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Chapter 1







“That’s where the cadets are trained, I take it?”

“Yes, sir that’s the academy on Titan.” The man spoke to his superior while scrolling the images on the viewscreen, cycling the headshots of various cadets along with their records.

They both sat on military standard issue chairs, the kind that killed your back after a few hours but were cheap enough for the requisitions office to order a thousand at a clip and not notice the credit exchange. The chairs were built for an average size man, the metal frame shone with the same brightness as the lights in the room would, had the Adviser not dimmed them.

Fleet Admiral Turald Harcourt stood and cleared his throat, as he looked out the transpariplast viewport at the world below them, bringing the adviser’s head up from the tablet he was reading on. Both were in the adviser’s guest quarters aboard the SS Integrity, the flagship of the sixth fleet of the Terran Imperium. The Admiral knew there was currently an adviser on the flagships of the Second, Eighth and Fifth fleets as well, getting their Fleet Admiral’s opinions on the cadets that just graduated from the various academies.

“Which of these would you say are a good fit for my fleet?” he asked, he was forced to rely on the advice he would be given since the advisers had seen the cadets in action. Some of the recruits were destined to be grunts, some showed the promise of leadership and would become ship’s captains and officers. But some of them, the very best, would become Marines.

Adviser Bellamy gave him a weak smile, “Well, sir I would suggest these eight cadets come over right away.” He sent the recruits’ files to the Fleet Admiral’s tablet and smiled to himself, he knew they were all promising soldiers, and that at least three of them would make fine Marines. “Other than those eight any that are selected for your crew will be welcome additions after the battle at Hadrian.”

As Admiral Harcourt briefly read the files he nodded to the adviser, “These are some good choices.” It was all he said as he turned and began walking from the room, the door sliding apart as he left the adviser sitting at his small desk looking shocked at the abrupt exit.

Admiral Harcourt walked through the steel corridor towards the lift that would take him to his quarters. The walls were a bright white color while the tubes that provided their light were a brighter, if that was even possible, white that illuminated everything and caused headaches to the civvies and paper pushers that came aboard when they were in dock for repairs and such.

“Captain’s Quarters.” He said tot he ships A.I., Galway. The lift rose and took him up three decks before opening to reveal two ensigns waiting for the lift, they saluted crisply as he passed them and tap his ear to activate his personal com unit. “XO.” He waited a second for the go ahead to know she was awake. “Meet me in my quarters in fifteen minutes.”

“On my way, sir.” She responded as he walked to his room.

On the doorframe on the outside of his room was a palm scanner, just like there was on his XO’s room and every other XO and CO room in the entire Imperium. Pressing his hand to the scanner it read his palm and the door slid open as he said, “Galway, bring up my crew roster please.”

Here’s your roster sir, is there anything else I can help you with? The voice was surprisingly human, female and young. The Admiral had it modeled after his late daughter who was born in Galway, Ireland back on Terra nearly twenty years ago.

“No, Galway thank you.” He looked over the roster and found quite a few spots where he could use the extra men. And some of the recruits he hadn’t been shown would be assigned to his ship, but he wanted to see to it he had his ship filled with soldiers that could be molded into fighting machines. That was what they needed on the front lines in their skirmishes with the terrorist group, the Rising Anvil, killing machines not little kid with toy guns.

He took a seat at his desk, it was his desk from his old office back on Terra and he’d had to pay to get it moved aboard himself, it wasn’t military issue so if he wanted it he was responsible for it. The thing had been in his family for years and was made from solid oak, it had a screen built into the top and a projector so he could see the net anytime he wished. His chair was made from an advanced memory gel that formed to his body and kept him cool, he was a heater otherwise and it was one of the few reliefs he had around here.

The walls were covered with pictures of his family, when they were together, and a bookcase with three small ship in the bottle models and a bunch of Naval Tactics books filled it. Even his bed made the room look less like a home and more like an office space, but that was in the adjoining room where his restroom was located.

It only took ten minutes for his XO to make it to his room, she saluted and waited for him to say “at ease”, she was very by-the-book which was the complete opposite of Admiral Harcourt when it came to an informal setting such as his personal quarters.

Once she was at ease he spoke, “Tomorrow morning we get new recruits. I need to know your take on where to put them. These eight are who Adviser Bellamy suggested for some of the good men we lost at Hadrian. The rest are just fill in the blank people.”

“Will we be filling all eighty-three positions sir?”

“We are taking on forty from Titan, the other forty-three will be from the academy in the colony Neo Victoria orbiting Jupiter. I’ve already moved four men from squads three and four to fill the holes in squad one.”

The Admiral hated thinking about the men he’d lost, but it was inevitable. The battle at Hadrian cost them eighty-three souls between ground and air battles. They’d lost an entire squad of men during the first foray against the rebellion that has been gaining momentum in recent weeks.

“Sir, I know who all was lost in the battle, are you sure we can even fill his position?”

One nice thing about having a female XO was that she was intuitive and while she was by-the-books everywhere else here, when it came to ensuring his mental state and constitution, she was willing to break protocol. “I don’t think we can ever fill his shoes, he was one of the best soldier in the Imperium. But I’ll be damned if I don’t at least try with these greenies. At least one of the bunch should be decent in a leadership role once they’ve got a few years under their belt.”

She nodded and looked over the files a little more, “This could take a while sir, do you want me to get some coffee on?”

“Sure thing, tar always works for me.”




—




 Graduation day, the most eagerly awaited day in any cadets academy life. The day when you were finally free from the rigors of running five miles every morning, of getting woken at six in the morning and being broken down by the drill instructors whose job was to make you into a better man and soldier.

Tiberius looked over his bunk, there was nothing out of place and he kept everything spotless.

He looked in the mirror to make sure nothing was out of place with his uniform. Crisp gray-blue cloth covered his five-foot eight frame, with black shoulder pads and a navy-blue streak down the center of each leg. On his left breast was the patch showing Old Terra in black and white and an empty bar beneath that would be filled with the first row of combat metals he felt sure he’d be awarded in his time as an enlisted man.

Checking his cuffs to make sure they were wrinkle free he looked then to his dress shoes. Buffed to a nice sheen he saw his reflection in the leathery blackness of them.

Walking to his desk he picked up the hat he’d set there the previous night after checking it to ensure it looked perfect and held it at his side. No wearing their hats in doors, no sir that was something only the brass could do.

Exiting his room, he made his way to the auditorium where he and his fellow recruits would graduate in less than an hour. The walls were the same mix of navy blue and skull white, white walls but blue trim, and nearly every corridor had the symbol of the Terran Imperium, Old Terra in black and white with the wings of a Terran eagle framing the planet. There were trophy cases in various corridors with the trophies that cadets had earned during their competitions against other academies. It fostered a competitive environment, but not a hostile one, it was the same as any school Tiberius had been to in his early years.

Being early didn’t hurt anyone, and he would be later than some cadets, his three roommates had left nearly an hour before he did. But spending the extra time on his uniform was a wise decision when he walked through the double doors that led to the auditorium and saw everyone standing there commiserating with one another, and in his opinion his uniform was the best looking one there.

It took them over an hour until the ceremony was finished, there were eighty soldiers graduating today, and he was one of them. Well, he and his friends were a few of the eighty, and Tiberius the rest of them were ready for some liberty and a chance to use their personal electronics and not the Terran Imperial Naval Academy issued ones that blocked all of the good stuff from them, like their contacts and personal messengers.

He couldn’t believe the amount of graduates at the academy, two full companies of a hundred and fifty each had graduated in the last two days. But he’d had to wait for the rest of his company to be a fully enlisted member of the Terran Navy.

It felt amazing to be graduated, but also slightly unnerving because it meant he could go to the Rim on the outlying portions of the galaxy, or stay here in the Milky Way. Graduating did come with some perks like he would get two weeks liberty once he arrived home, spending that time cooped up on a starship didn’t really make him excited for the prospect, but it was what he’d signed up for. Well, that and the bonus he got when signing up with the Terran Navy.

He stood in his room, he and one of his bunkmates looking at their stuff thinking “how the hell did we live like this?”

Quintus was Terran like himself, and so he understood that Tiberius was used to the comfort and elegance that was afforded to the home world natives, yet this room was practically Spartan in comparison of his room back on Old Terra.

“Let’s go, it’ll be nice to get home for a little while.” Tiberius said as he turned to walk out the door while carrying his duffle bag full of his belongings.

“You’re right,” Quintus picked up his pack and followed, “I think when we get home I’m going to see if my mom can make me some of her famous Cacio e Pepe for me.”

They walked through the hallways until they reached the landing pad, it was large enough to be considered its own field. With the whole of the Titan terraformed to suit human needs they were able to build some remarkable structures here. Including the best academy, the Terran Navy has ever seen. It turns out a company every month, but this month was special because of so many graduates, and it was the tricentennial anniversary of the Imperium.

The Integrity was in a synchronous orbit with Titan and would receive the larger transport shuttle that was taking the Integrity’s newest crewman to it. It was accompanied by the Europa, Starfall, and Infineon as they awaited their reinforcements. The shuttle held three dozen soldiers and Tiberius wasn’t sure which was better, knowing the few faces he talked to that were from his company, or if he should learn each of their names and faces to better acclimate with the ship and ensure he was a good fit for his future home.

It was set to take off at 15:00 standard time and he was ready to be on his way home already. Together they looked back at the academy and felt a pang, not of loss or regret, but of sadness. For recruits at the Titan academy this was home for over three months, not two as in most cases because they spend more time teaching leadership and guerrilla tactics to weed out who would work better in the special forces companies.

Seventy-eight percent of the ship Captains and Fleet Admirals graduated from this prestigious academy, as such they put an emphasis on their leadership classes and on tactical knowledge, two things that without having you would never make it as anything higher than a squadron leader.

“I guess home isn’t just back on Terra anymore.” Tiberius said, his fire-haired friend nodded and they walked up the gangplank of the transport shuttle. It was boxy and ugly, the sort of uniformity that they came to expect from the space navy. 

Inside were all of his soon to be shipmates. And he couldn’t be less thrilled with the prospect. Catching sight of two seats next to each other they stowed their gear in the overhead racks and secured their crash webbing. It had become habit for them to check each other’s gear during their last month when they had to practice working as a fireteam and switching off who was the squad leader so they all had practice.

Inside the ship there were only a handful of lights, red and on the dimmer side of light, that filled the area once they closed the hatch. It felt as if they were about to enter a war zone from how quiet everyone was and the red light appearing as blood covering every person’s face. The entire compartment had that blood red hue to it, and the ship had a tail gun, and two wing guns to protect them all.

Once they lifted off it was only a short ride into orbit to dock with the Integrity, but once they set down and the docking clamps locked into place on the nose and wings of the shuttle the lights changed to a bright white that made each man squint automatically. But when the hatch made a hissing sound and the bolts holding it in place retracted with a popping sound the cadets were filled with a mixture of excitement and dread.

As the door slid downward and a smaller gangplank extended from the end of it the recruits exhaled in relief. One of the instructors moved from his seat to stand at the head of the gangplank and called out. “When I call your name double-time it to the hangar. Henricksen…Clausen!”

The two cadets double-timed it to where they were told. As the instructor went on calling names the cadets were moving to their spots on the hangar floor. It felt like an eternity before he called out. “Vesper…Claudianus!” and the two hastily unbuckled their webbing and grabbed their belongings so they could make it to their spots.

Standing at the base of the shuttle were the other recruits, which meant they were to join them and standing just a few feet away from them was an imposing figure with a woman beside him and the man’s stare seemed to go straight through Tiberius’ soul. Around the hangar Tiberius could see smaller fighter ships being cleaned and maintained by the men and women who kept them in not just working order, but also kept upgrading them when possible. There had to be a few dozen ships there and it made him wonder just how many enlisted were aboard, a hundred? Three hundred? More?

For a ship their size they could easily have that many if not twice it in medics, soldiers, even engineers. He only hoped he was able to make it to the position he wanted, he wanted to become an officer as soon as possible to make his family proud. But he also wanted it so he could make a difference.

He stood with the rest of his company and waited for the instructor, one he’d never met before, but had been assigned to their ship to make their disembarkation process that much easier, to call out the last of the names. With that finished the man marched to a spot just in front of and to the left of the first line of recruits and said, “They’re all yours Fleet Admiral.”

With a crisp salute he waited for the nod that he was allowed to leave, and then he double-timed it back up the shuttle’s gangplank while the cadets all stared slack jawed at the Fleet Admiral.

The Fleet Admiral stepped forward and the woman with him stood just to his right flank, both of them had unreadable reactions to the cadets. He opened his mouth and began to speak, his voice boomed in the hangar even with the crew members cleaning their ships. “Alright boys and girls, now it’s time to turn you all into real soldiers. Welcome to the front line.”




Chapter 2







Tiberius felt fear and admiration for the duo as he looked over the Fleet Admiral and who he could only assume was his Executive Officer, his second-in-command.

The Fleet Admiral was over six feet tall and broad shouldered. He wore his hair high and tight like the rest of them, but his was colored salt and pepper from his age, and he wore a grim countenance that made Tiberius shiver. This was a man who’d seen many men die, and it didn’t look like it bothered him in the least.

“You are all here to begin your duties as a fully enlisted cadet, until such time as we make it back to Terra. Now normally it takes a week to return there, but we have to stop for the rest of your battle brothers in orbit around Jupiter, so during such time as we return to Terra you will be expected to due your duties without any backtalk or tardiness, so set those alarms fifteen minutes early so you’re on time, because if you aren’t early then you’re late.” He shifted to his other boot and continued. “Once we return home you’ll have your two weeks liberty and then return here for your duties. We will be exiting Saturn’s orbit in two hours and shifting to void-space following so get your gear stowed and report to your squad leaders for duties.” He stepped back a step as the woman stepped forward.

“My name is Erika Doyle, you can simply call me sir or XO. Now I”m sending all of your information to your tablets, follow the directions to get to your bunks and meet up with your leaders. Dismissed.”

She and Admiral Harcourt turned on their heels and left the hangar, leaving the cadets wondering just where they’d all be stationed.

Tiberius looked at his tablet and smiled a little, it really did have everything he would need; directions, profiles on his squad leader and his other mates, it even had their projected course back to Old Terra outlined, including their stop at Neo Victoria.

He read the names of everyone in his squad before looking at Quintus and smiling, “I guess we can head to our bunks then, fifth squad is about to get fun.”

“Let’s go get the lay of the land.”

With that they were off, walking past a few squadrons of Sparrowhawks, the navy’s main fighter type. And a dozen modified Black Hawks that hadn’t seen an upgrade since the old wars on Terra, back when they didn’t have heat resistant plating for atmospheric entry.

The hangar walls all had that polished steel look, the same as the walls of the corridor they walked down to make it to their bunk. It took the better part of twenty minutes to find their room, even with the directions available to them. Tiberius was the first into their quarters and saw it was set up for four troopers, while the others weren’t there, they could still get their things set up.

Grabbing two bunks that weren’t being used, easy enough to tell from the look of the bunks themselves, the two friends took the time to get their gear stowed away and look up where their squad leader was on their tablets.

The bunks were set up in a way so that two beds were on one wall, and the other two were opposite, about fifteen feet of empty floor space separated them, and a pair of sinks were at the end of the room, off to one side was a toilet, the other held a basic shower with a drain in the floor and a cloth curtain for privacy. On the wall on either side of the beds were two lockers that were separated, the bottom half went to the bottom bunk, the top half to the top.

From the profiles Tiberius knew the other two were from the colony on Venus, Hyperion, and that their leader was from Terra. But he hadn’t read the rest of the profiles yet to know where they were from or even their names yet. “According to this it looks like she’s supposed to be in the gym.”

“Well, you do need a workout so let’s go.”

Tiberius led the way again as they snaked their way trough the corridors, passing other recruits trying to find their new homes, and other enlisted men and women. He never saw such a mix, there were people who grew up on Terra, some from Venus, hell he even saw one with the longer body that showed she grew up in the asteroid belt because of how long her body thanks to the difference in gravity. And then there were others that he couldn’t be sure where they’d come from because he’d never visited other worlds like Uranus and the moons of Jupiter.

It was such a mixed group of culture he was truly enjoying himself.

Back on Terra he got to see a bunch of different cultures based on where the person was from, his father, just like his mother, was an ambassador. As such he was well versed in over twenty cultures and could passably speak eight languages, and speak three fluently. It was one class he hated, but saw the wisdom when he learned he could swear in Venusian or Jupiteri, and he had a fifty-fifty shot his parents wouldn’t know the word because they only focused on the core of the languages, not the nuances and slang.

One of the other recruits stopped them and asked, “Where are you two headed?” the patch on his uniform told them his name was Bowen, and one of their squad.

“We’re heading to the gym to find Squad Leader Sidonia.” Quintus replied.

Bowen nodded and smiled, “Ah, you’re a part of my squad then, I’ll tag along and we can meet her together.”

Together the three of them found the mess before the gym and the growling they heard from their stomachs told them it would be wise to eat soon, but wiser still was to wait until they’d seen their leader since that was their primary task.

Continuing along they marveled at how large the ship itself was. It was easily six miles wide and triple that, at least, lengthwise. The ship was not only large, but imposing as well. With all of the weaponry aboard, including the Talon fighters for their fast attack ships, the Integrity could easily turn the tide of any battle they might encounter with the terrorist group that’d been popping up. It may just be more than enough, like a rail gun being used to kill a squirrel.

“Hiya!”

The sound caught them all off guard and they rushed around the corner looking for who was being attacked. Rounding the corner, they were greeted with the sight of a full-frown man being thrown against the wall and a woman standing up and bouncing on the balls of her feet. She kept her hands up in a guard and caught the next punch thrown at her, turned it into a Judo throw and tossed this man off of the blue mat they stood on.

“Is that Sidonia?” Bowen asked.

“Red hair and pale skin, also looks like she has a nasty temper so I’m going to assume so.” Was all Tiberius could say before she pinned him and the other two with a stare that froze them in place.

“Get your asses on the mat, your first sparring session begins now!”

All three of them were shocked to hear the rage in her voice, she sounded like a savage and certainly looked like one. Her tone was totally different from any other instructor they’d had during training. She stood glaring at them, with her hair braided and up in a bun, her gloves were fingerless, and she wore a pair of fatigue pants and a tank top, it had been white at some point but discolored from sweat as she continued bouncing up and down.

While the other two looked around as if they were trying to figure out where to change into sparring clothes Tiberius walked right into the circle on the mat and put his hands up, “Any rules?” he asked her.

She barely kept her face neutral, normally the new cadets were terrified of sparring with her, and this one was just jumping in the ring like it was no big deal, she’d have to fix that. “There’s no rules in war, but how about a wager? If you can put me on my back you get an extra helping of dessert, if not you lose dessert.”

He delivered a feint kick to her lift side, as she brought her arm down to protect her ribs and trap his leg he launched a jab square at her face. He was rewarded with her being knocked back a step along with the whooping and hollering of the crowd. Tiberius jumped back a step and waited for her return, he knew it was going to be vicious, she was their leader after all so she had the most experience. But he had to show he was worth something before she treated him like an everyday grunt.

She brushed it off and looked him in the eye, Sidonia knew he was going to be a pain in her ass after that hit, and so she launched a flurry of strikes, open and closed hand, that drove him backwards trying to both dodge and block her hands. Each hit was filled with energy, she struck like a soldier possessed by something otherworldly, he was hard pressed to keep up with her.

But when she struck him with a spinning backhand to the cheek he flew to the mat and placed a hand to his face. Fuck, she hits like a truck. He thought to himself as he stared up at her. His round was over, and he’d lost his dessert for the night.

“How about making this interesting,” she said as she turned to face the other new faces. “You can both charge me at the same time and if you manage to get me on the mat you’ll get extra dessert.”

Both Bowen and Quintus looked at each other and shrugged their shoulders, what did they really have to lose? They charged at her together, and as Bowen tried to throw a haymaker Sidonia caught his arm and sent him flying with a Judo throw that left him rubbing his tailbone. Quintus came at her with a heavy right hand to her left shoulder that knocked her back a few steps and an uppercut that she barely backed away from, she could feel the air from his massive fist.

She reached out and grabbed his hand, pressed her fingers into the pressure points that would make his fist unclench and twisted his wrist to the point it nearly dislocated. The big man was on his knees trying to keep himself from crying out in pain, but she didn’t relent until he finally tapped out, then he was able to rub his wrist and think about what the hell he’d gotten himself into.

“So, no dessert for you lot. When you eat tonight you’ll be giving me that ration. Now class, what did we learn?” she looked to the others and waited, some were standing, others were sitting on the floor, and still more were doing warm up exercises waiting for their turn, because they all knew how she ran her squad. She waited for someone, anyone to respond and when it became apparent no one would she hung her head and said, “We learned that it doesn’t matter your size or gender, there’s always someone who can kick your ass. And we learned not to bet on the new kids kicking my ass.”

Everyone chuckled at that and some of the soldiers passed tokens back and forth, Tiberius assumed they were some sort of currency here, like how cigs used to be jail house money. And then he felt bad that some had bet on him taking down their Captain and the backhand to his face didn’t feel as bad anymore.

All in all there had to be four squads there between those using the machines and those watching the spectacle, he wondered which squads they were, but didn’t get a chance to voice his question.

Their squad leader walked over to him as Quintus and Bowen helped him up. “You’ve been in some fights before, eh kid?” he nodded as she took a bottle of water and gulped half of it down in one go. “I read your file, grew up on Old Terra, in New Lascuta.”

He nodded, his hometown was famous for being the first town founded once His Majesty, Emperor Augustine XV rose up and united the New World with the New Holy Imperium three hundred years ago.

It’s time you learn some real fighting skills, you new recruits are going to be running drills with me every morning until your liberty starts. We start at oh-seven hundred sharp and run drills for two hours.” She began walking towards the door before calling back, “You may want to have a light breakfast so you don’t puke it up.”

“Well isn’t she just full of fun and good cheer.” Bowen said once she was out of earshot.

“She didn’t become squad leader for lack of skill, and having great leadership qualities doesn’t necessarily mean being the nicest person out there.” Tiberius said, for some reason he felt as if he had to defend her. She’s my commanding officer now, I need to find out what makes her tick and then try to incorporate that into myself.

“Either way we need to head out for dinner before there’s nothing left.” Quintus said as he tried to lead them towards the open build. Where Tiberius had an athletic build, Quintus was husky. Yes, he ate a good deal, but he also burned almost as many calories as he took in, and never seemed to gain or lose any weight, much to his dismay. Quintus also had another thing that Tiberius did not, speed.

For as large as he was Quintus could out strike anyone in their company back at the academy, he was just that quick. Some of the boys called him “Quint as lightning” trying to make fun of him, but he took it in stride and when they sparred next he showed them how quick he was. One boy he’d faced had a broken orbital socket after just one punch, but they didn’t see the blood until five more strikes landed.

Walking into the mess hall was an experience. It wasn’t like the mess back on Titan where everyone was polite and kept the noise down. No, this was a full-on mess hall where men shouted to another table just to talk, the line for food seemed like it was never-ending, and the tables weren’t separated into only men and only women. There were some of both at each table, and he noticed that there were no high-ranking officers present.

Back on Titan the officers didn’t have a separate mess, they ate with the rank and file. However they were also training those who would one day become officers like themselves so the rules were different there.

“Get in line and get some grub, you’ll need the energy for later.” Someone said as they pushed their way past the three men and headed for the grub line.

“What’s after dinner?” Tiberius tried to ask him, but he was already in line and working his way towards the front in a very rude way. “C’mon lets go get some food, and maybe this will all make sense soon enough.




Chapter 3







After dinner the squad met up in the gym and Captain Sidonia assembled them all while she stood on the mat, “You lot are going to be put through your paces tomorrow. Tonight, being that it’s your first night, you get a pass. I don’t agree with that but that’s what the brass decided.”

There was a collective groan from all twelve members of their squad. She pinned them all with a glare that stopped all but one man, Alton Bullock, a cadet from the colony around Jupiter, from continuing to groan.

“You think this is funny Bollocks?” she asked him smugly.

The man’s face changed, angered at the crude name calling and shifted from one foot to the other.

“Get your ass on the mat since you seem to think this is such a joke.” She stood in the center of the ring and invited him to join her, with her hands up. But this time, the gloves were off.

He walked onto the mat and popped his knuckles, threw his hands up in a boxers guard and waited. From how he circled the captain it was evident he was well versed in hand to hand fighting, almost assuredly it was from fighting in one of the gangs on the colony. Whether his experience was enough against Captain Sidonia was left to be seen.

She threw a left hook at his jaw which he deflected with ease. He grinned and sent a trio of punches aimed at her face and chest that she turned away and returned with a kick to the side of his left knee. Throwing another left hook, intending to follow it with a straight jab to knock the boy out cold. Alton caught her fist and trapped her arm against his side.

He threw a haymaker with his left that caught her square in the jaw and her head rocked back as he smiled, loosening his grip slightly. But it was enough for her to yank backwards and pull him off balance. As they went tumbling down to the mat, she adjusted her grip and wrapped herself around him until she had his arm and head trapped in a guillotine choke.

As he tried to pull out of the choke, she aid “Tap and I won’t make you pass out in front of your new friends.”

His arrogance and pride held him by the balls and he would not let up, he grabbed a fistful of her red hair and yanked, trying to make her break the hold by any means necessary.

She let loose a string of curses in her native tongue and punched him square in the eye as she tightened her legs around his neck until he began choking. Everyone held their breath as she squeezed tighter and punched him again in the face, he went limp and laid against her as she unhooked her legs letting him fall tot he mat. Standing up she looked at the rest of the recruits and said “If any of your break the rules after today, especially when sparring, I will not be as easy on you as I’m being on Bollocks here.” She turned and kicked him in the stomach hard enough to make him throw up his last meal, which was not a fun thing to see.

“You two, wake him up and get him a mop from the closet over there, he can clean up his own mess.” She pointed to Bowen and someone Tiberius hadn’t met yet, and they hopped to it before she could step off the mat.

“Oh shit, she got her claws into the fresh meat already.” The voice came from an ensign standing in the doorway with two other men.

“Shut it Torrance. Don’t you have some officer’s ass to kiss so you can get another promotion?” the venom in her voice made the recruits cringe and when the ensign flipped her the bird she gave him an even nastier gesture that made the ensign blush before he and his cronies walked away.

She took a few moments to calm down before she looked at the cadets close to her, “You boys and girls better get some beauty sleep, we’ll be at it bright and early tomorrow.”

Everyone groaned and as she left, they all filed out of the room. “I’m not ready for that early of a morning.” Quintus commented as they walked back to their bunk, he and Tiberius were early and the other two hadn’t shown yet. Each squad had three of the four bunk alcoves that were linked together so the squad leader could move through the rooms at will.

It was different then on Titan, that was for sure. At the academy none of the instructors was willing to invade their privacy as the captain most likely would. As they stood at their bunks debating whether or not to wait for the others a voice called out, “Move your asses cadets!”

They turned as one and saw the voice belonged to one of their missing bunkmates, Norman Ortiz, and he came bumbling through the room to land in the bathroom with the door slamming shut behind him and a sigh of relief.

As soon as the door was shut they could hear laughing coming from the hallway, turning the pair saw three more of their unit as they laughed like hyenas at the man who was now crying out in the head, presumably from a very painful bowel movement.

“Oh man, did you see him run?” one of the men said as he mimed holding his stomach and hopping back and forth on his feet. “He’s all ‘move your asses’ and I just lost it. Who the fuck does that shit?”

“That was just classic man!” the other said as he clapped his friend on the back and they continued making fun of the man. “He’s so freaking stupid, really leaving his food out in the open? Really?”

