We took a course that our flight control systems identified as the path back to the Manhattan, but we wound up going closer to the anomaly.”
“It was as though the anomaly wanted us to come closer,” said Zavex, earning a minute of silence from the assembled.
Emma shivered.
“Oh come on, Zav.” Aaron grinned, too casual for a meeting with a Commander. “You don’t think ghosts and such live out in space do you? The nebula was just disorienting us.”
“Directly at the anomaly?” Zavex bowed in acquiescence, despite his verbal challenge.
“In any case,” said Michael, “our instruments led us right to the anomaly rather than back to the carrier. We then noticed the presence of a Terran ship and decided to investigate since we were already there.”
Commander Grey waited, tapping a finger on his tablet.
“What we found, sir, was the aft portion of the Lewis & Clark.”
Commander Grey matched his name. “That ship was lost almost a century ago.”
“Yes, sir. After picking up a life sign on board, we began rescue procedures. However, once we were inside the ship, we encountered Draxx. It appears that they had been using it as an outpost. We walked in on them using a communicator with an individual that appeared to be of some significant rank. They had quite a few fighters.”
“They had more than we saw,” added Liam. “Emma plugged their launch bay.”
She tried not to be too obvious with her grin.
“The Draxx converted the engine ports to fighter bays, a few well-placed missiles prevented them from launching more than we could handle.” Liam smiled for her.
“It was risky,” said Michael. “She rushed the first wave and assaulted their launch aperture before we got overwhelmed.”
“Rookie move, could have gotten herself killed,” muttered Aaron into his hand.
“It was reckless.” Michael nodded. “But if she didn’t secure that launch bay, we might have been overwhelmed. There was no telling how many ships they had.”
“I see.” Commander Grey nodded. “You recovered the survivor from the infirmary aboard the Lewis & Clark? Were you able to ascertain how much intelligence the Draxx obtained from the wreck?”
“We were not there on an archeological dig, sir. Draxx fighters engaged Green Wing while we were inside; I made the decision to get back out there as soon as possible. We moved as quickly as we could to find the survivor. However, the jump drive system appeared to be… missing.”
“Is it your contention that the Draxx have it?”
“No, sir. The entire area where the device was mounted was gone. The parts of the hull that remained were warped beyond recognition. I believe the recordings from our helmets are intact.” Michael accessed a computer terminal embedded in the table, bringing up video of his journey through the inside of the ship. “The entire chamber is twisted and stretched outward, as though it contained an explosion. Look here at how the bulkheads just stop. It looks like the drive decided to transport itself right out of the ship. All solid material within a 20 meter circle vanished with it.”
Commander Grey tapped a few keys. “The personal recorder information from your mission is now considered Top Secret. I trust none of you will discuss the nature of your findings with anyone outside of command or military intelligence with the proper authorization.”
“Yes, sir,” said everyone.
Two older individuals, a man and a woman, walked in at that moment. They wore the pristine white uniform of Fleet Intelligence Command. The senior, Commander Winthrop, took a seat. Her number two, Lieutenant Commander Reed, sat to her left. Winthrop had the demeanor of a CEO, while Reed looked like he might give Zavex a run for his money in a hand-to-hand fight, and was almost as dark.
Green Wing all stood as they entered, exchanging salutes.
“FIC is interested in learning about your communications issue, now that they are here, please enlighten us.” Commander Grey gestured at the two in white.
“Sir, Ma’am, Sir,” Michael nodded to them each in turn, and then sat when everyone else did. “I discovered that the Chimera Nebula is emitting a constant, varying signal that interferes with most of our electronics, especially sensors and communications.” He accessed his Glaive’s flight computer through the table terminal, pulling up the results of Betty’s analysis. “The ambient signal changes frequency, following either an ascending or descending pattern. At regular intervals, there are skips where it jumps from one extreme to the other and then inverts the direction of change. This algorithm”―holographic images appeared over the table, depicting equations―“enables our communications system to alter its transmission wavelength. Without it, the ambient signal of the nebula distorts the waveform of our outbound transmissions and degrades them over short distances. What does get through is unreadable. The algorithm modifies the outbound frequency such that the combined wave remains at the expected constant.”
“And the reverse filters the effects of the nebula out of a received signal,” said Winthrop.
“Yes, ma’am. The only problem is that on the receiving side, if the sending station does not have the algorithm in place, the usable signal range is reduced to a little over a hundred thousand meters.”
“Interesting,” noted Reed.