“I know right?”

It was disgusting to Tiberius, he couldn’t believe they’d dosed a fellow soldier’s food like that. “Did you guys really put laxatives in Ortiz’s food?” he asked them.

“Oi, who d’you think would do it if not us?” the first one said as Tiberius looked closer at patches. Walsh, Maddox Wash, he remembered the name from the profiles. “Man, that prank was amazing!” he turned and high-fived his partner, his patch read Black and Tiberius knew his first name was Caelan.”

“According to Regulation fifteen-point-three—”

“Are you really going to try to talk regulations with me? Boyo you don’t need to tell me the rules and regs, I’ve spent enough time breaking them over the past four years. Trust me.”

“Then you know that it was not a prank, it was—”

“What do you not understand mister skin and bones? I don’t care about your speech so go space yourself and do us all some good.” Then he leaned in closer and his voice became a low whisper. “Or else I’ll go do it myself.”

Walsh was really getting under Tiberius’ skin, here was a soldier who’d been in the military for four years and was proud of breaking all the regulations. He clenched his fists and snapped, socking the man in the jaw with a swift right jab knocking him on his rear. “You are going to stop this shit, do you understand?”

He stared at Walsh, felt him move just a bit before they heard a female voice fill the corridor. “On your feet!” both of them jumped quick enough that Walsh stumbled from the sudden rush of blood and almost lost his footing completely. “You two think it’s okay to fight outside of the ring, do you?”

“Aw c’mon Captain, he started it!”

She looked at Tiberius and raised a brow, “Is that true Cadet Vesper?” she stepped in front of him and stood there staring, she had to look up but her gaze made him feel less than an inch tall. He’d have sworn it was a superpower all squad leaders and CO’s had. “Answer me boy! I am your commanding officer and you will answer me when I ask you a question! Her face becoming red enough to match her hair.

Tiberius locked his gaze on Walsh and said, “It’s true, and I do have my reasons, Sir.”

“Reasons? You’re new here, so fucking green your grass beneath our feet and you tell me you have reasons for attacking a four-year veteran?”

“He drugged another soldier’s food and caused the soldier to rush to the bathroom, and yet it was all fun and games for them.

Captain Sidonia stared at him for a second and then turned her fiery gaze to Walsh, her question-in said gaze telling him that he had better speak up, and it had to be the truth.

“It was just a prank, nothing more.” He said trying to defend himself.

“Just a prank? Just a bleedin’ fucking prank to dose a fellow squadmate’s food and cause that sorta issue? If your dose was too much he could be shitting blood and have to be on medication for a few days. I gotta prank for you then, this is a good one.” She looked back at Tiberius. “Tomorrow morning you two are getting in that ring, if you can best him two out of three times then you’ll win an extra ration. Walsh’s ration.”

At the mention of what was at stake Walsh’s eyes found him and glared daggers at him, if looks could have killed Tiberius, he’d be dust in the wind.

“If you lose however you will give your ration to him. Oh, and here’s the prank part boyos.” She fixed them both with a stare that showed just how much she was enjoying this. “I’ll decide which meal you lose the ration at.”

With that she walked away to find her bunk for the night.

Both of the men glared at each other and Tiberius was certain Walsh wished death on him. He wished it himself, for a soldier to betray a brother like that was just disgusting. If it had happened back home Walsh would be found hanging from the side of his house with a knife in his back to symbolize why he was killed. But this far out from Terra things were done differently, and he didn’t like it.

They continued to glare at each other until Walsh finally turned around and stalked away with his friend in tow. Tiberius walked back to his bunk with Quintus to check on Ortiz who just shouted “I’m going to kill that fucking Briton!” at the top of his lungs as soon as he saw them.

It took an hour for him to come more than five steps out of the bathroom, but when he did Tiberius asked him how he was and filled him in on what the captain had said.

“You socked him a good one then? Well, I guess my monies on you to win the fight.” He said as he tried to sit on his bunk, gingerly thanks to the repeated trips to the shitter.

Tiberius’ eyes widened, “But betting is illegal in Imperial space, how do they get away with it?”

“Don’t be daft boy, it’s illegal which means the Captain gets the biggest cut of it.” Tiberius’ eyes were still wide with shock as he explained. “As long as we don’t do anything too crazy and make sure the good captain gets her cut she doesn’t pay us any mind.” Then Ortiz’s face turned dark as he stared at Tiberius intently. “You wouldn’t go snitching to the Admiral, would you? Because being new here, well that’d kill your career.” He held his hands up, “I ain’t threatening you now, I’m just speaking the truth. There’s too many people who rely on their winnings to chance it being messed up.”

He sat on the bed for a second and said, “So it’s illegal in Imperium space to gamble, but everyone is allowed to do it on this ship? Do I have that right?” he was trying to understand the gray areas here. When he was younger he never had to deal with gray areas of the law. There was legal, and illegal. It was that cut and dry.

Ortiz put a hand up and nodded. “Let me put it plainly for you kid. Most of us signed up for military service because we had— and still have— poor families at home and needed the sign on bonus. But that only helps for the short run, in the long run we needed more than what our salaries pay so we gamble. When you win a good chunk of money you can sent hom to your family who needs extra food, or to your son who needs new shoes…”

He stopped as he looked off over Tiberius’ shoulder, he couldn’t think about what would happen if he couldn’t get some money home to his family. “if it gets messed up because you tell the Admiral about it and he’s forced to do something then it’s going to hurt a lot of people. Which means that you are putting a target on your back because you just screwed a lot of families out of what they need to survive.”

Tiberius sat there and thought about what Ortiz had said when the speakers crackled and a voice called out, “Lights out!” and all of the lights went out simultaneously, and just as immediately there were two lights on either side of the room at the bathroom and the shower that gave off a soft light. These were the only way to see when they were supposed to sleep but needed to use the head, it was safer than trying to navigate the room by feel and trip over your own feet or slam into the sink.




—




Tiberius woke like the rest of them, with a loud alarm going off in their room that sounded like an alarm bell in each man’s ears. He woke with a start and rolled off of his bed and right onto the floor. Standing he shook the sleep from his head and tried to remember where he was, Quintus jumped down from the top bunk.

“Are you alright?” he asked helping his friend stand.

“Just not used to being woken up like that is all.”

“Damn newbie, you need to harden up or you won’t make it here.” Ortiz said to him as he sat up in his bunk and looked at the pair. “Seriously keep doing that and you’ll end up with a concussion.”

Tiberius stood and looked around, grabbed his brush and went to the head only to find their fourth member was in there already. He went down the hall to the larger communal bathroom that could fit just over a squad between toilets and sinks. Tiberius rushed through brushing his teeth and cleaning his face before turning to use the facilities and he saw his soon to be opponent.

Walsh stood in the doorway and stared him down. But Tiberius wasn’t afraid of him, in fact he was excited for it. He wanted to beat Walsh to within an inch of his life for his so-called “prank” and he was willing to face the time he’d do for it.

But it would be freeing in a sense as it would be the first time he blatantly just went against rules and laws. He clenched his fist, ready to strike him again here, ready to really fight him.

“Wait for the mat you two.” Ortiz said as he walked up and stood between them. “Go Walsh, get the hell out of here before you do something you’ll regret.”

Walsh stared at him a moment longer before saying, “Soon greenie, soon.” And he walked away.

Once he was out of the bathroom Ortiz looked at Tiberius and said, “Hurry up and c’mon, you gotta get ready for your match.”

Ortiz walked him back to his bunk and he got his drill clothes on, a tank and shorts along with his shoes and he was ready to go. He kept thinking about what Ortiz had said the previous night, that most of the soldiers relied on winning bets to help their family, that without those their families would starve. It was a lot to realize that the Imperium he was fighting for wasn’t as good and noble as he’d been led to believe. As they’d all been led to believe.

He was raised to believe that their leader, known to all as Emperor Augustine XV, was fair and a merciful leader. The only reason this sort of poverty was happening to the men and women who fought for their freedom against the rebellion and kept their boarders safe from any aliens that might try to attack them had to be because the Emperor wasn’t aware of it. It was the only logical reason he could come up with, otherwise the Emperor must know, but didn’t care. And that was something Tiberius could never bring himself to believe.

Quintus, Ortiz and Tiberius walked to the gym passing a couple others from their squad who followed them. Once they got there all of them could see how mad Walsh was as he stood in the middle of the mat. His face bright red and his fists white knuckled, he was ready for a fight, he was ready to kill his opponent.

Walsh was a little shorter than Tiberius and infinitely more muscular, but that didn’t always translate into being a better fighter. As with all of the men he was clean shaven, and his hair was worn short to the skin. His shirt was tight against his skin just as his shorts were loose enough to hug his hips.

“Okay ladies here’s what’s going to happen.” Captain Sidonia said as she walked onto the mat. “You can place your bets, but one of these boys is going to medical with how the fighting was last night, that’s a guarantee.” She walked closer to the edge of the mat and motioned for Tiberius to walk to her. “Tiberius Vesper, a child of Terra and new recruit has attacked Maddox Walsh, one of our brothers, much as we loathe him sometimes. So, they are going to fight until one of them is knocked out.”

Tiberius heard this and wondered what she was doing. They were never supposed to spar like that. When one tapped it was over, but a match like this was against their regulations because there was no tapping. “Ma’am?”

She looked at him and sighed, “Yes, cadet Vesper?” her tone told everyone how much she was going to loathe talking to him.

“In the rule book we are told to only spar until one person has tapped out, why are we going to ignore this and just go until one’s unconscious? And I thought we were supposed to go two out of three rounds?”

“Let me explain something to you right now boyo. You may be trained to take on a leadership role in the future. But here you will follow my orders until I tell you otherwise, got it? So, you can either avenge your fellow soldiers honor and take Walsh out with a vicious fight, or you can puss out and lose your ration, and any street cred you gained by knocking Walsh on his ass last night.”

He didn’t even need to think it over, he nodded and stepped closer to Walsh, on the mat.

“Good boy, so as I was saying. Walsh has offended our squad by conducting another of his “pranks” which ended in Cadet Ortiz sitting on the pot for a few hours last night. Tiberius attacked, and whooped Walsh’s ass to defend his fellow squad mate, and now he will get the opportunity to really defend his friend.” She walked off of the mat and stood at the side before smiling at them both, raising her hand and calling out, “Fight!”




Chapter 4







Tiberius stood toe to toe with Walsh, staring daggers at him while putting his fists up in a guard. He was waiting, waiting for Walsh to make the first move and come at him. But Tiberius wasn’t expecting for him to be so methodical, he walked with a predatory lope towards Tiberius, one that told of his experience in fighting. He kept his hands up, moving closer to Tiberius.

As the pair got closer to each other Tiberius struck first, throwing his right foot out with a sweeping leg, Walsh jumped over the leg and threw a haymaker at Tiberius’ chest. When it connected, and he was thrown backwards, Walsh looked at him like a shark that smelled blood.

He was on Tiberius in an instant and drove him closer to the mat with each attack. Tiberius blocked as quickly as he could, but he couldn’t block them all and was driven back into the mat hard. His head bounced as Walsh picked him up and slammed him back onto the mat.

“Get up Tiberius!” Quintus called out, hoping to will his friend back into the fight.

Tiberius shook his head trying to clear it as he made his way to his knees.

“You giving up Cadet?” The captain called out, her voice strained as she spoke letting them all know who she was rooting for.

“That’s it, get your ass up you little greenie, so I can put you back down.” Walsh taunted, bouncing from foot to foot like a boxer making Tiberius wonder just how many fights he’d been in before the navy got their hands on him.

His vision was tinting red at the comment, he hated losing and was determined to make Walsh pay for the comment, but he couldn’t go full bore just yet. He took a deep breath and his vision began returning to normal as they rushed each other, and he drove a fist into Walsh’s right shoulder sending him back a step.Walsh tried to throw his hands up to protect his face just before Tiberius stomped on his left foot and drilled him in the temple with a right hook. Walsh landed on the mat a foot away with a resounding thud.

Captain Sidonia walked over to check on him, crouching to see if he was still breathing and he put a hand to his head like it would help the throbbing he had to be feeling there.

“What the hell?”

“Newbie here practically knocked your ass out in less than a minute.” She smiled as his face changed and he gave her a disbelieving stare.

“What? How?”

She shrugged her shoulders and said, “Simple, he was the better man in the match, and probably in other aspects too.”

He looked at Tiberius with shock, he couldn’t believe the new kid was this good, and he was a four year veteran.

Tiberius stood on the other side of the mat, his hands clenched, but at his side, he kept his eyes on Walsh.

“Huh? What was that Cap?” Walsh asked when he realized she was staring at him, waiting for an answer to a question he hadn’t been paying enough attention to, to hear.

“I said, are you able to continue?”

He nodded and stood up, determined he was going to win, this time he when he attacked he would be out for blood.. They squared up and he wouldn’t take his eyes off of his opponent. He was going to destroy him, and when the Captain yelled “Continue!” they moved in slowly.

He threw a couple of feints, a left followed by a right that he knew Tiberius could block easily. Tiberius launched a flurry of strikes at his face intending to finish him quickly and end the game, but Walsh blocked and swiveled to his right to avoid the follow up strikes.

They grappled with each other and first Tiberius, then Walsh, tried to switch to a submission maneuver. Tiberius attempting an arm-bar while Walsh tried a knee-bar. Walsh switched it up and tried to pull Tiberius along with him in a circle with his right arm fully extended, fully intending to break the new kids’ elbow if need be to win the match

Tiberius turned it around on him by jamming his right knee into the back of Walsh’s calf dropping him to his knees. It provided enough of a distraction to make him loosen his grip and Tiberius wrapped his arm around Walsh’s neck and tried to choke him while the man was on his knees, he couldn’t grapevine Walsh’s waist this way so he couldn’t get the full rear choke locked in.

It was then that Walsh decided to win at all costs and break the rules.

Raking his fingers over Tiberius’ eyes causing him to release his choke hold and drove a fist into Tiberius’ balls. Tiberius doubled over, Walsh grabbed him in a headlock and drove his skull into the mat in a DDT style maneuver. Tiberius rolled onto his back slowly and lay there grasping his boys as the pain subsided and his head cleared from being slammed into the mat. But he knew Walsh was going to pay, his vision was beginning to tint red.

Captain Sidonia walked up to the pair and slapped Walsh upside his head, “You cheated.”

“How the hell did I cheat. You never said there were rules.”

“I shouldn’t have to you maggot! You should know not to cheat because it’s common fucking decency!” she was shouting at him now, and the other cadets were looking scared.

Quintus and Bowen tried to check on Tiberius to see if he was okay, but his eyes were narrowed and he sat upright.

“You never said there were common sense rules so I won!” he shouted back at her, he always got away with what he did, all thanks to his family. But Captain Sidonia was the one person who wasn’t afraid of his family, she was ready to kill him for his insubordination.

Tiberius stood, he was angry now, his vision swam with a blood red tint and his friends backed away from him, scared at the look on his face. “Walsh!”

Both Walsh and the captain looked at him as he charged the man, she barely had time to step back out of his way before he tackled Walsh to the mat. His shoulder slammed into the man with such force they could hear a crack, and his head smacked against the mat and bounced.

Lifting a fist he slammed it forward into Walsh’s face, right at the top of his right eye, drawing first blood and a cracking sound. Walsh’s head bounced right back into another fist that caught his nose and sent it sideways.

Captain Sidonia stared, she couldn’t believe the raw anger he showed, she’d never seen any cadet snap like that before. “Cadet Vesper stand down!” she called, but he either didn’t hear, or didn’t care. He dropped three more bombs on Walsh’s face, his eyes rolled back in his skull, he was already knocked out. “Cadets Bowen, Claudianus separate them!”

Both of Tiberius’ friends went for the trio, he continued dropping bombs on him until Quintus grasped one arm, Bowen the other, and they pulled. He didn’t move. They continued to pull as he looked back at them and let out a guttural roar and ripped his arms from them.

He grasped Walsh’s head and slammed it one more time against the mat before he turned on his friends and began stalking towards them. Tiberius was full on angry now, he’d fight like a man possessed and there was nothing that would stop him.

As he stared at the pair of them Captain Sidonia drew her sidearm and thumbed the activation stud and fired a blast of blue energy at the raging cadet. It hit him square in the chest and he dropped like a marionette with it’s strings cut.

Both of his friends stared at him then back to the captain who just shook her head. “I’m sorry boys but I had no choice, he’s unconscious though, it’s set to stun.”

The pair of them looked back down at their friend and reached down to grab an arm, trying to be gentle. “What’s going to happen to him, Sir?” Quintus asked her.

“He’s spending the night in the brig, then it’s up to the Admiral what he wants to do.” She pressed a finger to her ear and spoke, “I need security and medical to F deck gym.” She looked back at them and shook her head, “I’m actually sorry about this, your friend is a good cadet but I can’t let him put more people in danger with his actions. We’ll see what Admiral Harcourt wants to do with him.”

It was only another few seconds before a medical team and a pair of security guards carrying stun rifles came flying into the gym and she explained what happened. They took Tiberius out of the room as the medics checked Walsh’s vitals with a medpad and one of them shook her head. “This guy needs some serious attention. He’s got a concussion, dislocated nose, broken orbital socket, multiple minor skull fractures. What the hell happened?” she asked as she looked up at Captain Sidonia.

“He cheated to win a sparring match and one of my new cadets stomped a mud hole in him. Simple as that.”

The medic shook his head but didn’t say anything as they lifted Walsh onto a backboard and flicked the activation switch so it floated three feet up in the air, it made it a hell of a lot easier than carrying someone. With a final look at the captain they left taking Walsh to the infirmary. She thought about what was happening and left to speak to the Admiral, he’d want to know if one of his cadets possessed the Berserker-gene.




—




Fleet Admiral Harcourt sat in his quarters, at his desk and waited for his XO to arrive.

He looked at the picture on the corner of his desk and felt a wave of sadness, the pain of her loss felt anew, that brief moment when he woke each day was getting shorter and shorter until he would someday realize she was gone as soon as he awoke.

Just as tears began to prick his eyes at the thought of how old she’d be today, if she’d survived, he was saved by the sound of his doorbell alerting him that his XO, Erika Doyle, was here. Looking up he pressed a button on his desk and the door slid open allowing her entry.

She gave him a swift salute and said, “Sir, I’ve found something that you’ll want to see. You told me to keep an eye on the eight cadets Adviser Bellamy mentioned and well, I’ve noticed that one of them is making quite an impact and not just on his squadmates.”

She pulled out her tablet and laid it before him, touching the screen to play the video. The Admiral watched as Tiberius attacked one of his own squad, and just how rough he was in the corridor. Then he saw boy being hit in the nuts and slammed into the mat, while his opponent argued with his CO— The Admiral made a mental note to find out who the kid was and bump him a few ranks for his insubordination— then Tiberius went off.

The Admiral had never seen anyone go off like that before, at least no one without that gene. His opponent was down and then he turned on his friends, it had to be new for him to feel this, otherwise he would have shown it in basic.

“That boy shows some promise already, he would be good for the Hellhounds.”

She nodded and said, “But that’s not even the best part, Cadet Vesper is already showing he’s got leadership material, he could become a captain or even higher if he’s put in the right place, and has the right incentive.”

He thought about it a bit and nodded, “Alright, put a recommendation in for him to join that unit, but he’s got to show he really has what it takes or he’s not going.”

“Aye Sir.” She said as she turned on her heel and left.

He sat with his eyes focused on the door and his mind focused on the cadet, he was going to be in for some rough times if he kept it up.

“Admiral Harcourt, Sir, may I come in?” a voice said from the doorway and he looked up to see it was Captain Sidonia standing in the hallway. He pressed a button to let her in and waived his hand to tell her not to worry about the pleasantries. “Sir I have a cadet you need to take a look at.”

“Tiberius Vesper, Terran, and has the gene. Am I right?” he asked and she either knew that his XO had shown him the footage, or she had a hell of a poker face. She nodded and he shook his head. “Remind me never to play chips against you, Captain. I saw the footage, this boy is going to be reckless and get someone killed.”

“Then let it be the enemy, Sir. Let him fight against the terrorists and I know he will fight well. We just have to be careful with his training from here on out.”

“I’ve recommended he be sent to the Hellhounds if he completes his training under you.”

That bomb wasn’t one she was expecting and Sidonia stared at him in shock. “Hellhounds? You think he’s Hellhounds material Sir? That’s crazy right now, we can’t let them get their hands on him until he can control that gene, then he’d be an amazing soldier. But if they get him he’s going to turn into one of them.”

“Yes, he will become a hound, he’ll become one of the Emperor’s Chosen Few.” He was starting to feel a pounding at his temples and he shook his head. “My decision is final Captain, get to work making him the best soldier you can until he can be sent to the ‘hounds.”

“Sir he’s in the brig right now—”

“Then get him out when he wakes up, no sense spoiling a good sleep cycle. Let him sleep and then get him out for training. You have three months to mold him into the type of soldier the ‘hounds would want, and the type that would make the Emperor smile on you.” He waived a hand dismissing her, but she stared at him a few more seconds before leaving.




Chapter 5







The brig. It wasn’t a fancy place, that was for sure. But it was efficient. It was a small five by four cell that was just large enough for someone to kind of sleep on a cot and a small toilet to do your business in. And it was hell.

Tiberius woke up in the room and stared at the walls for almost a full minute before realizing he wasn’t hallucinating, these were the walls to the brig and not a nightmare. He tried to think back to what would have put him in here, but he couldn’t think of anything. After Walsh cheated and slammed him he’d blacked out, he couldn’t remember if they took him to the infirmary or not.

A chime announced there was someone here to see him and the door outside of the cell and down two spots opened, allowing Captain Sidonia entrance. “Glad to see your awake Cadet.” She said as he tried to salute her, maybe if he showed he was respectful he’d get out of this place.

“Sir, what am I doing here?”

“Right, you probably haven’t had it happen before, or at least not much.” She sighed and stood in front of his cell. “Have you ever been so angry that you blacked out before? Maybe attacked some friends and didn’t remember it?”

“I’m pretty sure if I attacked my friends I would remember it.” He said defensively, unsure of what she was getting at.

“Actually no, you wouldn’t. Or not in this case at least. Have you heard of the Emperor’s Chosen Few?”

“That myth that he chose certain people to become the best warriors the Imperium had to offer? Yea, I heard the myth behind it, but never put much stock in it.”

He had heard the myths, that the Emperor himself had seen the future, that he knew one day he’d need a group of super soldiers to fight humanities war for survival and had seeded several families with a gene that would emerge when the time for the war was near. Supposedly it would make the person who possessed it nearly invincible, but it was so absurd it had to be a myth, just like the mythos of the ancient Christian religion and their One God.

“It’s not a myth.” The statement was simple and short, something she knew would get his attention. “The whole thing is real, as real as the Emperor himself. And you are one of those people.”

Tiberius stared at the woman and then started laughing at her, she had to be crazy, she had to be. Until she pulled her datapad and played the footage of him assaulting his squadmate and then turning on his friends. He couldn’t believe it, he’d gone absolutely psycho.

And what was worse is he wasn’t sure why he’d done it. But it wasn’t the first time he’d lost time like that. He’d need to figure out what was happening, and keep it under wraps before it got out of hand.

“Cadet, I’m here to offer you a deal, there’s different ways to control that gene, and it can be controlled. You just need to let us help you. Will you do that?” she was betting on this, betting that he would want to be better than he was now and that he’d let them train him more. “It would mean increased training, but also you’d be out of the brig in an hour tops as opposed to a few weeks.”

He kept his head down and thought about it for a minute, then asked. “If I let you help me, does that mean you’ll teach me to control that rage?”

“It means that you’ll have more control yes, but it also means that you’ll be trained as one of the Emperor’s Hellhounds. His personal fighting force that has the best of the best.” She walked closer to the forcefield that kept him inside the cell. “What do you say?”

He looked up at her and nodded. “I’ll do it…I need to be sure I have it under control.”

“Good, I’m glad you agreed. Now, here’s what we need to do.”

She talked to him for a good hour about what the next steps were. It would be a tedious and long process, but he’d be trained like the others who had the gene. He’d be taught to control it. It was a process he’d need to get used to doing by himself, because if he did it around the others they’d know something was wrong, and that something was off with him. She couldn’t risk them knowing he was different from them in such a way, or it would bring discord among the squad.




—




The following two days were boring to say the least. Nothing exciting happened since Tiberius put Walsh in the infirmary, but with their advances he was out in a day, and they were kept apart for good reason. Captain Sidonia was afraid if Tiberius lost control again he might kill the other cadet, and then they’d lose a valuable soldier.

But they did keep on with their training, and it was brutal. They all ran five miles right after breakfast, which meant they weren’t eating a large breakfast just so they didn’t throw it all up. Then it was their gym time, doing sit ups, weights, hell even the punching bags and sparring. Everything got changed up each day so she could keep them on their toes and where they were having a hard time thinking, because it had to become second nature to them, muscle memory.

But today would be different, fun even, because today was the day they did target practice.

Captain Sidonia led them from the gym to the range, it was another separate part of the ship, one floor up from the gym and three rooms over and had them stand along the back wall as she stood at the front where the targets were located.

Six red dots were painted on the floor in front of the transparent shield that would protect them from ricochets. Past the shield was a grouping of hard light holographic rocks and grass, the whole thing looked like someone had transplanted a portion of the jungle inside and on the far side of the room was a doorway, what was through that doorway was unknown to the cadets, but the area around it was open enough to their eyes. 

“Here’s what is going to happen today Cadets. You lot are going to put your training to use and learn how to shoot.”

Every one of them looked at her like she was mad, they all knew how to shoot. They’d been through basic after all.

“Now when I tell you you’re going to learn to shoot I mean how we do it here. Our way. In basic you learned how to fire a gun, but here you’re going to learn how to use that gun to save lives. The drills we run today are going to be to teach you how to cover your fellow squadmates. And how to flank an enemy.”

One of the recruits put his hand up and Sidonia face-palmed as she said, “You don’t need to raise your hand Bowen, this isn’t a bloody classroom.”

“Sir, we already know how to protect each other, and flank an enemy. What’s the difference here that we didn’t learn back at the academy?”

“Back at the academy how many people were in a squad with you?”

“Three plus me, Sir.”

“And that is the biggest difference.” She put her hands behind her back, shoulders back and her back went straight as a board. “Back at the academy they train you how they feel you’ll be best taught, they are training you to take on small groups of people, like you’ll be patrolling a city block rather than actually seeing combat. But here, I’ll be training you to work with eleven others, and to use that number to your advantage, so we can take out an entire base of terrorists.”

“A base?”

“I thought it was just a small group?”

“We actually get to fight them?”

Three people spoke up at once, all shocked by what she was saying. Being on Titan they came to believe the “insurrection” or the “terrorists” were just a small group of radicals who would be dealt with quickly and brutally. None of them could believe it was something much more, but with how the captain spoke Tiberius wondered just how large their group was.

“Calm down, calm down. First of all, yes, these terrorists are a larger problem then you were told because we don’t want everyday citizens to overreact and think they are all in danger. But yes, you will be training on a different scale. All of you were picked for this ship because we lost some good soldiers in our last skirmish with them.”

She began walking towards the far side of the line of cadets, “Now these rebels have their own small armada. And they need to be stopped before it can get any bigger. That is where you come in.”

She was looking at each as she passed when Tiberius called out, “How soon can we begin restoring peace?”

The question caught her off guard, she stumbled a bit over her words before saying, “That’s a very unique way to put it.”