“We’ll need to have this evaluated, of course. If it checks out, we’ll have to make the necessary adjustments to all systems so we don’t lose contact with long-range missions again in the future.”
Winthrop and Reed remained for another ten minutes, discussing the method by which Michael came up with the algorithm. Then, satisfied, they took their leave. An often tedious, detailed verbal dissection of the recent Draxx engagement consumed the next hour and forty-five minutes. The lack of any reported oddities in weapons performance, aside from the apparently cosmetic addition of lightning to particle beams, pleased Grey.
“Excellent work, Green Wing. If I didn’t read your transcripts, I almost wouldn’t believe you’re fresh from the Academy.”
Everyone stood.
“Thank you, sir.” Michael said, with a salute. “It’s an honor to be on the Manhattan.”
Commander Ellison Grey returned the salute. “Dismissed.”








ommander Teague stood outside the briefing room, hands clasped behind her back.
The pilots saluted her on sight and she returned the gesture.
“At ease,” she said. “I’m here to congratulate you all on a job well done. From what I heard of Grey’s report, you all did us proud. But I’m not really here for that.”
Michael looked at the others, a nervous expression on his face.
Commander Teague smiled. “The Captain would like to see you. He’s down in the hangar.”

For Driscoll, it was like revisiting his glory days―when he himself had once flown in the cockpit of a starfighter, at incredible speeds skimming past debris fields and alien terrain in pursuit of Draxx bogies.
He ran his hand down the nosecone of one of the ships. One of many different types the Manhattan accommodated. In his day, there had been only one class of fighter―the Wasp. Small, speedy, and extremely reliable in all atmospheres, they’d been the workhorse of the Union fleet.
Now… obsolete.
That’ll be me one day.
Obsolete.
I’ll outlive my purpose.
He looked about at the rest of the hangar, saw the group of young pilots headed his way, and his mood brightened.
No. He smiled. Not before I’m done.

“Captain Driscoll?” Michael asked.
Driscoll threw them a salute, and watched with satisfaction as they stood to attention.
“At ease, boys and girls.” He was aware he looked tired, a little fried from that day’s exploits. Still, he might’ve looked it, but he certainly didn’t feel it.
All in all, he was pleased with how the day had ended, with not a single fatality. And that in a major confrontation. He dared to wonder how many Draxx had died along the way.
Not enough.
Driscoll placed a hand against the starfighter, felt its cold metal hull under his palm. “I was once a pilot myself.”
“We know,” Aaron blurted. The others looked at him, brows furrowed. He came over pale all of a sudden. “I, I mean to say, uh, that you’re pretty much, er, required reading.”
“We’ve all read about your victories and scrapes,” Michael said, somewhat in awe of the man himself, but managing to keep from stammering as Aaron had.
Driscoll grinned. “Is that so? I didn’t know that. Well, anyway, some of my best memories are of that time. The feel of the fighter under your control, the charge of the guns. In a way, I miss it.”
He regarded them then and felt a stab of sorrow in his heart for a time long past, a time in his own life when he’d been somewhat innocent. His hands had had much less blood on them then. He subconsciously removed his hand from the side of the starfighter and glanced down at it, as if he’d expected to see a red stain there. If the kids noticed it, they didn’t make it look as though they had.
“I guess what I’m getting at, is that it was a fine time for me then, as it is for you now,” he said. “Make the most of it. You kids did yourselves proud today, with what you did out there. Made me proud, too.”
Emma glanced at Michael, who beamed back at her.
“But I want you all to remember this place has teeth. It’ll bite you if you’re not careful. Keep that in mind, watch your corner and look out for one another. Do that, and you’ll always make it home,” he said.
The Captain drew himself to attention, shot them a salute and walked off.
The young pilots watched him go, and for the longest of moments not a single one of them said a word.
There was no need.

“Captain,” the Chief said when he saw him enter the engineering section. Macintosh’s crew stopped to salute, but Driscoll waved them off.
“As you were,” he said curtly.
The Chief brushed his hands off on his overalls. “So to what do I owe this pleasure, Captain?”
The man’s mock politeness grated Driscoll in a way that almost made him want to grind his teeth with agitation, but he suppressed it. “How’s she holding together?”
“Pretty well, considering what you put her through,” Macintosh said under his breath.
Driscoll glanced about at the others. “A word.” He led Macintosh out of the engineering section to the corridor. He found the nearest vacant room and stood to one side as the Chief went in first.
It was a utility room, filled with tools and equipment. There was barely space in there for the two of them to stand together.
“Problem?” Driscoll asked.
“You know I have,” the Chief spat. “Aside from the issues we have already, I take umbrage to this ship’s CO treating her the way you have. She’s new, fresh out of dock, and you’re using her for target practice!”
“I saved our lives today, Chief.”
“Yeah, but in the process you might’ve got us all killed with your wild ideas and schemes,” Macintosh said. “I don’t appreciate it. After the amount of work I put into this tub, to see you come along and wreck it all. The reactor’s going to need full maintenance and to be frank I’m surprised it’s not broken entirely.”
Captain Driscoll sized him up. “So that’s what this is all about, huh? You’re not mad at me for pulling a stunt with the Manhattan, not really. You’re still cut up over the Resolute.”
“Course I am. Aren’t you? I mean, in case you’ve forgotten, it was your mistake got them all killed…”
Driscoll jabbed a finger at him. He stepped in, closer than he should have. “You’re outta line, Macintosh. There’s not a day goes by I don’t think about what happened on the Resolute. You know more than anyone, I had no choice.”
The Chief’s eyes glistened―with what? Anger? Sadness?
“There’s always a choice,” he said, his voice cracked. “And everyone we knew died because you made the wrong one. I won’t stand by and let that happen again. Not on this ship.”
Driscoll stepped back. “It won’t, you have to trust me. Look, we can’t afford to be at each other’s throats right now.”
The Chief frowned. “What d’you mean?”
Driscoll laughed, crossed his arms. “You telling me you think two capacitors blowing at the same time is a mere coincidence?”
“What’re you saying?”
“I’m saying we’ve got a traitor aboard. Clear and simple. Working for the Draxx… or someone else. Whatever the case, there’s somebody on this ship trying to stop us in our tracks. It only makes me think that what we’re doing here is more important than ever. This cluster is hiding something big, I feel it.”
The Chief absorbed this. “So what do we do?”
“That,” said Driscoll, putting an arm around the engineer’s shoulders, “is why I want to talk with you in private…”








ichael navigated the crowd of people in The Manhattan Club, the flight officer’s lounge. Without the presence of the carrier command staff, pilots could unwind here. With tray in hand, he turned sideways to maneuver through some of the guys from Red Wing and arrived at a small silver table near the windows, around which the rest of his squadron relaxed. Outside, the peachy hues of the Chimera Nebula swirled in an endless roil. Michael sat between Zavex and Emma, grinning at the notice of the strong scent of soap surrounding her.
“That was one heck of a shower, did you leave any hot water for anyone else on the carrier?”
She shot Michael a patronizing look, continuing to stare into space… literally.
“Ooo,” said Liam, sitting forward and examining the tray of steel cups with white plastic extensions. The honey-brown liquid within set him near to drooling. “What’s that?”
“It just might be rum,” said Michael, taking a cup.
Zavex offered a disinterested smirk at the drinks, Liam snagged one without hesitation, and Aaron wore a quizzical glance as he picked up a glass. Emma sighed, as if the act of leaning forward to grab one was an unwanted exertion. Only out of a sense of duty, did she finally do so.
“Blech.” Liam sputtered. “This is iced tea.”
Michael let his deep baritone laugh off the leash. “I said it might be rum. You know we can’t drink out here. At any minute, we could be in the mung without warning.”
Emma smiled, sipping it. Zavex took his cup at last, sniffing it.
“I checked the Medbase, Zav. Your physiology is compatible with tea.” Michael held up the cup as a toast, and then sipped.
Emma and Aaron exchanged mild glares.
“Well, that was an unexpected turn of events,” said Keg, hovering over to the table bearing a pizza on top of his microfridge-shaped body. Michael, Aaron, and Emma snagged slices. Zavex eyed it with suspicion. Liam went for one, but Keg turned to face Michael, leaving an empty section of tray facing him. “How did the Draxx find us?”
Liam got up and moved around Keg.
“That is a very good question,” said Zavex, causing Keg to face him.
Liam growled as his hand seized empty tray for a second time. “Keg?”
“Yes?” The droid whirled about.
Liam snagged a piece at last. “Nothing. Carry on.” He returned to his seat on the other side of the table. “Could be just a coincidence. This entire cluster is known to play games with navigation systems, sensors, comms.”
“Not so much comms anymore,” said Emma. “Michael has it sussed.”
Aaron mumbled over a mouthful of pizza. “That doesn’t help sensors, or explain how the Draxx found us so easily.” He grimaced. “Ugh, what did they do? Make this pizza from dead Draxx?”