He shook his head, he knew from what she’d said back in the brig that he would need to work better at controlling his gene, and that meant focusing on something important. “No, it’s really not because once we take down the leadership of these terrorists, whatever you want to call them, it’ll be like cutting the head off of a Terran snake. The body dies because there’s nothing left to tell it what to do. Then it’ll be easy clean up work to find the others and wipe out the smaller cells.”

Tiberius had everyone’s attention now, even Walsh was looking at him with surprise. It was as if he’d gone through a metamorphosis over the past two days.

“We can talk about killing them, but in reality what we are doing is restoring peace. Haven’t these people attacked public places? Killed innocents in their radical war?”

She nodded solemnly as she spoke, “Yes, there was a bombing at the recruiting center on Ipsol V just a week ago. Twelve military personnel were killed, and over two dozen citizens were murdered as well. If anything it’s driven more citizens to our recruitment centers on other worlds because they don’t want it to happen to their loved ones.”

Tiberius held his hand palm up and said. “There we do. If we can learn how to better fight them and take out their leadership, then this won’t happen again. We won’t have innocent civilians getting murdered because of some crazed man who thinks he knows better than our Emperor, or someone who doesn’t want to pay his taxes, or whatever the hell his reasoning is.”

Captain Sidonia noticed how he was rallying the troops and knew he was going to be a fine leader one day, and if he learned how to control his Berserker gene he’d be an even better field commander. She knew he was going to be great. “Any more questions? Good. Then get up here and I’ll pair you off. In my squad you each have a partner, that partner is going to become your best friend, your brother. You will bunk next to each other, you will train together, you will even eat together. Oh yes, don’t think your bunks are yours just yet.

“On that battlefield you will find that your partner will save your life, just as many times if not more than you save theirs. And with how rough it can get out there, you’ll need your partner to be your guardian angel.”

They walked forwards, and she began calling out names, the two soldiers would walk together to the spot she pointed to and wait for further orders. “Quintus, Bowen.”

It caught all three of them by surprise, Tiberius actually looked at them and smiled, trying to feign the happiness that they were already friendly and would become closer, like brothers. Everyone at their spots were murmuring back and forth, some small talk as they got to learn more about their new partner.

Captain Sidonia didn’t do this often, but with so many of her squad killed in the last battle and then losing some to another squad she needed to get everyone on the same page, needed them to all work together and become a well-oiled machine.

“Tiberius, Walsh.”

All of the murmuring stopped at once, it became so quiet you could hear a pin drop as they all waited to see what would transpire between the pair. Tiberius looked at Walsh and thought about what had happened the last time they were so close together and he walked up to Walsh. Sticking out his hand he said, “Bygones?” hoping for a clear slate, hoping they could work together. Hoping he wouldn’t have to do it all himself.

Walsh stood where he was and looked him over, then stuck out a hand to grasp his. “You got some balls greenie, you got some damned balls.” They shook hands and walked to the spot Captain Sidonia indicated and stood there looking at the rifles she pulled out.

They were Aritech pulse rifles, but as they looked closer they could see a red light that pulsed out of the bottom of the grip, an indication these were training rifles with their setting locked on stun sot hey couldn’t kill anyone on accident, nor could they puncture the hull of the giant ship and kill everyone on that deck.

She walked up to the cadets and pointed at the other side where there were holographic targets set up. “What you are going to do is charge to that other side and press the button, that will turn off the simulation. You will go in pairs, and only two pairs at a time. You will need cunning and teamwork to make it to the other side because those targets will shoot you once I press this button. If you get hit, you will feel a decent bit of pain, I’m not going to sugarcoat it, and it will drop you to the ground. Bowen and Quintus will start along with Tiberius and Walsh. On my mark!” Each of the four grabbed their weapons and looked down the sight. “Three…two…one, mark!”

Captain Sidonia pressed a button on the side of the shield and a second later two holobots walked out of the back room, each one displaying the projection that they were wearing clothes like the terrorists have been seen wearing. They each held the same type of rifle as the two pairs of recruits held. Each one looked so lifelike the cadets worried they wouldn’t be able to take the shot.

Each team started off with a sprint towards the targets when everything went to shit.

There was a grinding sound, like the hull was grating against some asteroids or something harder, and the whole ship shook. Each of them was knocked around and the targets began shooting at them as they fell, as if waiting for that moment. Tiberius landed against a barricade and jammed his shoulder into the hard surface, he dropped his rifle.

Walsh was right next to him and pulled his rifle up to fire, pulled the trigger and the rifle fired off a stun charge that hit its mark and dropped the target, but nothing shimmered like a normal hologram.

The other target fired at Bowen and hit him square in the chest, he dropped like a sack of potatoes and crumpled around his weapon. Captain Sidonia saw what looked like smoke curling up from the cadet and realized something was seriously wrong.

The holographic target turned and another three showed up from the back room and began firing on the cadets, and they weren’t ones she’d activated. The targets fired at the rocks where Tiberius and Walsh used for cover and the captain tried to press a button on the device that was fixed to her wrist, it was supposed to turn off the holograms and act as a dead man’s switch for the simulation.

But it didn’t stop, the simulation continued and the holobots turned their weapons on the transparent shield, firing at one spot. When their rounds hit the shield shuddered and she knew they weren’t using stun rounds. The shield turned black where the shots were landing which meant it would break soon.

“Cadets this isn’t a simulation! You need to get out of there!”

Tiberius looked at his partner and smiled, this was a good test for him and he felt his adrenaline sing through his body. “Let’s go kick some ass.”

Walsh nodded, “You take high, I’ll take low.” And they thumbed the switch on their rifles to burst, popped up from cover and aimed at the same targets. Squeezing their triggers they fired six stun rounds at the person, Tiberius covering his shoulders and head while Walsh covered the torso.

The person, it had to be a terrorist that was the only reason Tiberius could think of that they’d be attacking on a ship. The other two that had appeared aimed and fired their rifles at the cadets causing them to duck to keep their heads attached.

Captain Sidonia tried to raise the shield so she could help, but the blasted thing wouldn’t raise to allow her through. She watched as Quintus aimed at the first of the two firing on his mates and fired at the man’s head. His body convulsed and he fell into the other causing them to land in a pile of limbs.

“Shoot them again!” she cried out, actually feeling fear that these raw recruits would fail and she wouldn’t be able to protect them.

All three cadets fired three shots each into the pair laying in a heap and Tiberius looked back at the captain, “Sir, are there any bindings in the back room?”

She thought about it a second, her mind still catching up that the raw recruits took down four of the terrorists. “We keep some cable there in case one of the bots needs tied down for transport, why?”

“Walsh you grew up in gang territory, right?” the man nodded but his eyes never left the bodies splayed out in front of him, he had good intuition to keep his eyes on the enemies rather than assume they were out of the woods. “Do you know any good knots so they can’t escape?”

“Yeah, I know a few, I’ll go get the cable.”

“Quintus cover these four, I’ll back up Walsh.”

Before Quintus could say anything they were moving together into the back room searching for the rope to tie up the four men, and a knife to cut it so that Walsh could do the honors. Tiberius tried pressing the button there that was supposed to end the simulation, but the shield still didn’t raise.

When they got to the back room he found the cable easily enough and rushed back to Quintus and the unconscious men. Quickly they pulled lengths of cable and cut it, Tiberius passing the cable to Walsh while Quintus kept his weapon trained on the men. After all four were hogtied they were left next to the simulated rocks that just refused to dissipate.

“I’m going to rip the dressing off, have you guys noticed Bowen isn’t moving?” Quintus asked.

Both men nodded solemnly and it made Tiberius angry. Bowen didn’t do anything bad, if anything he was too nice sometimes. He did not deserve to go out this way, and these men were going to live, they were going to survive when Bowen wasn’t. It made his blood boil.

They walked to the body and saw he was in fact dead; his eyes wide open and milky, the hole in his torso the only evidence of what befell him. Tiberius was angry, he looked back at the men and he could see the one that had killed his friend. He stalked over to the man, intending to get justice.

“Cadet Vesper what are you doing?” the captain’s voice rang out stopping him in his tracks.

“Getting revenge for Cadet Bowen, Sir.” He replied matter-of-factly as he walked over and kicked the man in the stomach, his eyes popped open and he stared up at Tiberius. “You killed my friend.”

“You k—” the man never finished his sentence.

Tiberius was angry, he needed something akin to the norm for his mind to function right, he needed to kill the man who caused that norm to be disrupted. And he’d taken the knife from the bot room and found that justice. It stuck from the man’s throat, stabbed into his jugular and ripped across to sever his windpipe and vocal cords. His head was nearly severed by the movement. His eyes were red with anger.

He stood and looked back at his captain, she was standing in shock like the rest of the cadets at what he’d just done. “Sir, what do we do now?”

She stared at him a second before recovering herself and saying, “Now we have—”

The captain was cut off as another grinding sound echoed through the floor and everything shook as they heard what could only be called an explosion. The lights went out, emergency lights came on immediately and a voice called over the intercom, “All hands to battle stations. Repeat, all hands to battle stations.”

“Captain, what are we going to do?” Payton Oliver asked as she stood next to his partner, Ortiz.

Captain Sidonia grabbed two of the pistols that were laying out and set to stun, and gave a grim smile. “We are going to do a trial by fire and stun every single person who attacks us. You three,” she said looking at the trapped cadets, “In the back room there’s a way to get out of there, and you’ll end up in the bot repair bay. Get there quickly, but safely and we’ll met you there.”

“Sir!” Tiberius said as he led the other two into the bot room and looked around. It was a sort of maintenance room for the bots and such machinery, a hoversled even sat along one wall. There were some bots hanging from the ceiling that needed repairs, some that were decommissioned but not yet recycled. They looked around for a door like their captain talked about.

Walsh saw the piece of machinery that looked out of place int he room and walked up to it, “I think there’s something behind here. It looks like this hover table was moved here.”

The others walked to him and looked it over, the table was supposed to hover due to magnets, so it was easy to use. But the magnets had to have been removed or blocked somehow because it just sat on the floor and didn’t move when they pressed the button that should have released them.

The table itself was heavy enough the three of them together had a hard time moving it at all. The table itself was a mobile repair bay for smaller bots and got moved to and from some of the other sections of the ship on this level.

“How the hell are we getting this thing moved?” Quintus asked.

“I have an idea.” Walsh moved over to the far side of the room and got onto the hoversled. It was a long sled maybe seven feet long and half that wide with a slope at the front like a blade and a spot for the driver to step onto and controls to let them guide it. Once at the controls he pressed a button to reveal the magnets on the bottom of the sled and began moving it just a little to test it. Pressing another he retracted the magnets and it dropped to the floor. “We can try using this to lift it and then maybe we can see what’s back there.”

The trio got the sled down and with the slight gap between the legs of the table and where the magnets are supposed to be, they shoved the blade of the sled there. It took some doing, the three of them had to work in concert to shove the sled under because of how heavy the table was, thanks to all of its internal circuitry and repair arms.

Getting the sled under the table they all collapsed against it and breathed heavily from the exertion. Walsh got onto the back of the sled and pressed the button to reveal the magnets and the sled was able to lift the table by a whole two inches, two freaking inches!

The three of them stared at the space and knew the time they’d wasted here was time that the others were most likely to spend dying.




Chapter 6







“What the hell is happening Doyle?” Admiral Harcourt demanded as he stepped off of the lift and onto the bridge. He saw everyone at their stations, hands moving in a blur as they checked their instruments, checked their cams, some checking to see where the damage was, trying to see if it was external as well as internal.

His XO, Erika Doyle looked at him with a bit of worry in her eyes. “Sir, we were ambushed. A battlecruiser came out of nowhere and struck our port side, after an asteroid slammed into that same side. I feel it wasn’t a coincidence.”

“Sir, confirmation we have boarders.” The voice belonged to ensign Lowell who manned the security systems, he was checking the cams and his eyes were a blur as he switched between screens. “We also have fired on decks H and I, the fire containment systems are putting them out, but if we get hit there again we’ll be breached.”

“Fuck. Those bloody terrorists are going to die, today. Marshal the soldiers, have them search deck to deck and clear the ship. I want those rebels taken alive and brought to the brig. We need to interrogate them and find out if they are alone or if there’s a snake aboard our ship.”

“Sir, enemy ship has us in target lock.” His radar technician said.

“Weaps, do you have a solution?”

“Yes sir, I’ve targeted their engines.” The weapons specialist, Tristan Mellan, said. He held his finger over the button that would launch their torpedoes and another finger over the button that would fire their particle beam cannon, the finishing touch on most ship to ship battles.

“Fire at will!” the Admiral yelled not wanting to pull any punches.

Tristan fired the torpedoes first and waited for them to be far enough away before charging up the particle beam cannon. Each of the weapons was dangerous in its own right, but using the particle beam cannon was nigh on overkill in most skirmishes.

The torpedoes would impact their enemies engines, causing enough damage to the ship that it would stutter to a stop. As they all watched the main screen at the front of the command deck they saw the enemies navigations officer pulled them far enough away that the torpedoes didn’t impact on the engines so much as reached their apex and exploded near them.

From the maneuver and the explosion the ship was just a hairsbreadth farther to the side and when the particle cannon fired it only sheared off one of the external wings of the ship, but didn’t do any real damage to it. Certainly nothing that would stop the enemy from continuing their engagement.

“Sir, they are locking targets again.”

“Fire rail guns, prep the gauss cannons and antiaircraft turrets. I want the ‘Hawks ready to launch on my mark.” As he called out the orders there were members of the bridge crew relaying said orders to the appropriate persons.

“Sir, they are charging weapons.” His radar tech, Ellis Cole called out.

“Bring up the shield, lets give them a show.” The Admiral said.

The enemy ship, a thing of beauty when in the right hands, drifted in space closer to them. It was a former Terran Imperial ship, one that had been boarded and taken, he guessed, just like they were trying to do to the Integrity. It’s main cannons glowed a hot red as energy built in the weapons and just as quickly it was launched across the void of space at them. The red hot energy impacted the front of the Integrity, but the ship didn’t budge.

At the last second Tristan powered up the shield at the bow of the ship and it absorbed the blast from both of the enemy ships forward cannons. The crew let out a cry of joy before one of the officers called out to the Admiral.

“Sir, the enemy ship has been identified. It’s the— my gods —Sir, it’s the Infineon.”

“That ship belongs to Captain Brewster, why the hell is it attacking us?” The XO asked.

“Either Brewster’s defected, or he’s been replaced.” Admiral Harcourt said as he took a seat in the captains’ chair and began gripping the arms of the seat tightly, a tick he had when he was angry. “Coms, hail that ship.”

“Aye, aye Sir.” Emma Hart said as her fingers flew over the controls and the Admiral shifted in his seat. “I got them, Sir, on screen now.”

The forward section of the bridge changed as the monitor showing them the outside turned into an image of a bearded man in his late forties with a slash over his right cheek. He wore a green uniform with red stripes down his arms and an insignia on each shoulder. On his head he wore a thick hat similar to what the Admiral had seen in the old video records that men from the colder climates would wear.

He wondered briefly if the man was from Pluto or another frozen wasteland that was being mined to it’s very core for the valuable resources.

“Who the hell are you, and why are you aboard the bridge of the Infineon?” he demanded.

The man mimed being struck, like he’d been slapped harshly and said, “Oh, Admiral Harcourt you wound me. Surely you know why I am in command of this wonderful vessel. I took it.” The man had a sneer on his face now. “Just as I’m going to take your ship, and do the same thing to you that I ddi to poor old Captain Brewster. Launch you into space and leave you there like the piece of gutter trash you are.”

Anger clouded the Admiral’s face at the words. He’d known Captain Brewster for years, they’d gone through basic together, and to be told he was gutter trash from some backworld man who hadn’t seen a razor or dentist in years made his hackles rise.

Admiral Harcourt pressed a button on his armrest to cut off the video feed and everyone looked at him, a mixture of fear and admiration. Admiration that he’d heard that about his friend and it hadn’t seemed to face him in the least. Fear because they knew what he would order be done to the Infineon would be that much worse.

“There is no saving that ship now. Prepare a ship killer.”




—




Captain Sidonia led her squad through the ship looking for anyone else she didn’t recognize. If there were already four of the terrorists on board posing as TIN personnel, there could be more than a dozen or even close to a hundred more. They really weren’t sure how many were in their organization, it was hard to get a handle on it when they didn’t exactly keep records and the few cells they took out were so compartmentalized they didn’t even know who their real leader was.

She had her pistols drawn and was ready to shoot anyone she was even remotely suspicious of, at least they were on stun and not kill. Rounding a corner she saw a pair of ship security personnel whom she recognized. “We’re in luck, we just found some guys to help us clear this section.” She kept her squad behind her as she called around the corner, “Ensign Mason, Ensign Victor.”

Both men spun on her and had their rifles aimed at her, but kept their fingers away from the triggers. “Identify yourself!” Ensign Mason called out.

“It’s just me men, stand down already.”

“Sorry Cap, just a little jumpy with us being boarded and all.”

“Yeah, with reports of boarders and all of us being told to get to battle stations, well it gets you a little adrenaline rush going.” Ensign Victor commented.

She nodded, “I understand boys, I’ve seen my fair share of combat, but if I remember right you two haven’t had much combat experience have you?”” they both shook their heads and she frowned. “Damnit, not many from my squad have real experience. We all move together then, I have three more of my squad heading for the armory on this deck, we need to meet them there.”

“That sounds great Cap, we’ll bring up the rear.” Mason said as he and Ensign Victor moved to the side to let them go first.

She knew they were both good cadets, but there weren’t a whole lot of big wars for them to fight in so they had only really dealt with small uprisings from cults and such that thought they knew better than the Imperial Emperor. But both cadets had been there for at least a four year tour.

“We got the area cleared up to the next bulkhead Cap.” Mason said.

“Then lets get a move on.” She replied and took the lead, she kept her pistols drawn and aimed forward. Checking around each corner as she led them through to the next bulkhead, when she waived her hand over the activation stud the doors slid apart and they heard a weapon discharge. The same type that came from the old fashioned slug throwers, the type that fired ballistic ammunition rather than the advanced plasma and hard light energy weapons that were commonplace in the Terran military.

She signaled to the rest of her squad to stay where they were. She kept Cadet Oliver next to her and leaned in close, “Keep your weapons at the ready, whoever is using those ancient weapons is our enemy, and we will capture them.” The girl nodded and held her rifle up, but pointed away from her captain. Sidonia looked back at the others and they all nodded, ready for what was to come as they kept their weapons at the ready as well.

As she led them forward with their weapons held high, she took in the scene before her. There were three men using slug throwers, each one was the same height and build, and they were all wearing green uniforms with a red stripe going down each arm and leg, and their arms were an anvil insignia with a star behind it. She filed that bit of information away for later review.

On the floor she saw two men in Terran navy attire, their hands were bound behind their backs and they were executed in cold blood.

Captain Sidonia saw red, she aimed at them before they could turn around and each of her squad did the same as she called out, “fire.” And each one fired at one of the men, who was just turning as the stun rounds slammed into them at full speed and they were knocked down.

The pair fell to the floor unconscious and their guns went skidding away from them as she rushed to their sides, guns still trained on them.

Ensign Mason walked up to the two dead soldiers and bent down to read their dog tags, the exit wounds of the slug throwers made a facial identification a no go. “Fuck. They killed two PFCs, Billingsby and Ryder. Fucking animals!” he hauled off and kicked the one in the head hard enough to flip his body.

“Wait, Erik Ryder?” Cadet Oliver asked, when he nodded she got a dark look on her face, “He was my brother-in-law.

Captain Sidonia stared at the dead men for a second too long and Cadet Oliver found the one who stood behind Ryder and stomped on his crotch, they could all hear a crunch and the men present cupped themselves out of subconscious pity for the man.

Oliver wasn’t done there as she stomped on his kneecap and broke it, then aimed for the other side as he was coming around from the pain and as she slammed her foot down on the other knee she shattered it as well. His eyes caught hers and for a second she smiled, “You killed my family you sonofabitch!” and she stomped with all of her might on his crotch again and he passed out from the pain.

Sidonia grabbed the girl and held her close, “Ensigns restrain her.” She looked at Oliver with compassion and sorrow. “If we start killing these men when they are so vulnerable, we are no better than they are. Do you really want to be like them?”

“I want his head on a stake, and I want to be the one to do it! That fucking animal doesn’t deserve to breathe the same air as we do!” she fought their hold and almost got away with it until Captain Sidonia grabbed her hand and put her pistol in it. “This won’t do anything but stun him, it’s worthless!” she screamed.

“Aim for his heart, not center mass, his heart.” She looked at the captain for a second and even the two ensigns looked at her surprised. “Hit him there three times and you’ll cause a heart attack that will kill him. I refuse to dishonor these soldiers bodies by having more blood spilled on them, but this way you can get some closure.”

Oliver looked back at the gun in her hand and thought about it. Faced with a way to actually kill the enemy could she really do it? A moment of indecision was all she needed, she walked up to the body and pressed the muzzle to his chest, she was about to pull the trigger when her captain placed a hand on her shoulder.

“You need to keep something in mind before you do this, child. Once you take a life you will never be the same. Either you will be so haunted by it that you won’t sleep right and drink, or do worse for the rest of your days just trying to forget. Or you’ll get a taste for it and never stop. Think about that before you end his life. If you can live with the consequences then do it.”

Cadet Oliver looked at Captain Sidonia for a few seconds, then back at the man lying unconscious on the floor. She thought hard, would she be able to live with what she was about to do? Then she saw her sister’s face and knew how Erik’s death would effect her and she had her answer.

Reaching forward she ripped his shirt open and fired the pistol into his chest, over and over again. She knew she fired more than three times, but less than a dozen. She just kept firing until her tears at the act and her arm, grew tired. She dropped the gun and fell onto her brother-in-law’s body crying into his shoulder.

Captain Sidonia looked at her and frowned, she knew the girl’s type and it wouldn’t be pretty from here on out. She’d need sent to a desk job of some sort because now she’d be too haunted to do her job properly. Walking up to her Sidonia put a hand on her shoulder and she looked up at her. “I’m sorry you felt you had to kill him, you know our Admiral would never have left him live, right?”

The girl nodded and tried to talk through tear stained hands, her voice was muffled enough it was hard for Sidonia to hear, and she had to lean closer.

“But he wouldn’t have let me kill him myself.”




—




Tiberius walked with his squadmates flanking him, the table had been concealing the door that led them to freedom. It felt like hours they’d been walking the catwalks and back alleys of the ship heading for the armory, he only hoped that the captain and the rest of their squad made it safely.

“There’s something up ahead.” Quintus called out.

“What did you fine?” Tiberius asked.

They moved closer and saw it was a small doorway, they had to duck to get through it, the maintenance shafts were smaller than normal since they used bots to do most of the repairs, and if they needed controlling the person usually stayed in one place and controlled them via remote. The back alley of the ship was starting to get to Tiberius and he hoped it was a door to the armory.

Walking up to it he pressed the button to slide the doors apart.

Outside in the hallway he saw the door to the armory, it was closed still but it was there and within sprinting distance. They moved quickly to the other side and heard scuffling down the corridor. Pressing a hand to the small panel placed to the side of the door they waited for it to open, but it made a strange “bonk” sound at them and remained closed.

He tried it a couple more times, each time it made the same sound and continued to remain closed. Tiberius realized what was wrong with the palm scanner, his prints weren’t in the system yet! Cursing their luck he said, “Walsh—”

But the man moved quicker than he did and was pressing his hand to the pad, it beeped and glowed green before the door started to slide open as he shoved both Tiberius and Quintus inside. Pressing his thumb again the doors closed silently and he let out a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad these things are biometrically protected. Those assholes won’t be able to get in here now.”

“That’s what we always thought about the ship itself though and they managed to get people aboard.” Quintus pointed out.

“We can’t worry about that now, we need to arm ourselves.” Tiberius said as he began looking at the weapon racks around them. Each deck had it’s own armory and the one on F deck was equipped with the same weaponry as the others.

“Wait, you want to go kill them now instead of using the stun rounds?” Quintus asked him flabbergasted at his change in morals.

“They killed our mate, Bowen did nothing except try to run a simulation and they murdered him without a second thought. Why should I think twice about exterminating the rats?” he asked, the venom in his voice made both men think twice about what Tiberius was going through.

“Did you stop being human kid? Isn’t there a shred of humanity left in you?” Walsh demanded, he looked scared because he hadn’t had to kill anyone yet, he wished he could get a cushy patrol job, but that wasn’t in the cards for him. He’d seen what had happened to his friends when they had to kill and weren’t ready for it. One was still silent almost a year later. He’d completely shut down emotionally and while it wasn’t good for himself, it made him a valuable soldier because he didn’t think about killing anymore, he enjoyed it.

“I mean…this is a person we are talking about here, not some deer you shoot in the woods, or that your servant shot so you can claim to be a big man. This is an actual living, breathing human being who you’re talking about killing!” Walsh was starting to lose his cool, he knew the terrorists would continue until they were all killed, or imprisoned. But he could still hold onto some hope that they were just imprisoned and not killed, right?

Tiberius looked around the room at the racks of guns and ammunition. There was a plethora of pulse rifles, and hard light pistols that looked futuristic even to him, he was used to the civilian weapons used for hunting, they were slug throwers, lightyears away from military standards. He began picking up a pistol and holder that he attached to his right thigh. “Look, it’s simple to me. They need to be killed in order to keep us all safe. If that means I have to be the one to do that then fine. But they killed one f our squad and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let them get away with it.”

He checked the battery pack for the rifle and found it was full, grabbed a couple extra batteries and tried to figure out where to stash them on his body when he saw the vests hanging on the wall. They were the MOLLE vests and he set the rifle down, pulled on a vest and clipped it in place and felt the heaviness of it.

Stashing a couple mags for his pistol and a few more batteries for the rifle in the various pockets he stared at his comrades and said. “Lets go kill some terrorists.”




Chapter 7







Admiral Harcourt was antsy to say the least, he wanted the enemy ship destroyed, obliterated. He wanted his friend’s death avenged. And he wanted it done now. Just the thought that some terrorist was sitting in the command chair of one of the Imperium's battlecruisers made his skin crawl. “Is the ship killer ready yet?”

“Thirty seconds sir, it’s moving as fast as it can.” The weapons officer said, hoping it would placate him.

His XO even commented, “Sir, are you sure you want to do this? You know the ship killers can cause enough radiation from the detonation that we could be hit with it.” She hoped he would see reason, with their ship nearly hulled they couldn’t risk any more damage to the outside. If they did they might end up floating in space for eternity.

“Of course I know, that’s why as soon as we see it hit we’ll be gone. I want the void-drives warmed up and we will be long gone by the time the blast hits where we’re sitting right now.”

“Sir, jumping to void-space that close to an explosion of this magnitude, it’s very risky. We may not make it to void-space before the blast wave hits us.”

Admiral Harcourt looked over his entire bridge crew and smiled. “If we don’t, if we die here, then we take that sonofabitch with us, and I can’t think of a better crew to have served beside.” He stood and saluted them all, an act that was out of character for the three-star Admiral. Each of his bridge crew saluted back and when he’d finished he sat back in his command chair. “Have the repair droids start working on the hull, what they can’t repair we’ll get done soon enough.”

The crew went back to their consoles as Ensign Mellan said, “Sir, ship killer is ready, are you sure you want to use it?” it was risky to question the Admiral’s orders, but if there was such a time to do it, that was now.

The Admiral nodded to him. “Fire.”

Pressing the button the ship shuddered as the missile was launched, and Ensign Mellan hoped he hadn’t just doomed them all. The missile was small by comparison to its force, the weapon could deliver a full megaton of nuclear energy, enough to incinerate the ship and everyone aboard it. It was meant to be a weapon of last resort.

But in this case, it was meant to be a statement of power from the Imperium to the rebellious terrorists.

The missile moved in closer, soaring through space quickly approaching it’s target, none of the crew was sure if the Infineon’s systems just weren’t showing the warhead on approach or if there was something more sinister going on here.

Just before it would have impacted the enemy ship they tried to put the Infineon’s shields up, but that would never have been enough to stop the awesome might of the warhead. There was a bright, white-hot light and the navigations officers, Lieutenant Junior Joshua Brown, pressed the button to send them to void-space and the entire ship went forward, disappearing from sight as it entered the void between galaxies, their destination awaiting them.




—




The trio of recruits left the armory fully kitted out.

Tiberius with a pulse rifle, a hard light pistol, battery packs for each, and a pulse knife; it was just like a regular KA-BAR except the blade emitted a silhouette of energy when the activation stud was pressed which allowed it to cut through nearly any metal.

Quintus had an auto rifle that worked on old school ballistic ammo but had a higher rate of fire than the pulse weapons did. It wasn’t recommended to use ballistic weapons aboard a ship, but when it came to being sure they put their enemies down, he was willing to risk it. On his back he carried another loop of ammunition for it and he carried the weapon with both hands, on on the grip, the other on the front grip so he could use it like it was meant to be used.

And finally, Walsh rounded out the small fireteam with two hard light handguns he kept aimed ahead of him, just in case.

Tiberius thought back to their discussion inside the armory and said, “We need to have a way to distinguish between friend and foe. Especially if they are dressed in our uniforms. Being new here, Walsh I think you have the most knowledge of who’s aboard this ship.”

“Well if they are wearing our uniforms I say we just ask for their serial number.” Quintus interjected.

“That won’t work.” Walsh replied. “If they’ve made it onto our ship they’ve probably prepared for us to make the mistake of not firing first. They probably have a few serial numbers memorized that they could use in an instant.”

“Then that’s what we do.” Tiberius said matter-of-factly.

“What? Fire on them first and hope that they aren’t our people?” Walsh asked appalled.

“No, but it gives me an idea.”

They walked down one corridor and heard the sound of combat boots on steel. Tiberius took a hand from his rifle and gestured for silence before returning it to the rifle. As the trio moved to either side of the corridor the sound intensified, their weapons were aimed down the corridor towards the sound.

Walsh saw it first, a shock of red hair and he called out, “Captain Sidonia!”

The people at the other end of the corridor stopped, and the other two members saw their captain finally. 

They lowered their weapons to the floor as she brought the rest of their squad to meet up with them. The trio noticed two new additions at the end of the line and looked at her. “Ensigns Mason and Victor, good mean. Terran men.”

It was all the explanation Tiberius needed to salute the men.

“Damn cadets, I wasn’t expecting you to be fully kitted out. Who took the initiative for this?”

“Tiberius, Sir. Crazy sonofabitch wanted to get real weapons, said it was only fair we kill them since they have no problems killing us.” Walsh said, and Tiberius wasn’t sure if he was trying to get him in trouble for his words, or just was that angry with how easily he thought it’d be to kill someone.

“Good work Tiberius. I’m impressed.”

The ship shuddered and lurched as they all stumbled for a second before the Admiral’s voice came over the coms. “We’ve entered void-space, to any terrorists left alive you should know we’ve destroyed your ship with a nuke, and we have confirmation it’s been atomized. Give up now, give us any information we want and I promise you will not be tortured or harmed. But if you resist you will pay.”

“Well damn, the Admiral’s a lot more accommodating than I would be.” One of the new additions, Ensign Victor said.

“He’s doing his job, being the diplomat and making promises to accomplish the goals of the Imperium. I promise you Mason, he’s seething and he’s out for blood.” She looked him right in the eye and said, “Didn’t you hear him just say he authorized the nuke to take care of the enemy ship? That’s not something our Admiral does lightly.”

“So, if we see any of these insects we have to give them amnesty until they attack us? That’s ridiculous!” Ensign Oliver said with tears staining her cheeks, Tiberius wondered what had caused the crying, and if it was something important or something only she thought was important.

“If these rebels are anything like the ones that rose up on Lao, they’ll give us plenty of reasons to attack them after they ‘surrender’.” Captain Sidonia said reassuringly as she brought up the most recent attack from the news. She walked to Tiberius and said, “Cadet Vesper, you’ll follow me as we check the rest of this deck and then head to the next. I haven’t heard any reports from the other decks and that worries me. It’s a total coms blackout right now, which means we’ll be going in blind.”

He came to attention and said “Yes Sir.” Before falling in line and leading the way with her behind himself, and Cadets Walsh and Claudianus.

They cleared the rest of the section they were in and headed for one of the bulkheads that opened to the aft of the ship, one that was supposed to be sealed unless being used so if the ship took damage on either side the other was still pressurized.

Sidonia walked up to it and pressed her palm to the reader, stepped back and waited. On either side of the door were the rest of the squad while Mason and Victor stood to her left, and Vesper, Walsh and Claudianus were on her right. Their weapons were at the ready and when the doors hissed letting them know it was about to open they tightened their grips.

The door slid open and one of the crew from that side looked at them in shock, he had his weapon drawn as well, “Holy shit, you’re alive!” he said.

“Alive? Are there many dead on your side of the ship?” she asked and he nodded solemnly. “How many did we lose before the boarders were killed?”

“I’m the last of my squad, the rest were killed when they came over, they were nearby when the ship slammed into our hull and cut through, so they were the first to engage and I only survived because I was in the head.”

“Are you fucking serious?” Walsh demanded accusingly. “You really expect us to believe that fucking story?”

“Hey, it’s the godsdamned truth! ‘Sides who the hell are you to accuse me?” the man was agitated that was for sure.

He stepped towards them and Captain Sidonia pressed her pistol to the man’s forehead. “I don’t recognize you boy, and I know everyone on this ship. What’s your name and serial?”

The man looked at her and it was visible just how uncomfortable he was. “My name is Roger Jones, my rank is Petty Officer First Class. My service number is three five eight-”

“Get on your knees.” She kept her gun aimed at his forehead and his eyes went wide. “Walsh, name and service number.”

“Sir, Maddox Walsh, eight eight three five three zero two eight five one, sir!” he belted it out at attention and she smiled at the man in front of them.

“You see that? That’s a soldier I don’t have to worry about, he’s a true Terran Navy sailor. You’re an impostor.”

He began raising his hands in surrender and she motioned for Walsh and Vesper to restrain him.

“No, no! I’m one of you I swear, I just have a hard time remembering my number. I was just stationed here from Titan, I’m brand new so you wouldn’t remember yet Captain. Please!” he was pleading and she looked at him with even more disgust than before. Walsh and Tiberius had their weapons holstered and the man was trying to grab at Walsh’s handgun, pulling at it just before shoving him into Captain Sidonia, trying to escape the corridor and make it to some semblance of safety.

Tiberius had his rifle unslung from his back and sighted him quickly. Squeezing the trigger he sent a round tearing through the man’s right calf, he fell screaming to the steel floor grabbing at his leg and screaming obscenities at them all.

“Damned good shot Cadet Vesper. Now cuff him Mason”

“Cap, why didn’t you have one of us restrain him?” Cadet Victor asked as Mason and Walsh rushed the man and slapped zip cuffs on his wrists, hefted him to his feet and pulled him along towards them.

“Because it was the perfect way to test him. If he gave up, he was most likely one of us that was new and just freaked out because of the situation, because he’d never been through something like this before. But if he fought then he gave us the excuse to use force to detain him.”

When the terrorist was brought over to them she looked at him and he spit in her face, “You’ll lose this war you Terran pig.”

She smiled at him and said, “I guess we will just have to wait and see. I don’t think you’ll live to see the end of this little rebellion of yours thought.” She said and hit him with a right hook that cranked his head to the side and back, his jaw went slack and blood flew from his mouth, but he stayed conscious.

His eyes went wide, like he hadn’t thought about the fact he could be dead soon when her radio squawked and she nearly jumped out of her skin at the unexpected sound. “Does anybody copy? I repeat is anyone there?”

She looked at the shock on the terrorists face and knew he had something to do with what was happening o the radios. “That’s why we couldn’t hear anything on the short waves, you lot put some scramblers up didn’t you? Then the crew wouldn’t hear anything and then send more people to find out what was going on…Put him in the maintenance closet over there, make sure his wound is plugged up, so he doesn’t bleed to death.”

She pressed the button on her radio she spoke into it. “This is Captain Sidonia, who am I speaking with?”

They carried him over and opened the door, he was still cuffed, but Cadet Vesper hauled back and punched him square in the jaw, right on the button and he dropped to the ground out cold, his jaw hanging awkwardly. “Sorry, left my stun gun back in the armory.” He said to Mason with a smile.

Payton Oliver walked up to him and fired twice at the man’s head and his body jerked quickly as if seizing and went still.

“What the hell!” Mason called out.

“They all deserve to die. All of them.” She walked away and they knew the prisoner would be quiet now, if he was even still alive from those shots to the head.

“This is First Lieutenant Watson,” the voice said as it came over Captain Sidonia’s handheld. “Thank the gods, I didn’t think I was going to hear anything on this thing. Have you encountered any of the boarders?”

“My squad has encountered eight of them, seven are in custody.” There was some excitement over the radio and she continued. “They had the short-wave radios jammed somehow, until I opened the door to this section of the ship, I couldn’t hear anything over the radio.”

“Well damn. So, they have some intelligence on our ship then.”

“This is Admiral Harcourt,” his voice came over the radios and cut everyone off. “I have confirmation from eight of my squads that there are boarders who have been captured, or killed, after my message was sent out. I do believe we have them all accounted for. Any teams who find the jamming devices they have put into effect on each deck is to disable and retrieve the devices.”

“Have you located the one on your end Captain?” the First Lieutenant asked her.

“Not yet, you look for the one on your end, it’ll be something that doesn’t fit in with the rest of the ship. I’ll com you when I find ours.”




—




Captain Sidonia led her squad through the bulkheads as they searched for more terrorists, and more bodies. It was a sad day when Imperial soldiers were killed the way Billingsby and Ryder were killed, hands cuffed behind them and shot execution style.

She needed to find the signal scrambler and make sure they caught any other intruders aboard ship. After reuniting with Tiberius and his little group they were even more powerful, even more concentrated on removing the filth that was aboard the ship. And they were going to do it the right way.

After passing through the second bulkhead they kept their weapons at the ready, eager yet slightly frightened for what would be around each corner. In this section of the ship the lights weren’t working correctly. Instead of the bright steel corridor around them it was dark with shadows, and they couldn’t tell if any of the dark spots they’d seen were from blaster fire, or from just having shadows there.

Captain Sidonia walked to a sanitary closet on the right side of the hallway and motioned for two of the squad to cover her while the others moved into position to cover both ends of the corridor.

Pressing the doorknob the closet door swung open and she saw the missing troopers from this section. They were thrown in the closet like trash, dead and gone, but their bodies weren’t even taken care of right. They weren’t put to rest like the warriors they were. And that was what pissed her off the most.

Tiberius walked up to see the soldiers and she heard how tight he gripped his pulse rifle. “They are going to pay for this. Every one of them, that had anything to do with this attack.”

She couldn’t be sure if he was talking to her, or to himself. Either way she was ready for this to be over. The Rising Anvil terrorist organization had shown up as a small group of fanatics that protested the Emperor’s rules, and they transformed into a group that attacked smaller outposts at the edge of Imperial space. But they never attacked a ship like this before. They were getting more brazen and ballsy than she’d ever expected them to.

“Fire!”

The voice came from somewhere down the hall from them, all of the soldiers turned towards the sound and saw men rushing them wearing a green uniform, nothing like the uniforms of the Terran Navy.

Captain Sidonia was angry, she was ready for some revenge. She turned towards them and called to the rest of her squad. “Weapons free.” And then all hell broke loose.

Tiberius aimed down his sight and saw one of the eight men rushing them and fired, his rifle set to burst, and he took the first one in the face with three rounds. His head exploded in a pinkish cloud as he dropped. The one next to him stumbled a step before he took four rounds to the chest from Sidonia’s stun pistols and dropped a step away from his dead comrade.

The other soldiers next to the pair unloaded on the group of terrorists. Echos filled the corridor as the rapport of firearms mixed from both sides, each one hoping to down everyone on their enemies side before they lost too many of their brothers. But the Imperial soldiers were trained for this, the terrorists were just a ragtag band as far as fighting men were concerned.

As the bullets and hard light rounds filled the air it felt like time had slowed to a crawl. Tiberius caught a round in the chest that knocked him back and hurt like hell, but he had the vest on, the microgel in the vest absorbed the impact, it felt like he was punched by a man twice Walsh’s size, but it wasn’t enough to fully stop him.

Walsh and Quintus were at his side, they unloaded on the man who’d shot him and his body erupted with plumes of red coming from every bullet wound. The man dropped and there wasn’t enough of him to say he looked like Swiss cheese.

Two of their members were downed by the gunfire from the enemy. Ensigns Victor and Mason took rounds from the terrorists, each one downed from headshots. It only made Captain Sidonia angrier and made her want to end the whole group.

Three men were left, three who laid down their weapons and held their hands outstretched, “Please, mercy! We surrender.” One mane called as he dropped to his knees, the other two followed suit.

“Cap…” Walsh said as she kept her guns trained on the men.

“You will answer for these deaths. You will answer our questions.” She didn’t wait for them to nod in agreement, she just shot them with her sun pistols and dropped the three quickly. “Tie them up, we’ll throw them in the closet.”

Walsh, Tiberius and Quintus each grabbed one of the men and dragged them to the closet, threw them in, unceremoniously, and shut the door.

“Lets keep going, we have to find the device before we can get out of here.” She said as she drove them forwards, drove them to find the scrambler. They moved through the corridors for another five minutes before coming to the engine room, somewhere they’d have to be careful firing any weapons in. But they couldn’t hear anyone which was odd. There should have been a few crewmen here keeping the engine running smoothly.

The conductors, and coils looked to enormous inside. There wasn’t anyone around that they could see, but as Captain Sidonia took them up to one of the catwalks she found the device sitting in the middle of a platform that one of the catwalks connected to. She couldn’t help but feel something was wrong since there was no one around, why would they put a device here and not guard it?

It was about a foot tall, cylindrical, and had three blinking red lights on what she could only assume was the front of it. There were three small spokes that acted as legs to hold it upright and keep it stable.

Tiberius looked at the device and back at the captain, “What do we do now? Disable it? Leave it where it is?”

She answered by shooting the device with both pistols repeatedly. The device sputtered sparks and it dropped sideways to the platform. “We try contacting the First Lieutenant again, see if he’s able to respond.” She pulled out the radio and said “First Lieutenant, are you there? This is Captain Sidonia of fifth squad.”

His voice came over the radio a couple seconds later. “Its good to hear your voice, Sir. Have you apprehended any more terrorists?”

“Three more, we also lost two of our own in doing so.”

There was a pause on the other side of the line before he came back and said, “I’m sorry for your loss Captain, we’ll make sure their bodies are laid to rest.” He was silent for another few seconds before coming back on the radio, “I have great news. The Admiral has received reports that the rest of the ship’s been cleared of borders. I’m sending a few soldiers to you now, where are you exactly?”

She talked to him a few more minutes before they heard boots on the ground and heard someone’s voice call out over the radio.

“Captain Sidonia, we’re friendly.” She motioned to the others and they lowered their weapons. 

It was hard going, but they got back to the corridor where they’d lost the two Ensigns and picked up their bodies to carry fireman style, while the new four man fireteam grabbed the three unconscious terrorists and had to fight the urge to kill them for the loyal soldiers that weren’t even at fault, they were just in the wrong place, at the wrong time.

They walked to the brig with all three of the prisoners, all of them wanted to kill the men just to have some sort of justice for their fallen brothers. The brig was just as terrifying as Tiberius remembered and he wished there was something he could do to try to help his friends now. But he couldn’t think of anything, other than just being there for them.

Once the prisoners were locked in their cell, just one, they were forced to deal with three people per cell. And that was per the Admiral’s orders, which really surprised them all.

After they were locked in the cadets took their fallen brothers bodies to the infirmary, there they’d be transferred to their morgue and their bodies sent into space for their funeral. It took a couple hours for the bodies from each side to be gathered up and brought to the morgue for their burial. The cleaning crews were working double time trying to clean up the blood and gore from the pristine walls.

And Tiberius and his bunkmates were back in their room. “I know, this is going to sound crazy but try to sleep at least an hour before we get to our next destination. It’s hard, but it’ll help you process everything. Trust me.” Captain Sidonia told them as she left them to their rest, she hoped there was plenty of time before they reached whatever their next destination was.




—




The ship moved through space, through the space between universes known to all as the void. Admiral Harcourt hated how many soldiers he’d lost to the terrorists, and just after getting their reinforcements from Titan, now he had to hope that he had enough time to get the ship repaired before arriving at Neo Victoria in just a few days.

Since the borders attacked them it had been hell aboard the ship. The Admiral had to send twenty Terran Navy bodies into the void of space for their funerals. He’d seen the effect it had on the men and women as they went about their drills the day following the attack and they were just going through the motions. 

Exiting void-space the Integrity arrived at one of the Imperium’s many space stations, the Orion station was one of the largest of it’s kind, and it was only two day’s flight from Jupiter where they’d be picking up the rest of their compliment, and they’d need to find a relay station to message Old Terra and try to get the rest of their crew manifest filled.

It had enough room to allow eight battlecruisers to dock at once, it looked like a spindle with spines protruding from it for the ships to dock. Around the station were a pair of patrol ships that helped anyone who jumped in system to dock safely.

“Transmit Identification credentials now.” Came over the bridge’s coms, along with the station locking onto them and the pair of patrol ships moving in for an escort duty. They were stripped down versions of the Stormraptor fighters the navy used for ship to ship combat.

“This is Fleet Admiral Harcourt aboard the TIN Integrity, we’re requesting a berth and repairs.” He said as he held the coms button on his armrest.

A person came on screen wearing civilian clothes and saluting the Admiral. “Sir, I am Administrator Rhua, I am in charge of this installation, please dock with berth seven and I will see to it your ship gets everything it needs.” He said as he then bowed to the Admiral.

“Thank you Administrator, you’re a credit to the Imperium.” He said, a little bit of brown nosing was never a bad thing when it came to anyone in a position of power. Even one as insignificant as Administrator of a space station.

The screen went blank and the ship moved into docking procedures, even the patrol ships moved away from the Integrity, which seemed odd to the Admiral who normally was a strict by the book procedural man. He knew that this was one thing he’d have a conversation with the Administrator about. That and the threat of the rebels gaining more of a foothold in Imperium controlled space.

The Admiral got up from his chair and made his way to the lift, so he could reach the brig before they docked completely. “XO you’ve got the bridge.” He took the lift deep down into the bowels of the ship and headed for the brig to meet with the rebels that his crew had captured, even though he didn’t want to he would keep his word and ensure they were left along. But only if they answered his questions.

He arrived at the cells with almost a half hour until they started to dock with the Orion, that meant he had plenty of time for them to answer some questions. He stared at all seven of the prisoners from the bow of the ship. There was another cell holding three more from the aft. And security personnel in the medical bay with two who were just wounded, one in critical condition and Dr. Dvorak wasn’t sure the patient would survive.

“Who else is with you?” he demanded of the first prisoner.

The man spit at the Admiral and sneered. “I’ll never tell you you gutter trash.”

“What is your name?” the Admiral asked him, and again the man spit at him. The others in the cell followed suit and refused to even look at him. Turning around the admiral said “Get the information out of one of them. I only need one alive to verify the information is accurate.” And left.

He could hear the moans of the other captives as they watched one of the soldiers walk closer to the one who’d refused to answer. He knew it meant the man would be tortured, horribly and probably would die from it. He didn’t want to think about it right now because he needed all the information he could get so they could stop the terrorists that were killing the loyal Imperials. And he would get that information by any means necessary.

It wouldn’t be long until the man cracked or one of his compatriots did and then Harcourt would have all fo the information he needed. And then he could make sure the terrorists were dealt with, permanently.

His com beeped and he pressed a finger to his era to hear who was trying to get a hold of him. “Go ahead.”

“Sir, we are docked and ready to begin repairs. Administrator Rhua is extending an invitation for you to meet with him for a dinner.

He rolled his eyes more, it was time to deal with a kiss ass that he would end up wanting to stab. “Very well, I’ll meet him in a few minutes.” He started towards the bridge and stopped, pressed the com at his ear and spoke. “XO, apparently that boot licker wants to have a dinner to honor that we are here or some other such nonsense reason.”

“Please tell me you’re leaving me on board with the rest of the crew.” She responded, and he couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.

“Sorry, but you’ll be coming with me. Give the order for the men to have liberty, but in shifts and anyone who’s one minute late returning had better be dead because if they aren’t, they’ll be AWOL. Meet me at the hatch in five.”

He ended the call and walked back tot he hatch that led to the outside, ready to be done with the day. And it was only going to get worse.




Chapter 8







Admiral Harcourt walked through the airlock and down to the floor of the space station with his XO by his side. There were lights all around and a small transport truck that would take them where they needed to be. The vehicle was all robotic, no driver was necessary and was designed like the ancient auto Rickshaws that would drive either one or two people around and have three wheels.

Executive Officer Doyle leaned close and whispered, “Sir, are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Not really, but when there’s a boot licker like Rhua it’s proper form to let them feel like they matter and that their job is important. Whether or not we feel it is.”

She nodded and frowned it wasn’t in her to be fake to someone just because they thought officers were supposed to get special treatment. It galled her to be honest and she hated it because that was the one thing she saw wrong with their world, everybody thought they were somebody.

It took almost twenty minutes of winding through the streets of the space station before they reached their destination. The Orion was one of those places where it wasn’t just a space station, it was its own world in a sense. There were storefronts on each street. Housing was abundant, and it didn’t look like some of the “classic” ancient Terran movies that were supposed to be about the future where people lived in tent cities and the government ruled from on high.

The Admiral wanted the trip to be over with, he hated the idea of coming to a station for repairs and rearming, but after the damage the ship took from not only the boarding parties cutting through the hull but also the asteroid that struck from the side without warning they were in serious need if the hull was expected to make it through.

The Rickshaw pulled up to the front of a government building, it was like the others around it in that it was all white. But this one had an addition the others did not. It had the black on white symbol of the Terran Imperium. Terra surrounded by stars and a laurel wreath around it to symbolize its glory.

The stations administrator practically ran from the building to get to their cart as quickly as his feet would take him. Harcourt wasn’t sure what the man’s nationality was, only that he was an annoying prick.

“Admiral, so good to have you visiting us. And this is your Executive Officer I take it?” the man asked as he bowed low. The man was only average height for a human and he was scrawny, if he wasn’t wearing the voluminous clothing, he was sure to be skin stretched tight over protruding bones. Even the man’s face was hollow. And he had a beard that hung down to his navel.

“Yes, this is my second in command, Erika Doyle. She will be accompanying us, and we hope to be on our way soon. We’ve got places to be.”

“Of course, of course. If you’ll just follow me, I’ve had my staff make some of the best food this station has to offer. I hope you’ll find it to your liking.”




—




“I can’t believe it. We actually get some shore leave! This is going to be great.” Ortiz was the most excited of the bunch and he knew while it wasn’t much it was something they didn’t get often.

“Just remember not to do anything stupid. This is technically an Imperial controlled station, but then so was the battleship that just got done attacking us a few hours ago.” Captain Sidonia cautioned him. She was no idiot when it came to shore leave, especially for a man who just celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday a week ago. But she still had to do her best to make him understand he needed to be safe and be smart.

“Damn Cap, you really know how to take all of the fun out of shore leave don’t you?” he asked her only slightly jokingly. He walked down the ramp with Walsh and Tiberius behind him. But there were two others who walked beside him that he was more interested in, Tegan Perry and Daisy Brown. Two of the four women in the second squadron.

“I say we use this time wisely. Let’s look for-” Tiberius began but was interrupted.

“Tattoos!” Ortiz shouted. “We should all get a matching tattoo for our squad.” The man was practically bouncing around with joy as he talked. He was so excited over the prospect of a tattoo that he didn’t bother to think about the fact not everyone would want one.

Tiberius looked appalled at his idea. “I am not getting one of those things. Why would I pay someone to hurt me?”

“Oh, the ones they do nowadays this far out, they don’t hurt.” Walsh interjected. Tiberius raised an eyebrow and he shrugged. “It might be possible that they allow you to be drunk when you go in for one and so you don’t feel the pain. I mean you’ll bleed a little more, but that’s all part of the fun I think.”

“You lot really are nuts. Aren’t you?”

“Eh, it’s a possibility. I say what the hell we only live once so lets do it.”

Walsh put an arm around Tiberius and began walking him, Quintus, Ortiz and even Black, Tegan, and Jones down the ramp to the floor. There were plenty of shops around the docks, they knew there were multiple docks which also meant there were a lot of storefronts around.

They hadn’t walked more than a block before realizing what all was there, multiple restaurants catering to nearly every type of cuisine possible. From Terran to Venusian delicacies that most humans wouldn’t even think of eating.

There was a few bars, which was the normal stop for sailors on shore leave, they left those alone for now since not everyone was legal age, and it was a night in the brig for any underage sailors caught drunk. And they passed a legal brothel which had a few scantily clad women standing outside trying to solicit them, both the women and the men. Walsh and Ortiz looked at the women as if they were the sexiest women they’d seen in years, and it took all Tiberius and the girls had to keep them both away from the women, and whatever ill they might have encountered with them.

And then finally they found a tattoo parlor called the Snake and Needle.

“What should we get? Maybe old Terra with our squad number? Or how about we get something more personal and use the old Navy tattoos?”

“I’m thinking we just go in and see what the artist suggests, usually they have the best way of figuring out what a tattoo should look like.” Walsh suggested as they opened the door and walked in. They wondered just how many tattoos he had.

The artist was behind the counter finishing up with someone, the buzz of his needle was oddly soothing to Tiberius’ ears. He looked at the art on the wall that showed his portfolio and found some of the nicest art he’d seen in years. This was a man who still had hand drawn art whereas most of the art nowadays was computer rendered.

Walsh and Ortiz went to the artist once he was finished with his customer and they talked about what would be the best for the new squad. While they talked it out Tiberius looked at the work the man had on the wall and frowned. He never thought he would be one of those people who got a tattoo, he liked the idea of it, but actually doing it was a completely other thing.

“Tiberius did you hear him?” Ortiz asked from the other side of the parlor. When he looked back at the man with a confused look he sighed and said. “Alberto here says one of the most popular military tattoos is the image of Terra in the background and a set of wings framing it to symbolize our flight into space.”

“I don’t know…” Tiberius waffled, he didn’t want one because of the pain, but he wanted one because he knew it would look badass. But was it worth the pain to get it added to his skin? Tiberius had a decent pain tolerance, but he also didn’t like doing anything unnecessarily painful to himself, one of the reasons why he never before went into a tattoo parlor.

“How about this then,” Alberto began saying, “stay and watch your friends get their tats done, if you still think it’s too painful then you at least were here to see them get theirs.” The artist said, Tiberius knew he’d probably seen a million people like him that were afraid to get one. So, he agreed to stay, but he didn’t think it would make any sort of difference.




—




The Admiral and his XO sat down to a lavish dinner, one that really was something to show the station’s Administrator had gone all out for. It also made Admiral Harcourt wonder how many people were going hungry on this station while the man running it chose to waste this food on a visitor.

There was rotisserie duck with lemon, real red skinned potatoes cubed and cooked with asparagus and cilantro. Underneath the duck were peppers and onions cooked to perfection. And that was just one course of the four-course meal.