“If they did, I might have some.” Zavex cast a dubious glare at the food.
Everyone cringed.
The stony face of the Talnurian cracked into laughter. A passing pilot from Vandal Wing bumped into Keg as he rushed past. The droid bounced away from the edge of the table, turned with one gripper claw rubbing his non-head, and faced Green Wing before he burst into audio-only tears.
“I’m sorry, guys. It was my fault.” He blubbed for a moment. “It must have been when we found the derelict and got seen by the Draxx ships. I wasn’t fast enough on the jammers and they must’ve gotten a signal out and―”
Clank.
Keg whirled on Liam. “Tarnation, boy. Why the Sam Hill you always hittin’ on me―”
Clank.
Keg’s LED eyes blinked. “Where was I?”
“You were theorizing about how the Draxx found us,” said Emma, now nibbling on the linoleum-like crust end.
“Oh,” Keg said, holding his spindly arms as if rubbing his chin. “At first I thought it was when we attacked the derelict, but I didn’t detect any high-intensity outbound transmissions.”
“Doesn’t add up,” said Michael. Crumbs danced on the table as he drummed his fingers.
“I’m just glad that meeting with Captain Driscoll is over,” said Emma.
“Why? He was just congratulating us,” asked Liam.
Michael gave her a raised eyebrow.
Emma gave up on the crust, leaning back in her seat. “I dunno, maybe I’m just being prang about the whole thing. He kept staring at me, as if wondering why he had a bint on the boat.” She scowled at the silence.
“You’ve been listening to this daftie too much,” said Liam, pointing his thumb at Aaron. “He’s the only one what ‘ave a problem wif ‘at.”
Liam’s awful impersonation of her accent made her laugh.
“He was probably just trying to figure out how you sounded so cool and in control out in the crap, but looked like a terrified schoolgirl in his office.”
Emma stared at Michael. “Terrified schoolgirl… Are you serious? Did you see the look on your face in there? I thought you were going to faint. Now you sound just like ‘im.” She thrust her arm at Aaron.
“I think we were all a bit nervous to get called before the Captain, even if it was for a pat on the back,” said Michael. “I think only Liam and Zavex kept their composure in there.”
“Well, one’s a rep and one’s suicidal,” grumbled Aaron.
Liam’s usual brushoff of replicant zingers seemed to fail him. The glower he shot Aaron, that time, carried real venom. “Look ‘ere, Spoonie.” He paused to shed the British accent. “I might be a replicant, but that doesn’t mean I’m heartless. I’m just older. I’ve seen enough death to keep me from being impressed by a couple of gold bands on someone’s sleeve.”
Aaron cringed at the monicker.
“There is a distinct difference between being suicidal and accepting the will of the gods.” Zavex sipped the last of his tea. “I am merely at peace with the destiny fate has given me, whatever it may be. I respect the Captain; I do not envy his burden and I do not fear him.”
“Spoonie?” Aaron glanced at him, narrowing his eyes.
“As in silver spoon,” snapped Liam. “That should be your callsign, not some flannel you made up yourself.”
Emma giggled. “It’s kind of cute.”
“No.” Aaron held up both hands. “No way. She’s got more money than I do.”
She gasped. “Your mum’s a colony administrator and your dad’s a Terran Ambassador? Me mum’s just a botanist on some God-forsaken backwater planet no one has ever heard of. I sincerely doubt that.”
“You gotta believe we’ll get home,” said Michael, squeezing her shoulder. “It’s what keeps me going.”
Liam flicked his thumb over the seam of his cup, where plastic met steel. “Some people think having no attachments makes for a better warrior.”
Aaron thrust his lower lip forward, pondering, but said nothing for a minute.
Emma caught the look in his eyes then, wondering why he seemed to share Liam’s gloomy demeanor despite having family.
“They just say that to make the lonely ones feel better.” Aaron’s gaze flicked over to Liam. “You’ve got us, though.” He offered a hand.
Liam waited for the replicant joke, but none came. He accepted the handshake. Soon, all of Green Wing clasped hands over the table.
“So where do you think we’re going?” asked Emma.
Michael shifted back in his seat. “Mission parameters specified six months to one year. The Chimera Cluster borders Draxx space over a large region. From here, assuming them finding us at first was pure chance, we should theoretically be able to strike at them with impunity.”
“How much damage can one lonely carrier really do?” Liam held one hand to the side of his head as he leaned back.
Michael stood, grabbing the empty tray. “A carrier that can’t be found? Quite a bit.”
“And what if they find us?” Emma could not look up.