“You really didn’t have to go all out like this for us.” He said, trying to reassure the Administrator.

“Oh, it really was no problem. We have some of the best chefs in the known universe at our beck and call, and they love to cook so it’s rude not to let them pursue their passion.”

He was really up-selling their worth, Harcourt knew they weren’t the best chefs because he’d seen the best, he’d eaten with them and the slop these “chefs” put out was proof they were undereducated in the culinary arts, and in common sense.

It was time to get down to the brass tacks though, if the pleasantries didn’t stop soon they’d never get back to the ship before the morning. And he wasn’t going to play nice for that long.

“We need to speak about the repairs, mainly how much we are supposed to pay you, of course we’ll need an invoice for them so we can ensure the Imperium is able to pay you properly.”

“Oh, yes, that will be a a discount of course. Twenty percent for our brave soldiers protecting us from that dastardly Anvil group after those attacks.” Administrator Rhua said, eating as if it were nothing, meanwhile both soldier’s heads shot up.

“When was their last attack?” Admiral Harcourt asked him, worried they’d missed something while they’d been too far away from Terra.

“Hmm? That was about two weeks ago that we got the news here, they’d bombed buildings on both Terra and Chelnix IV.”

Admiral Harcourt and his XO looked at each other and realized their mistake with the prisoners right away. They were working off of old information, way outdated. And their prisoners knew it, which explained their smug demeanor.

“I’m sorry, is this important somehow?” The Administrator dabbed at his mouth as he stared at them, curious at how they reacted to his information.

“Very much so. I’m sorry Administrator Rhua, but this is an emergency and we need to get back to the ship.” Admiral Harcourt said as he began standing, ready to rush to the ship and hoping there was a Rickshaw parked out front still. “This food has been outstanding, the service was really five stars. And your company has been most informative, I really cannot stress how wonderful your inviting us here has been.”

“Well that’s…that’s certainly wonderful news. Is there anything else I can do for you Admiral?” he asked, obviously surprised and tripping over his words trying to get as much praise out as possible.

“Just see to it we get that discount you promised us, and I will recommend your station to all my fleet for whenever they are in the system.

They didn’t have to wait for the lift at all, since it was a private one and thankfully it was a smooth, quick ride to the first floor. Once they were inside the lift he pressed the com in his ear. “Lieutenant Crane, do you read me?” there was only the briefest of seconds before the communications officer responded. “Good, connect with the Orion’s newsfeed and find out everything you can about the Rising Anvil group, there should be quite a few articles about their terrorist activities. I need everything you can gather by the time we get back to the ship.”

“Aye, Sir, I’ll have it shortly.”

“See that you do, we will be there soon.”

Admiral Harcourt wasn’t sure if the Administrator had called for the Rickshaw to meet them or if it had been there the entire time, but as they exited the building, they both saw the motorized kart waiting for them with open doors.

“Return us to the ship.” Was all the Admiral had to say and the kart was off, speeding faster than it did getting them to the building.

The stores and houses passed in a blur as they made it back to the ship in record time and the Admiral practically shot out of the kart like a bullet as he raced up the ramp to the large ship. He wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible and if he could get the most recent news it would make the process that much easier.

“Lieutenant Crane do you have what I requested?”

“Yes, Sir. I have sent it to your tablet and have a copy to go over with you if you desire.”

“Meet us in the ops room.” He pressed the earbud again and said ”First Lieutenant Watson, meet me in the ops room on the double.”

“Yes, sir!”

Two sentries were stationed just inside the airlock and they jumped to attention as he raced past them without enough time to salute. He was a man on a mission and his XO was trying, and just barely keeping up with him.

The Admiral practically ran to the ops room and when he entered both Lieutenant Crane and First Lieutenant Watson were there standing on either side of the long rectangular table, they used for officer meetings. They saluted him, and the XO, got saluted back and told “At ease.” As the Admiral took his seat at the head of the table and the XO took hers to his right.

“Sir, I’ve found a great deal of unfortunate information about the Rising Anvil.” Crane pressed a button on his tablet and a picture appeared on the large screen at the back of the room. On the screen was a picture of a burning building, first responders trying to help people from the blaze, a mother holding her child as one responder put a fire out that spread to her leg. It was a scene straight out of a horror movie. “This is the attack on Chelnix IV that the Rising Anvil took credit for. They used a bot to carry an incendiary bomb into the building and detonated it once the peace officer tried to check the bag it was carrying. The building was a children’s hospital.”

He never looked up to see the horrified looks on his compatriots faces, he wasn’t able to stomach the scene much longer. “There was a confirmed death count of twelve children ages two and under, eight mothers and ten nurses.” He felt his stomach constricting as he read the information out loud. “The attack on Terra was even worse, I’m shocked we didn’t receive this Intel when we docked with the station to be honest.”

The Admiral thought about that for a minute, he was surprised as well because normally they would receive the news as soon as their systems connected with the nearest relay, but this time they had to manually connect to the relay in the station. He rubbed his chin as he pondered the thought and waited for Lieutenant Crane to continue.

“As soon as I saw these images, I threw up my breakfast, I’m not being facetious either, I literally threw up so keep that in mind as you look at the images I’m about to bring up.”

The screen changed, and this time was replaced with a government building, a former embassy that had been turned into a meeting place for the various elected officials that ran the various planets humankind had colonized during our expansion into space.

On the screen the image changed from one in the heart of Terra, to a few hours later when the attack happened. The building was in ruins, the caption read “AT LEAST THREE BOMBS HAVE EXPLODED INSIDE OF THE D.C. MEETING BUILDING” and they saw first responders bringing bodies from the rubble. One man was openly sobbing as he carried a body and laid it on the gurney. It was the body of the Emperor’s right-hand man, Vincent Daxos, and he was missing an entire arm along with severe third degree burns along his entire body.

Another brought a woman’s corpse from the rubble, what was left of it at least. The Admiral wondered if this was when his Lieutenant had lost his nerve. He wasn’t upset with him, on the contrary if he had an iron stomach after seeing this it would make him think something was wrong with his man, make him wonder if he was a sociopath who had no emotions whatsoever.

“There’s more footage but it’s the same thing. We have a list of three governors who were killed there during the bombing, and of course there’s Lord Daxos’ death.” Crane was doing his best not to look at the images as he swiped past them and onto more information. “It appears that the emblem these terrorists are using is the very same one on the uniforms of our prisoners, which is slightly different from the one we knew the Rising Anvil was using, so we know that much is true. But I’m not finding a manifesto which is very unusual in these sorts of cases. Normally they would want us to know why they are going through and killing our people. Some sort of list of demands at the very least.”

“You mean there’s nothing?” this time it was the XO’s turn to look confused.

Crane shook his head, “I know it makes no sense, but there’s nothing I could find.”

“Maybe that’s because they aren’t working together.” Watson suggested. “Think about it, if they were a part of the same cell, even the same organization there should be some sort of consistency to the attacks. The first one was at a hospital, the second was at a government building. Those are light years apart. So, what if they are pretending to use the Rising Anvil as a scapegoat for their actions and no one would be the wiser.”

“Then you’ll press them for more information.” The Admiral said matter-of-factly. “When you go back in there to speak with them you will ask them why they attacked both places. If the person is truly apart of the group and the group did both bombings, then they should have no problem taking credit for them.”

“Sir if I press them any harder it’ll be torture. I’m already using sonic devices to try and make them talk, if I go to anything else-“

“Then I guess you can’t speak about it to anyone, can you?” the Admiral’s tone bordered on threatening and it was sharp enough all three of them sat straighter and none of them spoke up about the blatant disregard for the law. This wasn’t what they were used to from the Admiral, and it scared them.

The Admiral looked at them and smiled “Then I guess that’s everything for this meeting.” He stood and left the room, leaving all of them to wonder just what he was going to do if they were caught torturing someone.




Chapter 9







Ortiz looked at his new tattoo with joy, he had that high that came with so much adrenaline flooding your system that he didn’t realize he was about to walk into the street until Walsh grabbed his shoulder to stop him. “Thanks. Man, he did a great job on this.” His face beamed with joy, he’d come a long way from when Tiberius first saw him running through their shared quarters because of Walsh’s prank. He’d even forgiven Walsh for it and Walsh appeared to be making progress towards becoming a better person.

“Well it’s a good thing you like it since it’s permanent.” Tegan said as she looked at hers, she got hers colored instead of the black and white the others had. She wanted hers to stand out, and this way it would. Not to mention the fact that hers was on her right bicep whereas everyone else got theirs on either the outside or inside of one of their forearms.

“I’m just glad we all did this together.” Ortiz said.

Everyone looked at him, he was so adamant about getting a tattoo that they hadn’t been able to talk him out of it. Originally they’d gone along with it to get him to shut up and because it seemed better than sitting in a bar for a couple hours drinking. But as Walsh and even Daisy looked at their tattoos, they had to admit the artist was great and they did love the tattoos themselves. It had been a great experience. And if they were to do it again, they’d end up getting more tattoos.

“Maybe this could be a ritual we do on liberty?” Tegan asked them.

“I don’t see why not, hell if you don’t want it you can at least be there for your friends.” Ortiz replied.

“I still can’t believe you did it.” Walsh said as he looked at Tiberius.

“I can’t either.” Was all he said as he looked at his forearm again and saw the tattoo. It hadn’t hurt like everyone said it would, instead it was euphoric. He could hear the needle going and knew it was puncturing his skin, but he couldn’t feel any pain. He did feel the rush of adrenaline that flooded his blood and made him come alive.

“Well, you’ve got the tattoo to show off on any shore leaves you get, maybe it’ll get you a girl or two.”

Tiberius stopped walking and looked at him, “You might just be right.”

It was enough to make Walsh stumble a step. He couldn’t believe it. “Strait laced Tiberius willing to show off his tattoo for a girl? Really?” there was a smirk on his face and Tiberius just shot him a dirty look, hoping to make him stop.

“Okay, I probably wouldn’t. But I never thought I would get a tattoo either so, you never know right?” He never thought he’d be called strait laced by anyone, with how he reacted to being cheated and how he’d reacted just two days ago to the borders they had to repel.

They were all walking back to the ship when their coms went off. “All personnel are to return to the ship immediately. Shore leave has been canceled.”

It stopped them in their tracks. Shore leave canceled? Something had to be seriously wrong. They took off at a run for the ship, afraid of what they were going to see when they got there. 

When they got there, they noticed the only thing that had changed, at least on the outside, was that there were guards posted at the entrance.

They got to the guards and Tiberius asked “What happened? Is everyone OK?”

The guard nodded. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have that information. We were posted here by the XO, we weren’t briefed on why.”

“Is there anywhere we are supposed to go once we arrive back?” Walsh asked, hoping there was something that would explain what was going on.

“Just return to your bunks. Your captain will be with you all shortly.” He replied.

They looked at each other and walked back into the ship. All of them walked back to their bunks and wondered what their captain would be able to tell them.

Returning to their bunks they found their squadmates already there and gathered in the same set of bunks as the captain slept.

“Oliver have you heard anything?” Walsh asked her as they walked to the group of soldiers.

“No, we were still on board, so we were just told to wait here until the Captain came back.”

“Damn, there’s even guards outside at the top of the ramp.”

“That means its something serious.” Quintus said.

Tiberius nodded and looked at his friend.

Captain Sidonia walked up behind them and cleared her throat making them all jump to attention. “It’s good you’re all here. We are going to a meeting with the Admiral, it’ll be in the hangar and it’s mandatory. He’s to call the meeting once everyone is aboard so that everyone can be there.” She looked at them all and smiled “Well you must be learning a good deal. I think if this had happened when you lot first came aboard, I would be bombarded with questions.”

Each one gave her that look that said they had questions, but were afraid to ask them.

“Everyone assemble in the hangar the Admiral will be holding a meeting in fifteen minutes.” It was the voice of the XO coming over the ships coms.

All of them looked to the Captain and she actually looked scared about what was going to happen. They marched to the hangar with Sidonia leading the way and the entire way they each worried about what it would mean.

Once they arrived and took their spots every minute that passed was an eternity. Looking around they saw the hangar fill up, there were no chairs, so everyone had to stand, but it was to be expected. At the front of the room stood a podium, and six chairs, the only six chairs in the entire hangar. Finally, the fifteen minutes were up, and they watched as first the Admiral and then his XO walked to the front of the room and stood at the podium.

Following him were his five closest officers and the XO. He stood and spoke into the mic. “It is with great sadness that I have to report there have been some terrorist attacks on our Imperium. There was an attack on Chelnix IV, and another one on Terra just two weeks ago.”

At the mention of their capital each and every one of them sucked in their breath and stood straighter.

“It also saddens me to say that I’ve received a communique from the Emperor himself.” His eyes fell, he truly did not want to deliver this piece of news. 

The podium in front of him shown with a blue light as an image of the Emperor’s face came up. His face still shown beautiful and unwrinkled even though he was over three hundred years of age, he looked no older than thirty. “My children, I have grave news for you. My Fist, Lord Daxos, has been murdered by these terrorist scum. I know, I know this is horrible news, but I have to give you some more news now. Before these terrorists killed my best friend, and killed children of the Empire I was content to allow them some room to breathe, because they could be persuaded eventually.” His face turned dark and stormy with anger. “Now, I am officially declaring war on this group Rising Anvil. You are to use whatever means necessary to stop them, there is to be no quarter given, no mercy of any kind. They showed none to us and we will show none to them and we won’t rest until they are wiped from the galaxy.”

Everyone was shocked, everyone was thrilled to see their Emperor, but saddened by why they were hearing his words. No one under the age of sixty had any idea how bad a real war could be, that was part of what scared them all.

Tiberius couldn’t believe it. He looked at his squadmates and noticed how sad they all looked, they never thought they’d live to see war declared. Everyone knew that they were ‘at war’ with the organization, but it was more unofficial since they were such a ragtag group, they didn’t seem to have any sort of method to their madness. But now that they’d made it official it meant the Emperor was bringing the entire military to bear on them.

Something flashed through his mind and he looked back at the Admiral. The image of their Emperor was gone and now the Admiral stood behind the podium with a solemn look on his face. 

“Because of this everyone aboard this ship is being conscripted, there will be no liberty while we are at war.” There was a murmur from everyone around about that and the Admiral put up a hand to silence them. “I know why you’re all upset, and you have every right to be. However, this is a directive from our Emperor. From the man who united all of our warring nations, who was enlightened enough to expand humankind into space and to terraform so many worlds. Remember that it was our Savior who declared war, and who declared that we not rest until the war is won.”

That made everyone calm a little. Reminding them of what their leader had accomplished in his years as their Emperor. He united the entire earth after centuries of war. He had the foresight to take us not only to the stars, but to actually terraform the other planets so we were able to live there without fear of radiation or lack of oxygen. Because of his wisdom they’d evolved as a race and they had become even stronger for it.

“We will be leaving soon for our next destination, there will be more cadets coming aboard soon, and you all will have plenty of chances to earn your stripes out there. Dismissed.”

 Everyone turned to leave, and Tiberius noticed that his captain looked unsettled by what the Admiral had said. He looked to her and she gave him a look before turning on her heel and leading them out of the room. They all followed her out of habit as she led them to the firing range on their deck.

“Everyone needs to get into using their firearms and with their regular drills. We could be entering a war zone at any time now. So, let’s get moving.”

She split them up into teams of four and began put them through their paces. She drilled them until dinner time and made them work out in the gym until an hour before lights out. For the next four days they were put through the same grueling routine from wake up to lights out and made them work until they were as close as could be in such a short amount of time.

It was on the fifth day that things changed. She woke them all like she had been for the past few days and they had their breakfast, but by lunch she called them all to the gun range. “The repairs have been completed and we are to shove off after lunch. But some dark news has arrived, there’s been another attack by the Rising Anvil. I don’t know where we will be heading, I do know that if we are called to fight your training thus far will have proven invaluable.”

They were paired together in teams, that weren’t even but were effective nonetheless, and they became better soldiers. Tiberius noticed how his skills became more honed, his marksman skills were even sharper. Each one was told they had to learn basic first aid. And they did. Some, like Tegan were adept with it and would have done well to go through a more proficient course to become a fully trained battlefield medic.

Tiberius wasn’t sure what was going to happen when they left the Orion, but he was sure they were going to be embroiled in a battle within a month, if the scuttlebutt was even remotely correct the Rising Anvil was gaining momentum with each passing day. Gaining more members with every hour. And he couldn’t understand how when they stood for deposing the only man in history that has been able to unite humankind, and who tried to bring as much peace and prosperity as possible.

He and his partners went through their drills, concentrating fire to take down a turret nest, or using the dummy grenades to practice their throwing. When the ship lifted away from the station, they didn’t feel it. There was no glamorous send off or a party the crew threw together. It was just simply that they went about their business and the ship lifted off to its next destination.

Tiberius could only hope that wherever they were going was safe enough for the time being.




—




The Admiral sat in the ops room with his XO; the head of security David Watson; his head navigator Dave McIntyre; his radar specialist Ellis Cole; and his communications officer Jeffrey Crane. They were the heads of his major departments, save his flight crew who’s head was late. The door buzzed and opened to reveal Carmen Ripley standing there in her flight uniform, she’d taken to keeping everyone ready to go just in case they entered a battle zone.

“Sit Lieutenant Ripley and we can begin.”

She walked to the closest chair and took her seat, eager to hear what the Admiral had to say.

“We are at war, this much is known to everyone in the Imperium. But there is something only select members of the military have been made privy to.” He took a moment to look each of them in the eye, his voice darkening and turning threatening, “This is not to leave this room, or it will be considered an act of treason.”

All of them sat straighter and nodded.

“Good. We have made first contact.” All of them started, a few spat out some cuss words, but the Admiral just sat there waiting for them to finish politely, only because when he was read into this operation, he’d had the same reaction. Because he couldn’t believe that after all this time they finally found intelligent life. “This race is very unique and have much to offer us for little return. It’s a true win-win situation. But I’m allowed to declassify this information for only those of you in this room, because the reason we are working with these aliens is to gain access to more powerful weapons and technology.”

Everyone stared at him, some were happy they were being read in, others were worried it was a mistake to work with these aliens. “From what I have seen they have weapons that utilize particles to fire as a powerful beam, much the same as our particle beam cannons, but these are on the level of a sub machine gun. Think about that for a second. That much power, in such a small package.”

Everyone began talking now, there were words getting thrown around like “insanity” and phrases like “no one should have such power” but all he did was let them talk until he held up a hand and they quieted down.

“These are the same concerns that myself and the other admirals voiced when Lord Daxos spoke about them with us. But these are pacifist aliens, they have no aggressive bones in their bodies, however they are advanced in technology and have met other races that used their technology and did not return on their end of the deal. Protection.”

“Protection? From who?” Watson asked him, he was more wary than the others since security was his job.

“From another race of aliens that enslaved them for years until they left. Apparently because they are pacifists they were kept as slaves to clean and build and repair. But when their slavers disappeared for a time they disappeared.”

“And now they want us to protect them? Really?”

“For everything they’ve promised us that’s not much to ask for in return.” He countered, he was getting annoyed with this now, they were his subordinates no matter what they thought. “With the weapons and the engines and everything else they are promising they would put us light years ahead of where we are. They also have a device that generates stable wormholes to allow us to travel even faster through space, where we need a few hours in void-space to reach Neptune from Pluto it only takes thirty seconds to reach it with the wormhole drive. And it uses renewable energy that is far superior to the solar panels we’ve been using.”

“Wait, better engines? That’s interesting, can I see the specs on them by chance?” McIntyre was obsessed with learning and as head navigator he looked in on the engineering department.

“I can try to pull some strings, but I can’t promise anything.”

“I’m more interested in the sorts of weapons we are going to be getting. Is there a way they can help us root out this Rising Anvil movement?” this time it was his XO voicing her concerns.

“Oh, the weapons they’ve shown us are very interesting. And I’m not sure about that. I would hope so, but I’m not sure how they would do that.” He stood up and stared at all of them. “Keep in mind that this is classified intelligence. If you are found speaking about any of this to anyone outside of this room, you will be charged with treason and you will be hung as such. Dismissed.”

He sent them all from the room and sat in his chair again. He wasn’t sure what would come of the information but being ordered to read them in was an order and he followed his orders like a good soldier should.




Chapter 10







One Month Later…

Tiberius looked at himself in the mirror and was amazed at how he’d changed over the weeks. He kept to his training regimen and he was in the best shape of his life, he was also shooting and throwing knives a hell of a lot better than he ever had before.

Flexing an arm in the mirror he looked at the bulge and felt proud of himself. Never before had he even remotely liked the look of his body, all skin and bones. But now with the military regimen he was forced to keep he was able to pack on muscle and have a six pack along with some impressive biceps.

“Done looking in the mirror?”

He turned and saw Quintus standing there with Walsh and Ortiz, they’d become a close-knit faction ever since they fought off the borders and got those tattoos. And as he looked at his again, he realized how nice it looked on his bulging forearm.

“I can’t help it, I’ve never looked in this good of shape. It amazes me.”

“Well let it amaze you tomorrow because we have work to do.” Walsh told him, and he raised an eyebrow. “Cap has a mission for us so get in gear.”

Walsh led them to the armory once they all were dressed in combat gear, the uniforms were all black with a vest to hold extra clips, two thigh holsters, one for a pistol and the other for their knife. Gloves and boots along with a belt that connected with the vest to ensure it stayed where it was supposed to, so they could keep protein bars and such there. They carried their helmets under their arms and when they entered the armory all four of them stood at attention saluting their captain.

The only difference among their uniforms was the rank insignia on their shoulders, for his heroism during the assault Tiberius was bumped from Ensign to Lieutenant Junior Grade, he was just glad there wasn’t a big deal about it, he didn’t want it to be considered anything more important than lunch.

“At ease men.” She said from across the room. “We have a mission and it’s going to be a rough one, I’m not going to lie there is always a chance that someone is going to die on a mission, but if you work as a unit there’s less of a chance, especially on a mission like this.”

She held a mini holoprojector in her palm and let it display an image of where they were going. “This is Sanctum, it is one of the known bases that Rising Anvil uses to gather their troops. It’s also where one of their leadership lives.” The image changed to one of a man in his fifties with salt and pepper hair cut short and a cigar sticking out of his lips. He wore the uniform of a Rising Anvil member and he had multiple military patches to show his rank, according to what they saw he was ranked as a General. “This man is Geir Brager, and if our intelligence is correct, he is the head of the Rising Anvil.”

They all looked at the floating image of General Brager, this was the man who was responsible for countless deaths at the hands of his terrorists. It was a dream mission that every soldier in the Imperium had fantasized about when this senseless war began.

“That’s right men, you’ll be a part of the strike force that attacks his base. But I don’t want to see any heroics out there! I mean it, I don’t care who kills this sack of shit, I care that my men come back safe.”

Tiberius knew she hated sending them on missions that were extra dangerous, but there was nothing that could be done about it. They were going into the belly of the beast in this one, and it would be harder than every training mission he’d been on before. And probably a hundred times worse than when they assaulted the ship.

“Load up. Take everything you think you might need, we have carte blanch, so take whatever you feel is necessary.” She picked up her weapon and stepped back giving them the room. 

Everyone stood, debating between what to use and they were taking a while to decide.

“This is going to become a close quarters op right Cap?” Tiberius asked as he looked between two types of rifles, one had a burst setting and an auto setting and fired small bolts of plasma, courtesy of our new alien friends. And the other was a modified shotgun style weapon that had the shotgun grip, fired shells filled with Nano bombs, courtesy of the R and D division back on Terra. The Nano bombs would impact something and once it did, they blew with the force of a stick of dynamite, so you know it would fucking hurt if you hit someone in the leg because there’s no more leg left after it got done with them.

One nice thing about being this close to Jupiter was they got the chance to restock their armory from the R&D department on the Neo Victoria and they were able to get the new toys that came with their work. It also helped they were able to get some of the new reverse engineered alien weapons.

“That’s right Vesper. At some point you boys will be entering his home and attempting to kill him there. Now that’s also if everything else goes according to plan and we don’t end up dead before we hit the colony floor. There’s always room for error.” She said laughing, hoping to relieve some of the pre-mission jitters the squad was undoubtably feeling.

He picked up a shotgun and slung it around his back, checked the mag and took another two for it holding eight of the shells each. Tiberius took one of the Aritech 55D pistols that fired old fashioned .45 caliber bullets, checked the mag and slid it home into his thigh holster opposite his KA-BAR along with three mags he slid into a pocket on his vest. Lastly he took one of the plasma rifles and checked it’s charge, they had small batteries that powered the weapon and he took eight of them since they were so small. All together he was equipped with enough ordinance to take out a small platoon. And that wasn’t including the four smoke and four fragmentation grenades he pocketed.

The others took their weapons, he noticed that Quintus took the shotgun and had plenty of mags for it, then remembered that Quintus preferred close quarters fighting because of his size. And he would probably have taken a battle axe if the option was there.

Walsh took two pistols and two smaller sub-machine guns along with ammo.

And then Ortiz took a rifle, a pistol, and attached a grenade launcher to the front of his rifle.

The other eight soldiers took their own weapons and they were locked, loaded and ready for bear. Tiberius just hoped they were able to keep a good number of their squad alive by the end of the coming engagement.

“Lets get to the birds boys. We’re on number two.” She led them to the hangar and to a dozen HM-23 Sparrowhawk gunships. Each ship held a compliment of twelve soldiers, a pilot, and a gunner. They weren’t boxy, but held the men comfortably, with a door and wall to keep the pilot and gunner separate and safe. It boasted a chin gun that spat .50 caliber rounds like it was nobodies business, a pintle mounted autocannon that fired larger caliber rounds with greater explosive power, and a tail gun that rotated and fired smaller caliber rounds, mainly to pick off infantry.

They loaded themselves into the birds and checked each other’s crash webbing to ensure it was tight and would keep them safe. Their main weapons were hooked into webbing above them so they didn’t fly out of someone’s hand. Their helmets would keep them safe and pressurized if they were exposed to space itself. The helmet was a full wrap around that had a polarizing visor to keep their eyes safe from the bright light of an explosion, a full HUD with com suite.

“Stand by men, we’re coming out of void-space in less than a minute and we’re expecting company.” The Captain said over their helmet coms.

They could bring up all sorts of things like each members health and see their real time heartbeats or oxygen levels. They could see motion from the trackers in each person’s armor, even see their own ammo counters to see how much was left in their mag. It certainly was a nice thing to have access to. Not to mention it brought up any maps they had downloaded.

They felt the stutter of returning to regular space and the Captain gave them all a thumbs up before she got secured as well.




—




Admiral Harcourt smiled as they exited void-space and he saw the colony drifting right where it was supposed to be. The colonies they used were cylindrical with spokes that came out from the center and had multiple solar panels on them to get their power, they also had their own artificial gravity thanks to the spin rate of the colony itself.

When he was younger he’d served a tour on one of the colonies in the outer quadrants of the Imperium. It was a boring tour of duty and resulted in his first child thanks to a woman he’d met when he was allowed off base. All of them had the same basic design, but they could mess up a map easily enough which was why he made sure they snuck an aerial drone in when they sent a group to look for the General.

And now they had the most accurate map of the area they would ever get. Updated just this morning.

Three light cruisers moved away from the moon the colony was near and began moving towards the Integrity as quickly as they could. The Admiral watched with fascination as they tried to hail them and were denied, yet they hadn’t done anything to attack just yet. He was waiting for it. Waiting to launch a counter attack that would go down in the history books. He wouldn’t give all his secrets away too quickly.

Finally there were strange shapes moving away from the three ships and his radar officer called out, “Admiral they’ve launched their fighters. It looks like four dozen F-85 Raptors.”

“Good, launch the fighters!” he called out and the XO began calling to the fighter pilots telling them to launch.

“Sir the Intrepid and the Endeavor have just reentered real space and are moving to assist.”

“Good, then we should be seeing the other three cruisers soon as well.” The Admiral commented. It was a large operation, they knew this was where the rebels leader was located, they expected him to be protected by a large force on both ground and in space. “Lieutenant Crane get me a channel to the fighter squadron leaders.”

“You have it, Sir.” He replied after a few moments.

“Captains this is the Admiral speaking. I need a clear line to the enemy ships to open fire on them. I repeat I need a clear line to the enemy ships to open fire on them.”

There was a chorus of “yes sir” and he looked back at his XO. “Sir, when do you want the Sparrowhawks to launch for the colony?”

“They can launch in five minutes. That should be enough time for our fighters to do some damage to the other ships out there. By the time we move in to fire on their vessels our reinforcements should be showing up.”

“Yes sir.” She replied and relayed the order to the pilots who would relay it to the squads in the cargo bays.

“Bring the battle up on the forward screen.” The Admiral watched as the screen in front of them changed and showed the Stormraptor fighters that launched from the side hangars in the Integrity as they flew towards the enemy squadrons.

The Imperium’s squads were outfitted with new phase weapons that would allow their beams to pass right through any shields the enemy had. He watched as three of the enemy fighters converged on one of the Imperial’s. And it fired clean through the nose of one of it’s enemies. The ship became a small sun for the briefest of moments before dying out and the other two veering away in a hurry.

Their light cruisers tried to fire on the Integrity, but their weapons did nothing to the shield, glancing off or being absorbed depending on where they impacted.. He was sure the enemy captains were in awe and fear of the weapons the Imperials had developed.

“Officer Mellan lock onto the bridge of the nearest enemy cruiser.” Was all he ordered, he knew what weapon to use, and so would his crew. “All squadrons get clear of the nearest enemy vessel now.”

“Weapons are locked sir. Should I fire the ion canon now?”

The Admiral nodded. “Do it, we’ll leave them sitting dead in the water.”

It took a few seconds to charge the beam weapon, but when it was the energy it released was blue and arcing as it raced forward, it did not discriminate and would kill their fighters just as easily as it would the enemies.

Two of their Raptors were caught in the ion discharges wake, their electrical systems were fried and they were left floating through space dead in the water. The ion discharge continued until it smashed into the enemy ship, slamming into the bridge and fizzling out once it was ninety percent through the ship. All of their systems went down almost instantly, life support, artificial gravity, lighting. The Admiral would have felt pity for these souls he was about to send into oblivion, if only they hadn’t taken part in a terrorist organization.

“Lock on with the particle cannon.” He called out, then “Fire.”

The ship didn’t even move as their main cannon chugged out a line of white hot energy straight at the enemy ship. It impacted the two fighters and obliterated them, continued on and slammed into the enemy cruiser. The energy sliced through to it’s core, igniting the reactor and setting it ablaze. The ship became it’s own small super nova.

“That should make them think twice. Doyle, launch the Sparrowhawks.”

Doyle spoke into her com and silently hoped that the Sparrowhawks were able to make it safely to the colony, and that the gods would keep them safe.




Chapter 11







Captain Sidonia nodded and looked at them. “Okay folks that was the XO, she says we are good to go so lets get down there and kick some ass.”

The hangar bay door slid open and the shield that protected the ship itself acted as a shield to keep the atmosphere inside the hangar while allowing the ships themselves to enter and exit as they pleased. All fifteen of the birds began hovering and their engines pulsed sending them one at a time through the shield and towards the colony ahead.

All of them knew there was a chance the colony would have counter defenses and six of the remodeled Raptors banked away from the Imperial forces and flew to support the Sparrowhawks. Flying in front of them the ships they led the way to the front door, a set of thick titanium doors that the Raptors fired their missiles at. They impacted and blew the doors inward, atmosphere vented and so did three spacesuits that moved just a little as the Raptors veered off, telling the pilots they’d just killed a few terrorists in the process.

With the way cleared for them the Sparrowhawks flew into the opening. They moved through the first airlock and slowed, there were three sets of airlock doors and they hovered in front of the second set until the safety measure went into effect and a thicker slab of titanium slid down to cover the opening the Raptors created. Once it was in place the second set of doors slid open and they were able to make their way through to the third, from here they would enter the city that was the colony of Sanctum.

A lone man stood just inside the third set of doors and he gave them a thumbs up from inside his space suit. The name tag on his chest read “Locke” and once the third set was open he waited for the gunships to finish their flight.

The ships flew into the colony and all around them it looked like back on Terra. There was dirt and grass on what was the ground, there was an artificial sky above that was created by the colony’s holoprojector. On the ground there were also streets and buildings like a small city, there were houses, some bigger buildings that acted as storefronts. As they flew through the city they saw the army base that was essential to any colony. It was where they’d not only train new soldiers, but work on developing new weapons and technology.

Four of the birds slowed and veered towards the base to drop their loads of Imperial soldiers to quell any rebellious people. For each bird there would be twelve soldiers equipped with enough ordinance to drop an entire platoon. But there was still that chance of missing something and being left in a pile of wreckage for any of the soldiers in the birds.

The others kept moving and slowly, one at a time, they moved over to drop their own troops on the rooftops, each one with their own heavy weapons to support any of the loyal civilians. And to take care of any armor the base might have, and each base typically had at least three tanks and a half dozen air transports.

The last five flew to the Generals’ home/headquarters to take the colony. As they hovered a foot off of the ground the pilots could see the traitorous soldiers moved to protect the General as they tried to cover the doors and windows to make themselves a physical barrier.

On the ground there were no rocks or outcroppings to protect the soldiers. There were a few of the small cars and trucks that were used to get back and forth and were in the way enough to make small shelters for maybe two of them at a time. There were short trees every five feet and a set of bushes two feet from the balcony and stairs all around the compound that was high enough to protect them if they ducked down, but the foliage wouldn’t protect against much.

Captain Sidonia called out “Lets move men! Go, go, go!” and jumped down first from her spot next to the exit. She was a leader that led by example, she was the first one of the squad into battle, and the last one out. It was the best way to lead by example and to truly make your squad trust and believe in you.

The rest of the squad followed suit as they poured out of the gunships and saw their brothers coming from theirs all around the open area. General Brager’s men took aim and began firing at them, some used old slug throwers and others used primitive plasma weapons that would burn holes through normal armor and could even eat through tank armor with a couple of direct hits, but even those were nowhere near the level of firepower Tiberius carried on his person.

Lead and energy flew past him as Tiberius juked left and right to avoid being hit and dove behind one of the small cars, he dared a peek over the metal and saw one of a different squad laying headless not five feet from his location, the poor sod had lost his head and fell in a heap. It really put in perspective what was happening was real life and not a simulation.

It also angered him that these men killed a loyal soldier because they were being disloyal to the Emperor. He took aim at the nearest traitor and noticed that they were all wearing fatigues, but no face plates or decent armor, at least not like what the Imperium provided them. He aimed and squeezed off a round and it slammed into the traitors throat. The plasma burned and as it sliced through his throat it cauterized the wound, but he still fell to the ground gripping his throat as he died, unable to breathe.

It was his first kill since the assault on the Integrity, and he felt nothing, which was odd to him because he assumed he would feel some sort of way about killing another human being. But he just looked to the next and fired taking him in the forehead as he ducked to avoid a shot and still was caught by a deadly plasma round to his shoulder, his armor absorbed the blow and he shrugged it off.

There was white hot plasma and lead flying every which way as both sides sent death flying around the battlefield. He found two more targets and flipped the switch that determined the rate of fire to burst and sent three rounds at each trying to catch them as they attempted to run from him. Bits of balcony fell around them and five of the trees were cut down from the rate of fire all around them as both sides tried to overwhelm the other with it’s force.

The traitors tried to focus their fire and attack just two or three spots thinking it would better their chances. Tiberius hit the chin button in his helmet and brought up the map and the suit tried to ping life signs around them to see just who exactly was there. It showed him over four dozen heartbeats, over four dozen targets.

“Charlie team focus fire on the right corner balcony. Bravo team focus three feet to your left, Alpha will mop up those who run.” It was Captain Sidonia’s voice coming over the radio, he wondered why she hadn’t said anything before and as he turned to focus his fire he understood why. She’d taken a hit to her left flank and was seeing a field medic as she spoke.

Without thinking they all worked as the Captain had ordered them to and fired at the balcony or to the left of it, a half dozen traitors dropped in seconds as the plasma rounds tore through the thin armor plates they had in their vests, and made short work of the balcony around them, bits of it either falling or vaporizing as they died.

“You okay Cap?” he asked her over the com once he took a break to chamber a new magazine.

“I’ll live, get ready for the big push cadet.” She said and he saw her do her best to stand on her own two feet. She changed from the rifle to her pistol in her right hand, he knew her pain tolerance had to be high, and so did her level of crazy. But that made him admire her all the more.

He turned his head to sight another enemy and saw the few that were left were ducking into the house. The amount of firepower brought to bear on the small rebel hideout made the few dozen left run inside and lock the doors.

“Push!” was all the Captain had to say for everyone in second squad to rush forward with their weapons aimed at the doors and windows of the large building. It was designed to look like a Tuscan style three story mansion that served as both the Generals home and his headquarters. There were open windows where anyone could lean out and fire at them and one squad stayed farther back and had their scoped weapons trained on those ambush sites, ready to take their shots to make it that much easier for their battle brothers to survive.

They made it to the first door and Tiberius switched to his shotgun, slinging the rifle around his back and chambered a cartridge of steel. He was flanked by Quintus. Walsh and Ortiz stood on either side of the door frame and when he nodded Walsh tried the doorknob, when it didn’t move Tiberius fired his first round into the spot next to the knob where the wood was protecting the locking mechanism.

The loud explosion was followed by him kicking the door inwards and the four of them entering one after the other and spreading out to either side of the room, weapons trained in front of them as they scanned the area. The next four came through and did the same, followed by the last three and the Captain, she still didn’t look to be in the best shape, but they could keep her back for a while if they moved forward before she could order them otherwise.

He could hear the other squads moving in from the other side of the headquarters, at least they weren’t going in alone. “Third squad is behind you, second.” The voice came over his coms and he started a little. It brought a smile to his face that they would have so much backup for this op.

As they moved through the first room they cleared it without any issues. The second, someone tried to jump out of the closet at them, firing randomly. Quintus put him down with a round to his head. The body fell back into the closet and he shut the door. They moved through their half of the downstairs and found five more enemies that they dispatched in quick succession, and with just as much emotion as the last one.

At the stairs he looked back at the Captain, she was standing on her own two feet at the current moment. But that could change if she attempted the stairs and that was what scared him, she was their leader, if she went down they’d lose morale quick.

She noticed him staring at her and she nodded. “I can do this. It’s only a flesh wound.” And she tried to head for the stairs. He put a hand up to try to stop her and she switched to his com only and said. “My ancestors were warriors. It’s in my blood to fight until my death. I’m going up there and if you try to stop me all you’re going to do is make me angry, and make my death less meaningful.” The way his head moved she knew he was worried for her. “The medic already said I’m going to die here unless I get real treatment. I’m going up those stairs.”

“What happens when you’re gone then. We get left without a leader.”

“Only for a short time. Walsh has the highest rank among all of you cadets even with your bump. But you show the most promise so you’ll end up in the position eventually. Make sure the rest of the squad sees how well you do when I die. That’ll give you a boost, that’s how I got the position so I know it works.”

“Sir, why are you doing this?”

“Because Vesper, this is what my people would have done. And unlike the rest of you my family has not forgotten where we came from. We haven’t forgotten who our heroes are. And I don’t let others die for me when they have so much to live for.”

She pushed him aside and started up the stairs. “C’mon you maggots, you going to let a wounded woman best you in battle?” and with that she charged up the stairs, pain filling every movement as the analgesic the medic used began to wear off.

Tiberius followed her quickly and was followed by the rest of second squad and then third. He got to the top of the stairs and saw her open fire on a soldier she saw there, not giving him a chance to surrender, just ending his life before he could end hers any sooner. It gave him pause, she was willing to go into battle knowing she was going to die, not assuming, but knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that she would be dead before the end of it. And yet she was still here, still fighting. She truly was a patriot and the best the Imperium had to offer.

He saw the next soldier coming out of the room to her left before she did, and before she could react the traitor would have killed her with a headshot. Tiberius didn’t think, he just acted. He slammed into the Captain and shoved her forward and to the ground, hard. He covered her as the soldier fired at empty space.

Tiberius rolled and aimed his rifle at the man, but eight rounds slammed into him from close range and knocked him off of his feet. When he fell to the ground his body looked like Swiss cheese.

He stood up and offered the Cap a hand, she took it and once to her feet she slapped him along side his head. “I told you. I’ve made peace with going here.”

She turned and tried to move to the next room when she felt her side rip and a wheezing scream ripped from her throat. She collapsed to the ground.

Tiberius tried to drop to his knees to check on her when the door to the far room on the left side of the hallway opened and two men fired out of the doorway. He ducked and tried to pull her with him but they were laying on fire thick. One of his squad mates pulled him back in time to avoid a bolt that would have impacted his throat and killed him. He nodded his thanks to Quintus and when he looked back he saw the Captain moving.

She gripped her pistol and fired at the doorway, her shots were wild and only grazed the one traitor. He tried to aim at the doorway when the one still standing fired three shots quickly into the Captains body, she bucked and fell still.

Tiberius felt rage fill him and he switched back to his shotgun and charged the door, his vision changing as the gene began taking hold little by little and the small bit of training the Captain did with him became instinct. Rather than push and try to get rid of the rage, he opened himself to it and drew strength from it, his eyes narrowed and his muscles tightened against his skin and his armor. He could feel everyone around him as if they were connected to him.

The man’s face filled with terror as he tried to close the door and Tiberius fired a shot into the frame where the man’s body was hiding. It went through the wall, and the man fell back. He kicked open the door and saw the man Captain Sidonia winged laying on the ground holding the side of his head. Tiberius leveled his shotgun at the mans’ face and fired from only four feet away, the man’s face was obliterated.

He checked the room as the rage filled him and he turned to find his squad mates standing there filling the hallway as third squad checked rooms and killed more of the traitors. He looked down at his Captain and felt sadness mix with his rage, it tempered his rage just slightly, but it was enough to stop him. She didn’t deserve this. I caused this when I tackled her, I reopened her wound. I-

But he didn’t get the chance to think anything else as Walsh grabbed his shoulders and shook him till he looked up and met his gaze. “We fight, we don’t stop. We honor her by surviving this killing field.”

It was all Tiberius could do to keep moving. He held his shotgun tight and moved along with the rest of them. They tightened up their unit and moved as one. Walsh opened a door and he went in with his shotgun raised followed by Quintus and his pilfered autocannon. They found eight more and mowed them down with quick shots to their center mass, the bodies falling with plumes of red as they dropped like marionettes with their strings cut.

A door behind them opened and autocannon fire erupted behind them, two cadets were taken out with shots to their heads from the explosive rounds. The rest jumped and dove for cover, hoping to make themselves as small a target as possible. Quintus and Tiberius took to either side of the door they stood in front of just moments before as the gunfire hit the walls around them.

Tiberius took a risk and looked around the frame, he had a split second before a ricochet sent splinters of cement into his visor and he backed away. “He’s got an autocannon, two of ours down that I can see. And damn he’s quick with that thing.” He took a breath and said, “We gotta take him out before he turns more of our squads into Swiss cheese.”

“Give me a grenade. I can lob it into there.” Tiberius tossed a frag grenade to him and counted from three with his fingers. Once he reached one he stepped around the frame and provided cover fire, sending burst after burst of his shotgun into the door opposite them in an attempt to keep the other man from firing his autocannon at them. Quintus was a professional Gaol player, he threw weapons heavier and larger than the grenade for fun, and when he threw the grenade this time it was no different.

“Fire in the hole.” Quintus called across the second and third squads coms so the ones closest could get to some form of safety.

It landed in the room with their enemies and both soldiers dove for cover away from the doorway as the grenade made a beeping sound and exploded sending debris into their room along with smoke and dust. Moans and screams filled the air and both men looked into the hall and saw the bodies of the two Imperial men farther away from each other, and saw blood covering the far wall of the room across from them.

They held their weapons at the ready and walked into the other room to find that there were four bodies, or at least the pieces of four bodies. It sickened Tiberius to see the pieces of meat and bone covering the room, he didn’t take joy in killing these misguided men. If they were to renounce their ways and swear fealty to the Imperium, to the Emperor again then he would gladly welcome them with open arms, instead of countless plasma rounds to their faces. But could they truly be trusted since they’d rebelled once already?

He looked around the room and saw the only closet door was blown apart by the explosion, and tattered clothes hung around the gaping maw that was a door. They exited and looked to the other soldiers as they continued clearing space. Something wasn’t right here. They’d encountered more resistance outside of the building than inside. “We’re clear upstairs.” One of his squad mates called.

It was deep in his gut that something was wrong. He checked the next room over and saw what confirmed his suspicions. The wall closest to the hall was thicker than it should be, and when he pressed into the wood it was soft, like clay. He pulled the paper away from the wall and saw it was clay explosive, and from the looks of the detonator inside there were only seconds left before it exploded. Tiberius’ eyes went wide and he called out to all channels.

“Its a trap! Jump from the windows there’s bombs in here!”

As he dove for the window, along with Quintus, they heard a beep telling them the clay was going to explode.
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Admiral Harcourt stared at the screen, the space battle was almost won at this point. Two of the enemy cruisers were gone, disintegrated by the awesome power of the new Imperial weaponry. Their Raptors had none of the upgrades the Imperial’s did, and as such they could only shoot down a few of the birds before they were overwhelmed. He looked at the mission clock on his wrist device, so far it had been twenty minutes since the Sparrowhawks had entered the colony.

“Sir, the enemy ship is hailing us.” His coms officer said.

“Put them on screen, I want to see them beg for mercy.” The Admiral was in an especially good mood because they were so close to cutting the head off of the snake.

The face of the enemy captain came up on the screen as he sneered at the Admiral. “You’ve murdered countless crewmen of mine, what do you have to say to that?”

“They signed their death certificates when they joined your resistance. So you killed them yourself.” He could see the name tag on the man read Johnson, he was dark skinned and appeared to be exceptionally tall. “Are you ready to surrender and be taken into custody? Or will I need to destroy your ship as well, captain?” he spat the title at him, telling him just what the Admiral thought in no uncertain terms.

Captain Johnson spat at the ground, “I will never surrender to your false regime. A pox on all of you, and your families.” With that he was gone, the screen went blank and the Admiral was left staring at the battle as that feed came up.

“Sir, what would you like done?”

This time it was his Executive Officer that asked him. And he wanted to tell her they were just going to end the battle here and now. But the way he talked to him, the way that ‘captain’ acted, it required a firm hand, and killing someone meant they couldn’t learn from their actions. Instead he said “Cripple the ship, I want that man taken alive so I can enjoy reeducating him myself.”

She saw the look on his face and it terrified her, he was getting a bloodlust and she worried it would get the better of him. “Target their engines and void-drive.” the XO called out and the weapons officer began targeting their engines.

“No, fire the ion cannon, leave them dead in the water.”

The officer pressed the button to charge up the ships ion weaponry and once it hit full power the officer pressed the firing button and sent a ring of blue energy at the ship, the same as what they used on its’ sister ships. It slammed into the traitor fighters and a few of their own before impacting the terrorists ship at full force and its’ engines went dead, the ship drifted.

“Status on the enemy ship.” The Admiral asked.

The officer read the screen carefully and smiled. “Their engines are down sir, the ships’ starboard side has taken damage as well and they have hull breaches on at least three of their decks, I can only surmise some of their ships slammed into them once caught in the ion wave. Void-drives don’t appear to be damaged yet, just offline like the rest of the ship.”

“Then fire missiles at the drives, we need them dead in the water before they regain power and escape us. I will not play cat and mouse with those traitorous beasts.” The Admiral looked at the XO, “Send boarding parties to arrest their captain. I want him alive, the rest can die for all I care, they signed their death warrants once they allied themselves with Rising Anvil. But I want that traitor alive!”

She pressed her com, “First Lieutenant Watson, I have a mission for you and the ship security forces.”

“Yes, Sir. What can we do for you?” his response was quick.

“Gather your forces, you’re being sent to that cruiser to liberate it and arrest its captain.”

“Yes, Sir. We’ll do you proud.”

The line went dead and she looked back at the Admiral waiting for more orders. She could see the sadistic glee in his smile as he ordered another round of weapons fire on the cruiser, aimed at their weapons bays. He was in a particularly bad mood and she wondered when he would be satisfied. And what would be left of the ship when he was.




—




“Lets go boys, we got ourselves a mission.” Watson made First Lieutenant quickly, and became the head of ship security, which was made up of active Navy personnel just as quickly. Most of them were veterans of at least two tours, and they were on board in case of a mutiny, or if someone committed a crime and needed to be apprehended. While this was their first official war they’d been there for small uprisings on other worlds and for patrol duties with foreign dignitaries when they needed an escort.

His men were always ready for a fight with their stun weapons, but this wasn’t a game they were playing, this was war. It would get bloody before it got better and he couldn’t stand the thought of them not being ready. As he assembled his best he knew this would be the first real combat they’d have seen for years, and had them all head to the armory to get combat ready. Each one would take at least one stun weapon, but the rest would be set for kill, he wouldn’t take any chances with their lives.

Each was dressed in their black skin suits, body armor they affixed themselves and it sealed with the suit to create a firm grip. The armor was lightweight, but the trade off was that it had some weak points where the joints were, it also would stop a plasma round which meant the enemy’s slug throwers were useless unless they hit a joint, but if they had some energy rounds his men were shit out of luck.

They were given rifles and pistols, mags for each, and he made sure to grab a few special things for once they were on board. You never knew when you might need some special toy and get to be the one to give the eggheads their data on how it worked out of a simulation.

Then once all twenty-four were gathered in the hangar bay he sent them to their birds and took a duffel bag with a few goodies in with him as he got himself strapped in. “Our objective is to capture that cruiser’s captain.” He began over their coms as the Sparrowhawks moved from the ship and began their flight towards the enemy ship. Watson knew there would be a couple of Raptors that would come to escort them until they were safely inside the cruiser, it was standard procedure and he took comfort in the fact that they would arrive safely.

“Once we have him we bug out. That’s it, capture him and leave, don’t be a hero and try to take the ship yourself. Lethal force is authorized on anyone and everyone who isn’t the Captain. Any questions?” No one spoke up so he nodded and sat back waiting for the sound of metal on metal to tell him their ride had landed and they could disembark.

He felt the gunship shudder as it affixed itself to the side of the enemy ship, there was a small tube that connected to the side of the ship and would cut a hole in the ship’s hull so they could have a seal and get through to the ship itself. Turnabout was fair play as far as he was concerned.

Watson unclipped his webbing, grabbed his bag and threw it over his shoulder and walked to the new door, he was holding a heavy piece of steel. The device was cylindrical and about a foot long, he stood a few inches from the hull of the enemy cruiser and pressed a button on the device. It hissed and a solid piece of steel flew forward and connected with the hull like a bomb going off, it flew inward and into the wall across from them, inside the ship. The edges of the hole were still red hot from being sliced with the plasma cutter on the docking hose.

He dropped the device, they jokingly called it the door knocker, and gripped his rifle, it might be close quarters but he didn’t want to risk a shotgun on a starship. Once he was aboard the ship his mates followed suit and they looked up and down the hall as they decided which way to head.

“Auker do you read me?” he asked into his com to the man in charge of the other team of security personnel. It was his second in command who was in charge of them and they were located on the other side of the ship, attempting to clear the ship faster and hopefully get the Captain in their grasp quicker than both squads hitting them from the same side.

Briefly he wondered how the ground assault was going and if they’d made any progress towards capturing the rebel leader. He was third generation military, he served his Emperor faithfully and for the life of him Watson couldn’t understand how someone could see the Imperium as being a bad thing.

“I’m here sir, we’ve boarded successfully and already dropped our first pair of rebels. Do you really think we can do this?”

“It’s not a matter of if I think we can soldier, we were given orders from the Admiral. We will carry those out come hell or high water. Understood?”

“Sir!”

“You have your sections of the ship to go through till we get to the bridge. We’ll hit it from both sides in a pincer formation.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You three are going to stay and guard the ship, we’ll be back with that traitor.” The three men he’d pointed to nodded and saluted as he moved forward towards the bow of the ship, his men followed. All three men he left back kept formation facing both directions to encounter any threat they faced.

The rest of his men stuck close to his six and two of them kept checking behind them to protect the squads back. They moved with purpose, but kept their eyes sharp.

“What do you think they did with our guys sir?” Jay Sutton said, he was one of his newest recruits for the security squad, and the boy never shut up.

“I would assume they killed all of them, or they mutinied the rightful captain of this ship and need to be punished for it. Why do you care?” he knew his attitude wasn’t helpful, but damnit if he couldn’t help but be angry with the kid since he never shut his fucking mouth.

“Just thinking we might have some friends aboard if they were locked in the brig is all.”

They moved through three doorways before turning to their left and encountering a four man squad of rebels. “Stow it for after this is over.” He thought about the duffel, but didn’t want to waste the special weapons on these fools.

They were separated into two pairs and each pair had a thick metal shield in place in front of them, the shields were five foot tall monstrosities that would protect them from most small arms fire. They also had a firing slit that allowed each man to put a muzzle through and fire, it was also a foot thick and three wide. The shields were mainly used to push forward in combat zones and establish beachheads, which meant the ship was most likely supposed to arrive somewhere and fight a ground battle soon, he filed that bit of information away for later.

Each of the rebels opened fire with their autocannons and opened fire on the naval forces. Watson and his forces ducked behind the door frame closest them, aimed their weapons and fired, their slugs slamming into bulkheads and the shields that the rebels used for cover. He hated that it was so unsafe to use a grenade on a ship or he could have them cleared out quickly.

The rebels were cocky and detached the base of their shields, one person moving it forward slowly while the other continued suppression fire at the security forces. At the rate they were moving the rebels would be in front of them in a minute, if not less, and there would be nothing they could do to get through the steel, or to get to cover.

Two of his men began firing wildly, hoping ricochets would end up helping them he guessed. “Aim carefully men.” He tried to call out and aimed as carefully as he could at the gun slits, flipped his selector to burst mode and fired two three round bursts into the slit. One burst caught the gun itself and jerked it sideways, the traitor firing the gun itself kept holding the trigger down and as it turned two of the security forces caught some of the lead and went down to the floor.

Watson looked at the two men and felt their loss, they were good men, they didn’t deserve to die on a traitor ship. But there was nothing he could do about it now. All he could do now was get the rest of his men out of this mess. He looked at the traitors moving forward and thought they would need a hell of a lot of luck to get out of this.




Chapter 13







Smoke filled the air, fire licked the sides of the headquarters. Tiberius felt inebriated, he really did. This was a new thing for him, to survive an explosion so close to him and while he knew he would probably get back to normal in a few minutes it still made him feel drunk. And everything was muted as if he was near deaf. Tiberius looked around as best he could, but he just saw death and destruction everywhere.

He tried to stand up, dropped to one knee and felt a hand on his shoulder, turning his head he saw Quintus standing behind him. Next to him was Walsh, who had an arm around Quintus’ shoulder and held his stomach and bleeding from what looked like a pretty significant wound.

Tiberius shook his head as he saw Quintus’ head bobbing like he was speaking, but nothing came through his coms. He shook his head and tapped the sides of his helmet and Quintus lifted his faceplate to mouth to him, “Are you hurt anywhere?”