Liam made a plosive noise, gesturing with his free hand to simulate something detonating.
“If they find us consistently, I’m sure Captain Driscoll will make the call to abort.” Michael turned to take a step. “There’d not be a point to pitting one carrier, even this one, against a massive fleet.”
“Based on what we saw, I’m confident that we will elude detection.” Zavex leaned forward, putting his empty glass on the tray before Michael went for refills.
“So, we’re likely to be out here awhile then.” Keg spun out of Michael’s way, conking his frame on the table. “YES! Draxx DECIMATION! Lizard LETHALITY! Reptilian REAPING!”
Bonk.
“Owwwwww.” Keg shuddered, LED-eyes glaring at Aaron. “Only he’s allowed to bonk me.” One thin strut arm pointed at Liam.
“Looks like we’re going to need more tea.”
“Fancy a spot of Earl Grey?” asked Liam, to Emma.
“Have you seen the replicator’s excuse for crumpets,” she muttered. “It’s worse than a pig’s breakfast.”
“I’ll take that as a bad thing then,” said Michael, laughing. “Be right back.”








aptain Driscoll stripped out of his dirty uniform and ran a shower. It was hot, too hot perhaps, but good. He felt more than clean after he’d changed into some loose fitting civvies. Refreshed and ready for some much needed rest. It’d been one hell of a day, that was for sure.
He fetched himself a glass of scotch and sat on the small couch at the other end of his quarters. Outside the dusky orange hues of the Chimera Cluster gave depth and substance to space itself. Gave it color.
He sipped the single malt and reflected on all that had happened. Some start to a mission… and already things were complicated.
He’d seen what the ship could do, and more importantly what her crew were capable of. Driscoll was pleased. Both held up well under pressure, in the face of their mutual destruction. He couldn’t have asked more.
But there was a traitor aboard.
A spy.
A saboteur intent on stopping their mission, screwing with it. The thought made him take a long, hard swallow of the scotch to feel its burn, its heat, like sandpaper down his throat.
A rat in the galley. And what do we do when we have a rat in the galley, eh? Why we put out a trap or two. Make sure there’s a lure there to entice them, then let the trap snap their neck.
Well, at least he now had the Chief on his side. And he knew that, for however the man might feel about him, Macintosh would take the necessary precautions to safeguard essential systems in the future. For the briefest of moments, he’d considered the notion that the Chief himself had sabotaged the ship, but common sense prevailed. The man probably hated his guts, but it was no secret he loved the ship. The Manhattan was very much his baby, and Driscoll knew deep down there was no way the Chief would take a hammer to his own work. No, the Chief chiseled the marble, and spent forever polishing it. He’d never be one to knock it down, reduce all that work to rubble.
But someone tried.
Whoever the rat was, they’d have to try something different. Try harder, and Driscoll was under no illusion that they would try again. It was only a matter of how, where, and when.
For now, he would relax and drink. After, he would sleep. Tomorrow their mission would continue, to head further into the Cluster and determine what secrets lay at its heart. Discover just what it was the Draxx were building in there somewhere. Something was out there. The lizards came to the Cluster to conceal evidence of its construction from prying eyes. The question was… what were they building?
Well, he had come to do the opposite. No saboteur with idealist delusions was about to stop him. Not now, not ever.
Not before I’m done.
Driscoll drained his scotch, then got himself another.








ommander Robin Teague handed over to the night shift and headed to her quarters. She felt beat and, just like Captain Driscoll, in dire need of a good hot shower.
It still felt like a comfort to her, to have amenities like that at her disposal. As a child growing up in the shadow of the camps on Mefista Prime, a shower would have been considered a luxury. Now, she took it for granted.
Strange how life can turn around. She stepped inside her quarters and locked the door behind her. She kept the lights down low, showered, then sat on the edge of her bed wrapped in a towel. A comb ran through her wet hair while she listened to the gentle thrum of the ship’s engines, so quiet as to be almost imperceptible.
It relaxed her. She’d read before that to some it was almost reminiscent of being in the womb―of listening to the muffled beat of your mother’s heart through walls of tissue. Here, the tissue was layer upon layer of alloys and polymers. The principle was the same.
Robin liked the simple pleasure of letting herself unwind to its harmonious rhythm.
Unlike Captain Driscoll, she was not bothered by the events of that day. Her thoughts did not dwell on who might be trying to sabotage the Manhattan―only on how she might do it better next time. Destroying the capacitors had, perhaps, been too obvious a move.
Next time I’ll do better. Next time I’ll do it right. And not Driscoll, or anyone else on this ship will stop me…
On Mefista Prime, once their parents had left and it was only the children in the camps, a new presence had made himself known. Not a reptile like the rest of the Draxx―though, as a race, they all varied in degrees. No, this man was just that.
A man.
She pictured him now, striding into the camp, dressed completely in black. On his face he wore a mirrored mask that gave no clue to the being within. He had trained them, instructed them, made them all see the light.
Made them abhor the Union for what it had done, invading Draxx space and claiming Draxx worlds for its own. Gradually, over time, the children had come to see his point of view. The man wasn’t there all the time―he came and went, and when he was away, the Draxx continued his work.
We were shown the light.
As she rose through the ranks, as she took promotion after promotion, Robin kept in touch with the others from the camp. They too had come to fulfill prominent roles within the Union.
They too had sworn an oath to do what was right―to act when the time was right.
Robin stripped out of her towel and got into bed. Again, another luxury.
It had always seemed to her that humanity surrounded itself with things―the best gadgets, the most comfortable surroundings. It cushioned itself against reality.
Well, now humanity would have that cushion taken away. It would stand trial for what it had done throughout the galaxy. And she would see to it that people like Captain Driscoll were made accountable for their crimes.
Robin ensured their communications relays were activated once again. A member of the Draxx Alliance within the Union Science Sector had told her just how to do it. Now, when the time was right, she would be sure to get a message to her true people.
General Carn would know precisely what to do next. He’d instruct her as to how to proceed. And in the meantime? Commander Teague would lead the hunt for the saboteur, of course. Anything to shine the light on someone else. Perhaps even implicate an Officer she didn’t like in the process, just for kicks.
And of course, following her act of sabotage earlier on that day, she had made precautions to take it a step further if need be. When the engineering crews had vacated their section, the Commander had taken the opportunity to plant a substantial packet of explosives on the reactor itself. If her missions were jeopardized in any way, at least she could end the whole charade in a glorious display of fireworks. There was no way the engineers would detect it, not disguised as it was.
In her bed, in the dark, Robin smiled.
This is only the beginning. Driscoll’s walked right into a trap. He doesn’t know the full scale of what’s going on here. What takes place in the Cluster will decide the War itself. And nothing will stop me in my mission.
She thought of the detonator she’d hidden behind a bulkhead on deck eight, where nobody would find it. A simple device consisting of a battery, transmitter and a big red button. Basic, in every respect. But idealists fighting for a greater good had long ago come to realize that the simplest methods were usually the best. The more complicated something was, the more chances there were at failure.
I have only to press a button, and it’s game over for Driscoll. Game over for all of them…
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Virtual Immortality, by Matthew Cox
 (http://bit.ly/1hSXIMP)
Nina Duchenne walked away from a perfect life to pursue a noble idea, but one tragic night shatters her dreams.
Joey Dillon lives on a perpetual adrenaline rush. A self-styled cyber cowboy chasing thrills wherever he can find them, he is unconcerned with what will happen twenty minutes into the future.
Voices from beyond the grave distract Nina from her pursuit of two international terrorists, and send Joey on a mission to find out who is playing games. Joey falls square in her sights with the fate of the entire West City, as well as Nina’s humanity, at risk.
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Most cops get to deal with living criminals, but Agent Kirsten Wren is not most cops.
Shunned by a society that does not understand psionics and feared by those who know what she can do, Kirsten feels alone in a city of millions.
Unexplained killings by human-like androids known as dolls leave the Division 1 police baffled, causing them to punt the case to Division 0. She tries to hold on to the belief that no one is beyond redemption as she pursues a killer desperate to claim at least one more innocent soul – that might just be hers.
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When a dictator’s public allegations make Morgan Stormrider a liability to the Phoenix Society, the Society orders him to prove Alexander Liebenthal a liar — or die in the attempt.
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Two years have passed since Agent Thomas Walken and Bobbi January found themselves at the heart of a conspiracy of unimaginable greed and cruelty. The Genefex Corporation remains shrouded in mystery and Bobbi January faces a life of unanswered questions, until a mysterious message from one of Walken’s former comrades draws her back onto the trail.
Now, Bobbi will find herself newly equipped to discover the truth – about Walken, about Genefex, and finally, about the Yathi – and the key to unlocking those secrets rests in the hands of a cyborg terrorist known only as Redeye. Drenched in blood and neon, Redeye is a tale of humanity on the edge of a new and terrible reality.
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