Tiberius shook his head, he didn’t feel any pain, he touched his helmet and pulled it off so he could check his head and ears. Thankfully there was no blood on his hands so they were safe. It was excruciatingly slow, but finally his hearing came back as if someone turned the volume up to eleven. “Gods above. Are you okay Quintus?”

He nodded, “Walsh took some debris to the stomach, I’m not sure where the med kit is but I need one to stop the bleeding for good.”

“He needs to sit down then. Are there any casualties?”

“About a dozen are reported as KIA, a half dozen are wounded. There’s also some more bad news. I talked with Captain Hamilton of Third Squad, he said that they saw a vehicle fleeing the scene after the explosion, he believes that the General was on board and that he’s escaped.”

It was like a shotgun to the stomach as he processed the news, their whole reason for being here fled, they’d failed. “Fuck. Lets get you down and find that kit, we need to worry about you more than that coward.” He said to Walsh and helped sit him down. Pulling his hand away he looked at the blood flowing freely and winced, it was a deep laceration, and would need serious medical treatment to keep him alive. “Keep pressure on it, Quintus lets go.”

He waited till they were out of earshot trying to move as quickly as possible towards one of the birds and hopefully a med kit. “There’s a greater chance he’s not going to make it.”

“We have to try something Tiberius. He saved my life after we jumped out of that window. I was on my back, the wind knocked out of me, and he rolled me out of the way before a brick slammed into the ground where my head was.”

He thought about it for a second, his first bully on the ship had saved his best friend. as they walked and said “All we can do is try, I can’t promise we’ll save him, but we can try like hell to.”

Quintus smiled at him and nodded. It was all he was asking for.

They arrived at the ship, passing wounded and dead alike, the bodies of both their men and the traitors littered the grass, blood pooling around them soaking into the grass. It was a killing field, and it would forever be remembered for this battle. Just as Hadrian had become.

Tiberius opened a small compartment on the side of the gunship and looked at the medical kits that set there, there were three of them and he grabbed each one just in case. Closing the door he passed one to Quintus and said “Lets see if we can work some miracles.”

They walked back to where Walsh sat, he looked even worse for the wear than before. He leaned forward and when they tried to call to him he didn’t respond. Tiberius rushed forward, fearing his friend might be dead already and grasped his shoulder. Walsh looked up at them, his face pale from loss of blood and his helmet now lay discarded on the grass. His jaw was slack and his eyes sunken from the loss.

“Shit. Help me lay him down.” He set the kit down and Quintus helped him lower Walsh to his back on the grass, his arm fell limp and away from the wound and blood ran freely from his wound like water from a sieve.

Looking into the wound Tiberius could see pieces of debris, including a sharp piece of metal from the window frame. Walsh’s eyes began to glaze over and close, Tiberius touched his friend’s face and tried to keep him awake. “He’s lost a lot of blood, we need to work quickly.” He looked at the medical kit and sighed, “Open that and hand me the forceps, pass me some antiseptic also.”

He poured some of the liquid onto the wound and Walsh was so out of it he didn’t even wince, it made Tiberius’ stomach sink, because that shit should have hurt like hell. “Bring me the can of sealant, hold the nozzle here and when I pull this piece out push the tip in and spray. We need to fill his wound to keep him from bleeding out.” Quintus held the nozzle near the wound and Tiberius silently prayed to all the gods above that he didn’t kill his friend.

Tiberius pulled the piece of metal from his friend’s stomach and Walsh grunted only a little bit before he went silent. The hiss of the can filled the air as it’s contents were spilled into his stomach and the foaming material began to seal the lacerations and as Quintus pulled the nozzle hesitantly from his friend’s abdominal cavity and held the nozzle down so the foam continued coming out until it was removed from his body. Once air hit the foam it hardened, creating a seal that would keep out bacteria and other contaminants. As well as keep his insides inside.

Walsh was pale, pale as death, and Tiberius checked his pulse a few times to make sure he was alive. “His pulse is faint, thready, we need to get him back to the bird and get him to a real medic.”

“Those birds aren’t lifting off until we all leave.”

“I can be very persuasive.” He replied as he looked over at another soldier walking among the bodies looking at their dog tags, “Hey sailor! Give me a hand will you?” he called out and the man looked up at him with confusion. “I need a sled so we can get this guy out of here.”

“Everyone needs out of here…this place is death.” He said as he turned and wondered away, they saw blood and something shiny sticking out from the back of his head as he shambled away.

“Ugh, is everyone around here nuts?” he asked Quintus. “Lets get him up and we can try to carry him back.” He tried to lift his friend in a fireman’s carry and heard him groan, but he didn’t stop. Tiberius carried him back to their bird as quickly as possible, dodging the dead. He climbed the ramp and Quintus pulled out a pair of poles that were held together like a scroll from a hidden compartment on the door frame that separated them from the pilots. It opened into a stretcher and he helped Tiberius lay Walsh on the device and clip him in so he wouldn’t roll or fall off. “How many of those do we have on here? And why didn’t I know about it sooner?”

“There’s like five per bird. And probably because you never studied the blueprints for the ships, why?”

Tiberius pulled another one from the wall and looked down at Walsh. “I don’t think he’s going to make it unless you guys leave now, I’m going back for the Captain.” He turned to leave and Quintus called out.

“She’s gone.”

“She might still be alive, she was farther away from the bombs then we were.”

“You saw her get shot multiple times. You saw her stop moving.”

“Then I guess I’ll retrieve her body won’t I?” he was done arguing with his friend and walked from the bird and began running back to the blasted building, he headed towards the balcony when he heard a voice call out, “You can’t go in there!”

He looked back and saw it was the captain of third squad, Blake Hamilton. “I need to find my Captain.”

The man looked back at Tiberius, realized he wasn’t going to take no for an answer and nodded. “Lets go get her back then.” He jogged towards Tiberius and two of his squadmate's followed. “We need to be careful going in, do you have a stretcher?” Tiberius showed him the poles in his hand and the man nodded. “Good, we’ll need them.”

They walked up the stairs and to the door, carefully they opened it and entered. Dust and smoke filled the air and their helmets were a true lifesaver as they filtered the dust from the air, and would allow them to see in various light spectrum's.

Tiberius turned on the low light filter and led the way towards the last place he’d seen Captain Sidonia. There were creaking sounds on the stairs, and a few of them were gone thanks to fallen pieces of ceiling that went through the steps. As he looked around he found most of the dead on the first floor weren’t moved much, if at all, and he guessed they were far enough from the blast on the second floor.

He saw the captain lying prone and unmoving as he ascended the stairs. Her armor was cracked, her right arm looked broken from how twisted it was, and he saw burns on her faceplate which meant she was close enough to something that’d gone up.

Tiberius’ heart leaped to his throat and his stomach churned seeing her in such a state. It terrified him to think that she was gone because he had so much to learn from her, and because he counted her as a friend. Carefully he made his way to her body and checked for a pulse, praying to the gods above he would find one even when he knew she was well and truly gone. “I’m not getting a pulse.” He told them.

“Then we treat her with dignity and respect by taking her back to the Integrity.” Captain Hamilton said as he motioned for the stretcher and began to open it before gently laying her body onto it. He took the front end where her feet were and Tiberius took the back half where her head was. Both men that followed them took up positions to cover them if someone tried anything and they began the trek to the Sparrowhawk.

Tiberius would not let his emotions show, she was his first real commanding officer and he felt the pain of all of the lost ever since he joined the Integrity. As they arrived back where the birds were he noticed that the one Second Squad had arrived on was still there, he led them to the ship and noticed Quintus walking down the ramp, his helmet forgotten beside the bird.

“Why are you still here? You’re supposed to be getting Walsh to the doc.”

“He’s gone.”

It hit him like a ton of bricks. Another of their team was gone. “He was supposed to get to the doc. He was supposed to be fine. Why didn’t…” his words drifted, he couldn’t stand the haunted look in his friend’s eyes.

“He moved when we were getting ready to lift off and the foam cracked. Blood began spilling out…he was gone before I could cover his wound.” Quintus’ shoulders sunk as he sunk to the floor of the gunship and put his head in his hands. To his credit he wasn’t making any noise as he cried for all the loss they’d seen. Their first real combat, and they’d lost so many of their squad.

Tiberius stood and looked at him for a second and shook his head. He felt for his friend, it wasn’t easy for them to lose a squadmate, let alone their friends. It was also hard to watch his best friend cry. “Then lets get the Captain strapped in and see if anyone has radioed this in yet.”

“I can tell you they haven’t.” The two men turned to look at Captain Hamilton. “There’s something jamming our frequency and we can’t get radio in or out. Been trying it myself for a few minutes now.”

“If it’s not one thing…fine is there a communications tower we can take over that will let us get signals out?” Tiberius shook his head, this was getting to be too much, the mission had gone to hell in a hand basket. Then something clicked with him and he smiled at the Captain. “Captain, the Integrity would be able to detect and destroy any ship leaving the colony, correct?”

He nodded, “Yes, the ships radar is the most advanced piece of navigational tech out there. Why?”

“Because I don’t think the General has been able to flee the colony yet, I think we can still capture him.”




Chapter 14







First Lieutenant Watson stared down the barrel of his rifle, and he was certain this would be his last mission. He’d die on this traitorous ship along with the rest of his security team. But he’d take as many of the bastards with him as possible. Turning the selector to full auto he held the trigger and sprayed the gun slit with as much ammo as possible, praying silently to the Emperor and the gods above that at least one of his rounds hit flesh.

The two soldiers on the other side of the slit screamed out as the rounds found some weak spots and the gun was dropped, it’s muzzle pointing up as it became trapped in the gun slit. One of them made the mistake of standing and Watson sent a round through his head ending any threat he might pose. The other tried to pull the weapon up to fire and just as Watson squeezed the trigger a shout filled the corridor.

His rounds connected with the metal but the second man went down, there was another shout and he turned his weapon to the second set of men and found they were down.

“Got ‘em Captain.” Adam Wood was one of the best with weapons of all shapes and sizes, and Watson was glad he brought him on the mission. Especially since he’d probably just saved Watson’s life.

“Damn good job. Lets get moving then.” He led them back through the bulkhead and they headed towards the bow of the ship again.

Keeping their weapons at the ready they kept on moving until they came to a bulkhead and heard talking. Watson tried to hear what they were saying but only caught snippets.

“-going to the brig-”

“I hope he rots in-”

“Oh both of you need a-”

He had a hand up signaling his men to halt and wait for his go. Listening to them he realized there wasn’t anything worth listening to in their conversation and he motioned them forward, these men would die as well. They needed to have as few enemies as possible that could come to the Captains aide once they caught him. It brought him no joy, but doing this was his Emperors will, this was doing what was right and just to preserve the Imperium.

Crouched and walking silently towards them he unsheathed his KA-BAR and held it point down, one of them started to turn and he couldn’t risk them trying to run. Leaping up he drove the point of the blade down through the top of the man’s skull, all the way to the hilt as another of his men threw his knife like a bullet and embedded it fully into the second man’s face.

The third panicked and tried to run away. “Murphy!” he called out and a knife went whizzing past his head and stuck in the spine of the runner. He dropped and skidded to a stop just in front of the wall on their left. “Damn good throw Murphy.”

“Thank you sir.” She replied. Yasmine Murphy was a good soldier, and the best knife thrower in the entire Imperium.

“Lets get a move on, eventually there’s going to be enough missing personnel that they’ll start actively searching for us.”

“Why didn’t the Admiral just destroy the damned thing? Why send us here to capture some blow hard that doesn’t deserve to breathe?”

“Are you really questioning an order Murphy?” the captain asked.

“Sir, I don’t understand it.”

“You don’t need to understand it. It’s an order from the Admiral, that’s all you need to know, you need to follow it.”

Farther down the stretch of corridor they saw signs to label where things were and saw in blue a sign that said BRIDGE in big letters and an arrow, they followed the sign and turned at the next bulkhead and saw it was all a trap. Up ahead they saw eight men stationed with heavy weapons at the ready, each one had a modified version of a machine gun. They also had on heavy power armor, thick plates of steel surrounding their bodies making them move so slow Watson and his men could walk to the back of the ship before the soldiers made it to where they stood. But with all that armor on they were basically tanks that had very little in the way of weaknesses.

Because of the armor they were arrogant enough to not carry shields with them Watson noticed. He did notice there were some containers, like what they used to move ordinance and armor from one place to the other, on one side and he smiled, they would work for them to move closer when the time was right.

“Gods above. How did they get all of that?” Murphy asked.

“I don’t know, but I’m not playing around anymore.” He pulled the duffel down and set it on the floor, unzipped it and pulled out a heavy weapon he liked to call a tank buster. It was a lightweight weapon that looked similar to a grenade launcher with a shorter barrel and a flip up sight that was laser sight. The weapon had a small magazine on the left side that held four rounds in it. “Auker do you read me?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How close are you to the bridge?”

There was a pause, “Close, there’s a group of heavily armored soldiers between us and the bridge. You?”

“In the same position actually. I have the tank buster with me, once I fire it it should give us a good chance of getting past them.”

“Perry has a sniper with him, he’s not professional, but he can hit a target if we give him one.”

He thought about it for a moment and said “Tell him to aim for the neck, right at the black skin suit under the armor.”

“Sir.” And the com went dead.

“It’s time to bust a tank.” He said as he aimed at the cluster of men and smiled. This was going to be a fun time. He pulled the trigger and sent a ball of glowing plasma, about a foot in diameter, arcing at the closest soldier. They were usually only used in dire circumstances as the plasma rounds only had enough charge to last for about ten seconds after they were fired.

They weren’t expecting to have something like that fired at them and the man tried to put an arm up like his thick armor would help him. It impacted on his forearm and burned right through severing it, his gloved hand landed on the floor.

There was screaming from him and Watson smiled, firing another ball and then another he watched as the rebels tried to get behind something that would keep them safe. One round landed on the wounded man’s helmet and burned through the top of his head, his body shuddered and stilled as his life was extinguished.

The second impacted one of the running soldiers at his calf and burned through dropping him to the hard metal below. He fired the last one and set the weapon down. One of the soldiers dropped and blood flowed across the floor, he knew it was from Perry, the sniper was a hunter back on Terra and his skills crossed over well.

Three of the eight were down and the rest tried to hide behind the bulkheads and aim around at them.

“We have them, keep it up, and aim for their weapons.” He called into his com at both his team and Aukers’. They fired at the machine guns the enemies carried, if they could disable those then the rest would be easy enough to finish.

One of their guns sparked and flew from the man’s hand, he cursed at them and as he flipped them off Perry sent a round through his wrist making him grab it in pain and fall back.

“Lets close in. Auker your squad is back up, keep Perry firing at them.”

“Sir.”

He motioned them forward and they took position behind one of the metal containers and three of them crouched shoulder to shoulder, aimed at the enemies trying to hide. They fired in bursts, hitting the armor with their rounds and slowly making them back up and try to cover up.

Watson was lucky and hit one in the neck and saw blood spray as he went down, the soldier choking on his own blood as he died. It was a terrible way to go but it was them or him. And he would choose his life over theirs everyday.

“Everyone duck!” came over the coms and they all dropped as flat to the floor as possible and there was a loud explosion and the containers shuddered. “What in the hell was that?” Watson yelled into the com.

“Stun grenade, and it worked.” Came the response from his second, Auker.

He stood and looked at the scene before him and saw just how effective the grenade truly was. The rest of the men were down from all of the small stun bullets that exploded out of the device, they adhered to any surface and delivered an electric shock to drop the person. With the amount of armor they were in it practically cooked each one of them, including the ones already downed.

“Glad you’re on our side Auker. Lets move men, get to the bridge.”

He took them forward and over the bodies laying sprawled on the floor, it was a mess. They followed the signs and found the bridge in less than ten minutes, after the explosion from the grenade they marched double time.

“Do you have anymore of those nasty buggers?”

“Of course, I have three more on me.” He hefted one and smiled at Watson. Classic breaching procedure would be to blow the door, send in a flashbang grenade and shoot anyone that moved with stun rounds. But the grenades would make it easier still.

He looked at the panel and cursed, it was locked, which wasn’t a surprise. He pulled out a small tablet computer and pressed it to the console, the device flashed red in five different numbers and began counting up and down as it tried to unlock the door controls. Slicing a computer was almost as difficult as slicing a person open. Once the device began showing green numbers he knew it was getting close and once they were all green he heard a click, the door was ready to open.

“Get those stun grenades primed, I want them all thrown once we know the Captain is there.” Pushing a button on the console the doors slid apart and they heard people shouting from the other room, he looked in with his rifle held high. “Cease and desist and you will not be harmed!” he called out, hoping they would be smart enough to listen.

Some of the people continued moving, but the majority stopped and held their hands up in surrender. He saw the Captain and called out. “Target sighted.”

“There’s too many of them around him, I can’t confirm he’s going to be stunned.”

“Then throw one at him and we can mop up after.”

It flew through the air and landed just a few feet away from him. The Captain backed up and two of the men in front of him jumped atop the grenade to absorb the blast, “Throw-” he began but Auker had them flying through the air as the first exploded into their torsos.

The others were still in the air as they exploded and the security forces barely got to safety before the bulkhead of the bridge was hit. He looked around the bulkhead and saw the people laying on the floor, or in their chairs, or even a couple officers against their consoles. Spying the captain he held his rifle up and led them towards the man. “Secure him and lets com the Admiral.”

They moved among the people and as he and Auker cuffed the Captain the others checked pulses to see who was unconscious and who was dead. The two that jumped on the first grenade were most definitely dead, they had holes that began in their chests and ended in exit wounds.

“I got one dead here, the rest are out cold.” It was one of Aukers’ team that called out.

“Then lets get moving.” He said and lifted the unconscious Captain onto his shoulders and unholstered his pistol, it would be easier to use his secondary with the added bulk on his shoulders. “Admiral this is First Lieutenant Watson, we have the precious cargo. What are our orders Sir?”

It took a few seconds before “That is excellent news son, we are moving closer as we speak. Return to the bird and get back here.”

“Yes, Sir. Okay men lets move, back to the birds.” He led them out of the bridge and back to where they converged, he looked at Auker and smiled. “This is where you take your men back.”

Auker nodded and they separated. It took them almost a quarter hour to get back to their ship, oddly enough there was no resistance, as if they’d given up. Once they were back to their birds he saw six bodies on the floor, no armor but they wore what was becoming the familiar green and red of Rising Anvil members.

One of the three men he’d left to protect the ship came from behind a container he didn’t remember seeing there earlier and called out to them. “Cap, we kept the ship safe, got some kills in too.”

“Good job Johnson, lets get the hell out of here.”

They climbed into the bird and secured their precious cargo, he grunted, but didn’t stir. Once he told the pilot they were ready to go they closed the outermost door, retracted the tube, and pulled away from the ship, the atmosphere rushed from the ship and before it could close off it’s wound all six bodies were released into space.

“We got away safe, good job team.”

“Sir, we have a problem.” The pilot called.

“What now?” he was irritated now and just wanted to be back on the hard steel floor of the ship.

“Their weapons systems are coming back online and we are being targeted. I’m beginning evasive maneuvers now.” The pilot’s voice sounded strained and they felt the bird change course a couple of times, felt the ship shudder as something grazed them.

“Auker did your group get away safe?” he asked frantically into the com.

“Yes, Sir. We are almost-” static filled the com and Watson blanched. “Auker? Auker! Do you read me?” he screamed into the com and his men did their best to look away from him. They all knew what it meant, but he didn’t want to admit to it.

The other bird had been hit by their weapons and it was gone.




Chapter 15







“I didn’t think about it before, because of the battle, but if the coms are being jammed then there’s a chance that the squads sent to the enemy base are in trouble, or have already been overrun.” Tiberius said as he thought about what might have happened to the other squads they’d come with.

“You really got to work on your speeches man.” Quintus called.

They could hear the wind rushing past them as the remnants of second and third squads sat in their seats aboard the Sparrowhawks moving to the base. All together they numbered eighteen souls, not much of a reinforcement force, but they were better than nothing.

Working together they figured out that the communications array was on the base itself, and that meant if they wanted the Admiral to send backup they needed that signal jammer offline. Having the birds fly as cover fire would help them, but only if the enemy didn’t have some anti-air weaponry, he hoped to the gods they didn’t.

As they flew by they could see Imperial soldiers positioned atop buildings with their sniper rifles searching for enemies, bodies littered the streets as a testament to how effectively they used their weapons. The snipers had a spotter each, who also worked as backup if someone tried to come up to the rooftop and attack them. Next to each one was a container holding extra ammo, and their rifles rested on the lip of the roof for extra stability.

“Can you set down close to them? We can let them know what’s going on.” He asked the pilot through their coms. In response they began diving towards the closest rooftop, both ships pulling forward so the rear hatch touched the top of the roof and he leaned out, “Can you hear me?” he asked them. When they all nodded he asked “Have you heard from anyone else?”

One of the snipers spoke up while he kept his eye in his scope looking for his next kill. The man had to be over six foot when he stood straight up, and he was broad as a barn. “We barely have communication with the other squads around here, somethings’ up with the coms, but we can’t break formation to figure it out.”

He told the sniper the stripped down version of their battle with the enemy forces, and the General escaping.

“How many can you fit in your birds?” he asked.

“Six total.” He said mournfully, it was raw pain, but this was war and there was no room for emotions here. 

“Pack it up boys.” The sniper said to his squad. “Mikhail you’ll stay here with Mitchell, Collins, Grant, Gustin and West. The rest of you lets go we have a new mission.” He held his rifle and offered his hand to Tiberius.

Tiberius helped him up and two others, while the other three went to Captain Hamilton and his gunship. They pulled away from the rooftop and Tiberius saw the look on the sniper’s face. He had a hard face with leathery skin, hen had to have been fighting on worlds for years to get that kind of leathery face. “Where is your captain?”

“Captain Sidonia, has gone to meet the gods. So has her second, so I guess I’m the Captain now.”

“My condolences. I’m Karst, Karst Budgen.” He attempted a smile, but the scar on his upper lip kept the left side of his mouth from rising.

They shook hands and Tiberius felt some respect grow for the sniper. “I know that name, you aren’t a captain are you?”

He shook his head. “Hell no. They’ll never stick me with that type of title. I’m a specialist, heavy weapons to be exact.”

“I’ve heard about you guys.”

“I’m sure you have, and I’m sure it hasn’t all been good or truthful. Look, we are good guys, we just don’t like dealing with all the politics.”

“Coming up on the base folks, get ready.” It was the pilots voice coming over their comms.

“Okay men get ready, I want everyone in position.” Karst said.

He moved to the back of the bird and they could hear what could only be described as death raining down from the sky, they all knew it was the forward guns on the gunship, they just didn’t know how effective it would be against the base.

Tiberius stood beside Karst and together they would exit and fight back against the traitorous scum.

The back of the gunship tilted down and once it touched the concrete of the street they rushed the ramp, Karst rounded left, Tiberius rounded right. Their men followed.

Tiberius saw the carnage of the battlefield, his spirits dropping as he beheld the enemy base. It was three times as large as the headquarters they’d assaulted just an hour ago, three places were fitted with autocannon turrets and shields to protect the gunners. The entire base protected the soldiers within, a decent bit of them were stooped or sitting behind the half walls that led to openings in the building itself.

The autocannons fired at the Sparrowhawks as they dropped their cargo at a safe enough distance. Two of the birds that dropped the original squads off were charred, smoking wrecks that couldn’t even be used as decent cover unless you stood a few feet behind them.

It looked as if the enemies were running drills when they were attacked since they saw some different sized steel hurdles at intervals and a wall with handholds for scaling. It wasn’t the best cover, but at least it was something. He saw a few soldiers behind half walls that separated the parking lot from the base itself, some were even behind cars trying to stay safe presumably until help arrived.

He led his group to the nearest one and took cover near them. “Second Squad, Third Squad, and Specialist Squads reporting sir.” He said to the man, he saw the stars on his uniform and knew it was the Captain for First Squad, Kaiden Gallagher.

The Captain looked shaken as he nodded to them. “They were ready for us. Those gun nests were put up before we even got here, they tore eighth squad to pieces with those guns and with their heavy weapons, they have launchers and they don’t seem to fear using them in here.” He pointed to the wreckage of the Sparrowhawks as evidence.

Tiberius nodded, “I brought some snipers and some heavy weapons with us. Do you have any kind of plan?”

“We did before we saw how fucked we were.” The captain looked defeated, he looked like there was no hope for them to win this battle.

“Captain Hamilton, Karst, have you been able to listen in?” they both affirmed they had. “Good, I have an idea, I just need some help from your scope Karst.”

“I’m ten feet to the left of the Sparrowhawk behind a low wall.”

“That’s great placement. Can you see into any of the gun nests?”

Karst looked down his scope and changed the magnification from 2x to 4x, then 10x before he had the best visual on the nearest nest. “So far I can see them, from here I can put a round through their necks.”

“Does anyone have any smokes?” he asked, there were enough squads gathered together that someone had to have some.

“Captain Devlin always carried some with him.” Captain Gallagher said mournfully.

Tiberius looked at the smoking wreck that was Captain Devlins’ Sparrowhawk, “Do you know if he carried it on his person?”

“He always did. His body is out there by his bird, I don’t know if we can get to him or not.”

Tiberius looked back at the wreck, the wheels turning as he thought about it. “Karst if I go for the Captain’s body can you and your men cover me?”

“You wound me. We can cover you. But those men have visors one which means they’ll have access to low light and infrared spectrum's. The smoke will do nothing to cover us.”

“I have a plan, I just pray to the gods it works. Can you trust me Specialist Karst?”

The silence was palpable until finally Karst said “My crew trusts you Captain Vesper.”

It was the first time anyone had used that, it was a battlefield promotion so it probably wouldn’t last past the battle, but it felt good to hear that rank. And it sent chills down his spine. “Captain Hamilton I’ll need some cover from your men as well since you’re close by.”

“You have it.”

Tiberius looked back to the wreck, then to the spot where Karst knelt.

“You know I’m coming with you.” Quintus declared as he came up behind his friend.

He glared at his friend and chuckled, “I wouldn’t do this if I didn’t have a crazy friend to help me. Lets go.” He checked the area once more and eyed the gun nests again, the bullets had stopped and he could only assume that meant they were waiting to see what the loyalists would do. He’d give them their answer. “Now!”

He and Quintus bolted from cover and zigzagged towards the downed Sparrowhawk. Bullets whizzed past them into the dirt as the traitors tried to stop them. Tiberius reached the bird first and dove behind it followed by Quintus. When he looked up he saw one of the gun nests go silent as the specialists went to work.

Spying the late Captain’s body he saw there were canisters hanging on his vest that he took to be smoke grenades. “Cover me, I’m heading for his body.”

“Got you.” Quintus said.

“You’re covered.” Karst replied.

“First Squad has you.”

Tiberius smiled to himself, crouched and bum rushed the body. He could hear the rapport of gunfire, but none was close enough to hit the ground around him. Crouching he held his hands down as he approached the body and grabbed the shoulder straps and lifted him over his head into a fireman’s carry. The late Captain was heavier than he was in life, sucking in some air he rushed back to the continued rapport of gunfire.

“Six hostiles down. One gun nest is cleared, gun is disabled.” Came Karst’s voice over the comm.

He arrived back at Quintus’ position with the body and dropped it onto the ground. “Good work everybody. Karst get ready for more. First Squad I’ll need all of you to follow me. Oliver and Brown follow me, we need as many friendlies inside as possible.” He was pulling grenades off of the late Captain’s body and searching his vest for more supplies.

“We’re with you. Where do you need us?” it was Captain Gallagher who spoke next.

“Stay where you are for now. I’m going to throw these and mess with their visors. Once I yell ‘go’ start towards me, our objective is to get inside the enemy base.”

Everyone began saying affirmative and he steadied himself for what he would have to do. Counting to five he threw the first smoke grenade and it went off letting out a cloud of smoke to cover them. He threw a flashbang grenade he’d brought from the ship, “Flashbang out!” he called, their training would kick in and they’d close their eyes. After his helmet muffled the bang he opened his eyes and moved around the ship. “Go, go, go!”

Everyone started into the smoke, the flashbang would mess with the rebel’s eyes. Basically their sensors would show where they were, but with their eyes blinded by the flash they wouldn’t be able to focus on the outline and they’d miss. He heard the rapport of bullets as the Specialists fired on the nests and the stragglers at the half wall, it sounded like Karst was getting in a lot of shots as the echo of his rifle filled the air.

With the lowlight filter on their visors they could see somewhat even in the smoke, they were making good time to the closest entrance to the base and once they were close enough they could see the outlines of four men. Tiberius brought his rifle to bear and fired right at them. Plasma slammed into the first man’s chest and he was thrown backwards as Quintus fired at the man next to Tiberius’ target. Two were down and they took aim at the next one as he tried to fire at them, he had better aim than the others and Tiberius realized he wasn’t outside when the grenade went off. His vision wasn’t affected.

The rapport of Karst’s sniper rifle reached them just after the new threat slumped backwards into the door and slid to the ground dead, the top half of his head missing. He was just turning his attention to the last man as Captain Gallagher dropped him with a three-round burst to his chest. Slowing to a stop at the doorway Tiberius looked in and smiled, there were sure to be many more men waiting in the base. He just hoped they could find the communications array and destroy it before they were overwhelmed.

“Okay everyone, be careful and form up on me. Quintus, you’ll be at my right, Oliver, Brown follow us. The rest of Second Squad you’re to guard the entrance, anyone who comes down that you don’t know shoot, we can’t let anyone escape.” They all nodded to him, “First squad on me.” he opened the door and led his friends into hell. He just hoped First Squad lived up to their hype so he wouldn’t regret leaving his men to guard the door.




Chapter 16







The security forces returned to the Integrity, First Lieutenant Watson sat stoically. The Sparrowhawks landed in the hangar bay, the ramp at the back of the ship lowered to the floor. As the forces unclipped their webbings they stood so they could walk the traitor Captain to his fate.

Watson was the fourth man off of the ship, the first two were security forces that had their weapons trained on the traitor walking backwards, then the traitor himself as Watson kept a hold of his shoulder so he couldn’t get too far ahead of them. As he stepped off of the ramp and onto the ground he saw the ships Executive Officer standing there with a smile on her face.

“The Admiral will be happy to see you, traitorous scum.” She said disdainfully.

In response the Captain spat at her feet and tried to curse them all when Watson’s fist found his side and knocked the wind from him. “You will treat them with respect or I swear to the gods I will beat that respect into you.”

“First Lieutenant.” Her tone was threatening and the glare she gave him told him he was one strike away from an incident report. “If we begin acting like these traitors we are no better than they are. Now take him to the brig, I’ll inform the Admiral he’s there and waiting.” When he started to push the traitor away she held a hand up to stop him. “Not you, someone else can take the Captain, I need to speak with you.”

“She’s got to speak to you boy.” The traitor Captain said in a mocking tone that earned him a glare from the XO, that was all he needed to shut his mouth and keep his eyes on the floor.

Once he was out of ear shot she leaned towards Watson. “He’s getting a court marshal, we can’t give them anything that they can use to make us look bad.”

Anger clouded his face. “Make us look bad? They fucking rebelled against the Emperor! They rebelled against the Imperium, they killed their former battle brothers! How could punching that old codger in the side make us look bad?”

But Doyle was a seasoned Executive Officer, career military like her father and mother before her, so she took the outburst in stride and smiled at him. “You will calm yourself and take a lap or hit the bags because you need to get your aggression out. We don’t know who is and who isn’t with this rebellion. We know who the leader is, but other than him and a couple of his lieutenants we don’t know who else is in Rising Anvil. For all we know I’m a part of it, or hells even the Admiral could be.”

“That’s traitorous talk XO.” He warned as he gave her a dark glare.

“But it’s true. He could be, I could be. Your entire security team could be. We just don’t know. But what we can do is hold a court-martial, let everyone see how bad these terrorists are and how they need to be stopped. It’s better than flying off of the handle and just killing an entire ship full of people just to snuff out one or two bad eggs.”

“Didn’t the Emperor’s message say that we are to use any means necessary to bring them to a permanent end?”

“Yes, but that also means using kindness and cunning to stop them, not just brute force. That is how benevolent our Emperor is. And I for one am thankful he is so benevolent. Now get to the gym and work that shit out.” And with that she turned on her heel and left the hangar bay, and left Watson to think about what he’d said and done. Specifically how she said some things.




—




Tiberius entered the foyer of the base, there were three hallways off of it leading to different places and presumably different hiding spots for the General or for the stairs leading to the roof and the communications array.

“Captain Gallagher you’ve been in bases before, which way would the roof access be?”

He thought about it a moment and said, “This way,” and headed to the right down the hallway. They followed the veteran hoping that he was correct. They passed a few rooms before he held a hand up to stop them, then they heard what he had and tried to open the closest door. He drew back his rifle and jammed the butt into the doorknob and it broke off, the wood cracked and the door swung inwards. “Get in!” he spoke softly, but his words carried the weight of importance.

They rushed into the room, it was small and barely fit all of them. Tiberius shut the door behind him as a dozen soldiers came running past towards the front of the building. He looked at the Captain who shook his head.

“There’s a dozen armed soldiers heading for the front.” He said over the open comms, he just hoped Karst could start taking them out.

“Roger.” He said back.

“Okay, we should be safe to leave the room.” Tiberius opened the door and checked both sides of the corridor. When he didn’t see anyone, or hear anything he led them towards the end of the long hallway and checked around the corner. “It’s clear, lead on.” He said to Captain Gallagher as he took point.

They made it five feet down the hall before a door on their right opened and a pair of soldiers walked out with their rifles drawn, they stopped in front of the group of Imperial soldiers and hesitated. It was a fatal mistake as the Imperial soldiers didn’t freeze.

Eight rifles fired at them and the traitors bodies jerked with each round as they fell back against the door and slid to the ground, leaving a trail of gore down to the floor.

“Okay, someone had to hear that, weapons free men!” Captain Gallagher said as they moved through the hallway. All of them knew what it meant, weapons free meant if any enemies came into view they were ordered to terminate them on sight. There’d be no more hiding to try and get through as stealthily as possible. It was a full on firefight from here on out.

They continued down the hall until they encountered another group of soldiers and fired, only one of their own went down. It went like that, running up stairs, down hallways, entering firefights that lasted only a minute or two, but felt like an eternity. Tiberius sent up a silent prayer of thanks to the gods that they didn’t lose any more soldiers. And they kept running, until finally they found a fork in their road.

“Which way do we take?” Quintus asked. One the wall in front of them were signposts marking where to go, and they’d followed one to this point with the assumption it was heading them towards the roof, and the array. But now they saw a signpost leading to the roof, and one leading to the communications center.

Tiberius stared at the signs for a full minute before he looked back at the Captain. “Sir, how about if you take some of first squad to the comm center and I’ll lead other half of the men to the array. You take the center before we reach the array and we can decide from there.”

“That sounds good to me soldier.” He turned around and began speaking to his men and led them down the hallway towards the communications center, and hopefully a sound victory over the rebels.

Meanwhile Tiberius smiled at Quintus and said “Well at least it’s not a boring mission.”

“Yeah…” Quintus wasn’t sure what the mission had been so far, but boring was assuredly not the word to describe it.

They followed the signs to a commercial grade lift that would carry them easier than the equipment it took to the roof on a daily basis for repair and recycling. Once the doors closed the lift became it’s own little world they were encapsulated in. It took forever for them to rise the last four floors to what they hoped was the roof, it was probably only two minutes, but it felt so much longer to Tiberius because he was closed in with no where to go.

When the lift finally reached the floor there was a loud echoing sound that construction machinery still had to alert everyone they were backing up. “Weapons free men, we don’t know what’s on the other side of this door.”

It was a horrid plan to say the least. In unfamiliar, not to mention enemy territory and they were going in blind essentially, which was ill advised to say the least.

As the doors slid open, one going up the other down, the men aimed their rifles waiting for an ambush of some kind. When no one jumped out and shot at them or so much as shouted boo they all felt more on edge. How could it be this easy for them?

They exited the lift and began checking their corners with their rifles, keeping their eyes peeled for any possible danger. It looked like a back room in a department store. There were bins of rubbish thrown haphazardly throughout the room, wire racks held tools and safety gear. It really looked like the base had gone to shit once Rising Anvil took over. Along the walls were shadows, the lights either weren’t on or were broken and hadn’t been replaced, and even using the night vision filter on his visor Tiberius couldn’t see anyone there, but he could feel it.

Tiberius switched to a private comm channel with Quintus and said “I’m not seeing anyone, but something feels off.”

“I agree, somethings’ not right here.” He kept his eyes moving and stopped, shifting back to the spot they’d just been in. “What was that?”

“I got movement!” another shouted into the comms.

“Gods above.” Was all Captain Gallagher could get out before he had to dive behind one of the rubbish bins as weapons fire lit up the dark room. There was easily a half dozen of them, or there was a hundred dozen, none of them were sure and the bright burst from the gunfire had a strobe light effect on their eyes that even their visors didn’t fully protect against.

Tiberius fired at everything that wasn’t his men, hopefully they weren’t his men. It was difficult to tell with all of the movement and flashing light. He triggered the comm for their team channel and called out. “Drop now!” and chucked a flashbang at the ground where the most movement was.

Once the grenade left his hand he dove to his right and behind one of the bins, that along with his visor polarizing saved his vision, and the acoustics in his helmet kept the bang itself from causing too much damage. Luckily they had MK-8 armor where as the members of Rising Anvil seemed to be a couple makes behind them, if they were lucky enough to be wearing any that is.

He waited a second and pushed himself to his feet, swinging his rifle around he looked for any target and began firing. In quick succession three more of his teammates began firing at the enemies as well.

After the first couple of shots they got wise to the idea and tried to find cover until their eyes readjusted. Five of them were down and they didn’t have many reinforcements to count on. Tiberius noted that the ones they’d shot down were wearing older helmets, but newer body armor. It made sense why they had to fire so many rounds into each one to down them. The armor was absorbing most of the fire before it failed and let the rounds through, but the older model helmets weren’t made to protect them from the newer weaponry the Imperials had.

Across the room was another commercial grade lift and it’s door was making all sorts of noise, alerting them to more enemies incoming. Tiberius thought about it and commed the others “When those doors open hit it with a frag grenade.”

“Are you mad?” the Captain asked as he continued firing at the enemies that revealed themselves to him.

“Listen, if we go up in that lift we are going to be in the same situation. I don’t think we are going to make it if we’re in the open on a rooftop. But if we hit them with a frag we can set one to go off once the doors open again and we have a chance of it at least doing something to whoever is closest to the lift.”

“It is made of military grade steel, it should hold from a grenade.” Quintus said as he brained one enemy with a headshot.

The doors began their slow opening and Captain Gallagher groaned. “Frag out!” he yelled and whipped a small round grenade into the lifts’ opening.

They all heard the yelling just before the mini bomb went off and then everything went silent. In a small confined space such as the lift they were not only deadly, but they would leave most of its’ victims in pieces.

Quintus whooped and saw one of the enemies stand just a little to much and sent a round through his helmet and his brain. “There can’t be many of them left.” He said into his comm.

Everything was silent for a moment before the Captain said “That was the last of them. Check the bodies, they might have something useful.”

The group took a couple minutes to pull all of the ammunition from them, all of it was old school lead filled with gunpowder, and it gave Tiberius a plan.

“Listen I know what we can do to get rid of that array and not worry about risking our lives.” He explained his plan to them and they all began gathering the materials needed while he changed his armor and prayed to the gods he didn’t die doing what he was about to do.




Chapter 17







Aboard the Integrity Admiral Harcourt waited for the traitorous Captain Johnson to be brought in for his just desserts. He walked down the short corridor to the brig ready to speak to the false captain that was brought in just minutes ago by the security forces he’d sent out, he really had to remember to give them something extra for their excellent work. And to do a personal message to each of the families of the men who didn’t make it.

Just the thought of his lost men made his blood boil and his fists clench. He would enjoy making the traitors pay for their evils.

Entering the brig he saw two of the borders were dead, not that they were important, and sighed, he would have to space the bodies and do something to compensate the interrogator for the nightmares he would probably have after doing that. The rest were huddled together, crying and almost in a group fetal position in their cell, it brought a smile to his face that they couldn’t look at him.

Two loyalists stood by the cell that held the false captain, and they smiled as they saluted him. These were men who knew how to handle themselves, and how to handle the darkness that came with their jobs. It was nearly impossible to teach someone how to torture, it was something you either were born with, or you had to be broken to achieve.

“This way, Sir, he’s been talking all sorts of nonsense since he was brought in.” One of the men said as he moved to let the Admiral take his first look at the man in person.

He wasn’t impressed, the man was sitting on the cot with his hands cuffed in front of him, his head hung low and his eyes seemed watery from what the Admiral could see at this angle. And he noticed the man looked worse for the wear, his eyes looked sunken and he wasn’t sure if that was because the man was captured or if it was because he’d seen his men killed to get to him and it actually bothered him.

“So, you’re the terrorist scum that took over Sanctum?”

To his credit the captain didn’t smirk or even look up, he kept his eyes at the floor and said, “It wasn’t hard to do. They were eager to hand it over to us to save them from your tyrannic rule.”

Now that piece of information surprised him, he’d assumed that the terrorists had forced their way in, possibly even killed the real Imperial forces there and usurped their rule. But to know they’d just handed the base and colony over to them, it made him angry. “Well then I guess I’ll have to locate the man who was supposed to be running that place and have him hung for treason.” The Admiral said calmly.

“Good luck, Commander Markel fled the colony over a week ago, left us in charge and left strict orders for his men to listen to my orders, then left. Like the Imperial coward he is.”

“I don’t think he would have told the men to follow your orders Captain.” The Admiral began, and when the man’s head began to lift he continued, “Not when General Brager was in the Sanctum.”

The Captain’s head shot up at that comment and stared at the Admiral with a mix of fear and loathing.

“Yes, I know of the General, I know how intricate he is in the plans you have. But don’t worry when I’m finished with you then the Imperium will take care of the rest of your ilk.” He put his hands behind his back and smiled at him. “You’ll be court marshaled in two days time. Of course you’ll be found guilty of treason, but we have to show we’re a fair and just body of government don’t we? And once you’re found guilty you’ll be put to death. Just like that, over and done with and then your precious General will face the same fate.”

“You’ll never get away with this. The people will find out how treasonous your government is, they’ll learn they don’t have to listen to your false Emperor.” He spat at the shield keeping him from escaping, and keeping the Admiral from wringing his neck.

“There’s no way you’re getting out of this scum. There’s not even enough room for you to kill yourself to escape. There’s no one coming to save you. There’s nothing you can do, but wait for the inevitable end to your life.” And with that he turned and walked away leaving the man sitting on his cot staring at him leave.




—




The lift rose to the roof and Tiberius thought back over his plan, hoping he didn’t make a mistake along the way, because if he did would be dead pretty quickly. In the lift around him were four rubbish bins, each one filled with as much dense material they could find, and one that had a special surprise on top. He just hoped he would get to use it and that they wouldn’t realize who he wasn’t.

Looking at his arm he thought about everyone he’d lost on this mission; Captain Sidonia, Walsh, so many of his battle brothers. And how he would get revenge. The door sounded and he kept his hands on the top of the bin with the surprise inside and waited. Once it was fully open he pushed the cart out slowly, dressed in their armor he hoped he could stay disguised long enough to get the job done.

He saw a group of them by the array, ten by his count, and another four walking towards him, worried the jig was up he nodded to them as they stopped a few feet from him. The roof was a typical base roof, there were exhaust vents, external ventilation ducts and the communications array smack dab in the middle. And gods was it a hideous abomination. It looked like a gigantic version of what they’d found in the engine room back aboard the Integrity, it made him remember his late captain and his blood began to boil, his vision starting to tint red and he took a few calming breaths, trying to remember what she’d told him in the brig. That he’d have to keep practicing the breathing exercises to calm his heart rate and his adrenaline, which would calm his berserker gene.

“Weller, what the hell are you doing up here?” one of the men asked. 

The armor he hurriedly dressed in had that as the name on its chest. He shook his head and tapped the side of his helmet as if he couldn’t hear the man. Tiberius hoped the rouse worked a little bit longer as the man started walking towards him.

“Did you hit your head boy? I asked you a question!” he raised his rifle, showing how much of a bully he was. When Tiberius put his hands up the man laughed and called back over his shoulder “Look at the little boy? He’s about to piss his panties!”

They all roared with laughter and the man looked back at them as he belittled Tiberius more. Calling him a little bitch and talking about how he was going to piss himself so much it’d overflow his armor.

As he turned back Tiberius raised his pistol and fired a round through the man’s face, his head jerked back as he fell backwards. The others were stunned and Tiberius took that time to push the cart as hard as he could, sending it into the others and pulling the closest frag grenades’ pin as he dove behind the closest duct.

He heard screaming for just a second before the first explosion went off, followed by a dozen secondary explosions that tore the cart and the rebels into pieces. He kept his head down and clutched his pistol tightly. Waiting for another few heartbeats he lifted his head and saw the rebels were down, the array was at least partially damaged from the explosions. Part of the lower section was exposed and wires sparked even as two of the legs that kept it stable were blown to bits.

As he looked it over he called to his men below, “The rouse worked, the array is damaged.” The device fell sideways and he saw it slam into the roof with a sickening thud and knew the device was dead now. He started to feel lightheaded and looked down as someone responded to him. He couldn’t make it out as he dropped back to his knees. “I’m hit.” Was all he could get out as he tried not to freak out because he didn’t see blood, but he could feel pain as the adrenaline began subsiding. 

He moved to the lift, hoping to make it back down to his men, he was woozy and couldn’t see right. As he stumbled into the lift he could feel his legs give out and he dropped against the cart closest to him. Reaching out he pressed the CLOSE DOOR button and let his arm drop to his side and put all of his energy into keeping his eyes open. He knew if he was seriously hurt and let himself drift there was a greater chance he would die in this lift.

As the lift began dropping to the floor below he felt his eyes close as he drifted off into the darkness.




—




Tiberius swam in the darkness, touching the veil between life and death. Looking around his inky surroundings he couldn’t see anyone around him. But he could hear them.

His friend Quintus was yelling at someone else to bring him back, but back from where? Where was he and why was everything so dark?

He heard the dark toned voice of Karst as he argued with someone else and he wondered what in the hell was happening.

Then he saw something, he saw his life, flashing before his eyes. Everyone he’d ever loved flashed there, his parents, his older sister, even his close friends Quintus and Walsh. The Captain.

There was another face that appeared there. It was a man’s face, covered in scars and he stared at Tiberius intently. Studying him as if he’d learn something. Then said, “Why does the Imperium deserve you?”

It was a strange question. He couldn’t think for a second and the man spoke again. His mouth was moving, but the voice seemed to be directly in Tiberius mind.

“Why does the Imperium deserve you? Why do you deserve to live?”

He was honest, he couldn’t think of any way to make his answer any better. “I was born to serve the Emperor, and to protect those loyal to him.”

The face stared at him and he felt pain. Pain unlike anything he had ever felt before.

White-hot, it lanced through his back and abdomen, burning a path across his entirety.

He bolted upright in a hospital bed, white walls all around him and the smell of antiseptic filling his nose.

“Thank the gods, he’s awake! Doc! He’s awake!”

Looking around the room Tiberius tried to figure out what the hell was going on. Quintus was yelling at the top of his lungs, there were two others in the room; Captain Gallagher was dozing when Quintus began yelling and nearly fell to his ass from being jerked fully awake, and Karst who didn’t look like he’d slept in a week, and still looked more alert than most soldiers with a full nights rest.

A man in a white lab coat and three women dressed in scrubs came running into the room and the man, he assumed he was the doctor judging by the coat and the arrogance he carried himself with, just looked him over and checked his pulse before looking at the machines. “By the gods, I can’t believe you’re awake.”

“Well, I am.” His tone hardened as did his eyes. Tiberius’ never met the man before, but from the brief encounter so far he wasn’t a fan.

“Tiberius, you shouldn’t be awake.” Quintus told him, his voice concerned for his safety.

“You were dead on and off for the trip back to the Integrity. If it wasn’t for your friend here you’d have woken in a coffin.” Karst told him harshly, it seemed that was the only way the man could talk.

“Dead?” He couldn’t process it, he was dead for that long? How had he come back?

“Yes Captain Vesper. You’ve been in a coma for the past three days and normally after the first twenty-four hours we pull the plug,” the doctor shot a nasty look at Karst, “But someone here wouldn’t let me follow protocol.”

Karst let out a growl and stood nose to forehead with the doctor, forcing him to look up to see his eyes. “Listen here you twit. If you would have pulled that plug he would have died. This man’s a fucking hero, you’re a dime a dozen.” The threat wasn’t even veiled as he made the man back up a step.

The doctor coughed into his hand, “Yes, well. We certainly are happy you’re back Captain.” He turned and left the room, left them all standing there because they wouldn’t have listened otherwise.

“Well he’s a fucking ray of sunshine.” Quintus said as he took a seat next to Tiberius and smiled at his friend. “We all were worried about you. Even Admiral Harcourt was here visiting you.”

“He just bloody woke up! Give the lad a minute to get his bearings.” Karst said. He turned and looked at the wall monitor as it beeped. “Captain Vespers’ suite, how can I help you?” he asked pressing the answer button.

The screen changed and Admiral Harcourt’s face appeared on the screen staring at them. “Specialist Karst.” He paused just a moment and said “Doctor Rhul has informed me, after sputtering a good deal, that you threatened him and I assured him that could not be the case.”

“Of course not Admiral. I would never threaten the good doctor. I would promise to disembowel him and string his intestines for jump rope and make him play that old schoolyard game, but I would never threaten him.”

The Admiral chuckled a bit before saying, “Good. Now I was told Captain Vesper is awake, ah there he is.” He said as Karst moved out of the way. “I’m glad to see you’re awake son, you gave us quite a scare there.”

“Thank you sir, I’m sorry, I would stand, but I don’t feel like I can move well right now.”

“Don’t worry yourself Captain. Take some time, heal and then you’ll be back out there.” His face turned to the other three men and he nodded. “Men.” They saluted and the image was gone.

“Well he’s certainly cheery isn’t he?” Karst asked sarcastically.

“Why did he keep calling me ‘captain’?” Tiberius asked. “That was a battlefield promotion, I’m sure they can find someone else to lead Second Squad.”

“You don’t even remember what you did do you?” Quintus asked him. When he shook his head Quintus asked him, “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I pulled the pin on those grenades, I remember getting hit with something, but I’m not sure what, and then…” he thought about the voice and the head he saw when he was in that inky blackness.

Quintus laughed. “You went full on badass on the traitors on the roof, used enough explosives to turn them to jelly and disable the array so we could hear from the Admiral. Because of you we heard from Karst about reinforcements for the fleet and the cruisers that showed sent their Sparrowhawks down. We had enough reinforcements we were able to find three of the General’s lieutenants and bring them in for justice, there were almost a thousand boots on the ground searching for them, all thanks to you.”

He took it in, smiled at them and said “So we caught them, but not the General?”

“Did you not hear me? Because of you we were able to get more reinforcements and take three high ranking members of Rising Anvil. Not to mention retake the colony, and liberate the civilians that they kept oppressed thanks to that communications array.” Quintus put a hand on his shoulder “Because of you, we saved one-hundred-thirty-four thousand people from the traitors. You saved them.”

He let those words sink in, smiled back at them, and felt the pain in his back spike. Tiberius, you are needed, was all he heard in his mind before the pain became to much to bear.

Each one of them jumped back as he fell flat against the bed unconscious and light filled the room, pouring from his body.

“By the gods.” Karst said, beholding something unseen for thousands of years.




Epilogue







Past the planet Pluto a ship full of explorers journey to the very edges of the solar system in search of new life and new planets to investigate. As they travel through the void of space something interesting happens.

“Um, sir? Somethings wrong with the systems.” Sahib Othi said to his boss, Janal Lidder the owner of the Hazzid.

“What kind of wrong?” He leaned over his console to look at his radar techs’ console. It was a small ship, with a crew of five, so the “bridge” was nowhere near as large as what most people think of when they think of a bridge.

“The radar just went to static, wait I’m seeing something now. What the hell is that?”

They both looked up from the console to the viewscreen that showed them what was going on outside, and saw just what horror awaited them. A large asteroid moved towards them quickly, coming outta nowhere.

“Get us out of here Jeba!”

Their navigator’s fingers flew over the controls as she maneuvered them out of the asteroid’s path, only to have it correct itself and her have to move them again. And again the asteroid corrected itself, causing her to jump from the shock.

“Dear Allah.” She was terrified, the asteroid-like object moved like a ship, it’s trajectory constantly changing to compensate for their changes, proving it wasn’t just a rock.

It was close enough now that they could see the craters in it’s surface, they could see three of them open like the doors of a hangar and smaller rock-like objects flew out of the openings and flew directly at them.

Every one of the objects began accelerating at them as she tried to maneuver the ship out of their way, she even tried putting in the coordinates for the void-drives, but she was too late. One of them got close enough to fire some kind of beam at their engines and the entire ship went dead.

“Get us out of here Jeba!” the boss cried out as he white knuckled the arms of his chair, his fear palpable as he stared in terror at the screen and everything coming at them.

“I can’t sir, we’re dead in the water.” She continued pressing buttons, hoping something would start working in their favor as the alien ships closed in on them. “Are we going to die here sir?” she asked as one of them latched onto their ship.

Before he could say anything the ship went completely dark, the emergency lights wouldn’t come on, the air recycler stopped working, even the artificial gravity went out. And then everything for them went black as they passed out. The alien ships closed the distance to them and pulled them towards the asteroid. And towards a fate worse than death.




—




“I’ve never seen anything quite like it.” Doctor Aziz, their expert on the human body and the only doctor Tiberius would speak to after dealing with Dr. Rhul, told the Admiral. “It truly is a miracle. Or a blessing from the gods. Either way I’ll take it because he shouldn’t have woken up from that coma, then to heal this quickly…it’s amazing.”

“He’s amazing. And he healed completely in just an hour? No more contusions or bruises, no scar tissue either?”

The Doctor nodded.

“Astounding. What could have done this?”

“Only the gods and the Emperor know. But I would keep an eye on him, we don’t quite have a grasp on his mental state just yet so we aren’t certain how stable he is.” The doctor also wondered just what the white light was that everyone saw pouring into his patient.




—




Tiberius ran on the treadmill, hit the gym for the heavy bags, even sparred some with his ‘mates and he knew there was something exceedingly different about him now than before. He had so much more energy, he wasn’t tiring as he used to. It was amazing, it was a miracle.

Tiberius, you are needed.

It drove him, just that one sentence spurred him to do as much as he could, even though he didn’t understand it. He was at peace with his life now, and he felt more powerful than ever.

But where had that voice come from, and who did it belong to?

Tiberius.

He stopped dead in his tracks. It was the same voice from before.

You are destined for great things. We have great plans for you. Go to the planet Sagrellia, a new enemy awaits you there. As does your destiny.
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