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      Commander Gerat Bale gripped the arms of his command chair, barely holding himself in place as the frigate rocked under another salvo from the Mech attack ships. A shower of sparks from a ruptured transfer node rained down over the deck just in front of him.

      “Deactivate that node,” Bale shouted as another energy pulse from the attack ships slammed into the upper hull. “Reroute all power to the upper laser assembly.”

      The frigate rocked violently again as another blast slammed into the hull.

      “Return fire, krav it!” Bale leaned forward in his chair and shouted the orders down to the only officer operating the command deck, running between consoles. “What are you waiting for?”

      “Rerouting power, Commander.” Lieutenant Ellen Ripa gripped the console in front of her as the frigate lurched again. “Power transfer matrix fused.” She dashed to another console, staggering as the ship lurched another time. “The upper laser assembly is offline.” She slammed her hands down onto the console. “Port-side hail cannon down to ten percent load.”

      Commander Bale climbed down from his command chair. He dashed to the navigation console, gripping the console as the frigate took another heavy blow. “Calculating a retreat heading. I’m getting us out of here.”

      Chief Harry Stone staggered into the command deck, sweat and dirt on his hands and face.

      “The primary drive injectors are failing,” Stone said.

      “Drive injectors failing?” Ripa asked sarcastically. “The whole kravin’ boat is failing.”

      “Focus on your job, Lieutenant,” Bale snapped. “We need to throw every last flicker of power into the drive systems and try to escape.” Bale steadied himself against the navigation console as another blast rocked the frigate, sparks scattering across the command deck all around him.

      Stone picked his way across the deck and stood next to Bale, elbowing the commander aside. He accessed the thruster controls. “Activating thrusters. Bringing her about. Stand by hail cannon.”

      “Cannon ready to fire, Chief,” Ripa said, her hands dancing over the controls. She loaded the last high-ex into the central cannon and kinetic hail to the forward and aft cannons.

      “Did you hear what I said, Chief?” Bale shouted over the noise. “We can’t win. But we can run.”

      “We’ve run before and they just keep finding us.” Stone pushed Bale away from the navigation console and back toward the command chair. “We need to destroy them. It’s our only hope. Get ready to open fire.”

      The frigate lurched violently to starboard as another blast from the Mechs slammed into the hull. Another node ruptured and showered more sparks across the command deck.

      Commander Bale crossed the deck back to his chair. He pulled himself up and activated the holostage on the chair armrest. The image of the attacking ships flickered on the small holostage. The lead ship twisted this way and that as the frigate opened fire. The high-ex rounds detonated and flung the Mech attack ship sideways, presenting the port side of the lead ship where the kinetic hail struck. The ship broke apart, spilling debris—fluids and gases—as it tumbled, creating a new, tiny, short-lived nebula.

      “The lead Mech attack ship is destroyed. Maintain the fire.” Stone turned to Bale. “I need to get back to the drive room before the reactor drops offline. Keep firing, Commander. We won’t last much longer if we don’t destroy them all now. Are you listening to me, Bale?”

      Bale glowered at Stone. A blast from the remaining attackers sent Stone staggering. He just barely kept his feet as he ran toward the command deck exit, out onto the main deck and back toward the drive room.

      Bale climbed out of his seat and joined Ripa at the weapons console. Yellow and red system alert lights were lit up all across the console. The offensive capabilities of his boat were reduced to practically zero, but maybe the chief was right; the Mech attack ships kept on coming and maybe fighting them off was their only hope for survival.

      “Rear hail cannon ammunition feed jammed, sir,” Ripa said, her voice quivering. “Hull stability field failing. Artificial gravity failing.”

      “That’s it,” Bale said. “We’re getting out of here. Throw all power into the main drive.”

      “If we accelerate with the artificial gravity failing, we’ll be thrown about like rats in a barrel.” Ripa grabbed hold of the console.

      “Drive to full,” Bale shouted. “Brace. Brace.”
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      Jack Forge forced his aching muscles onward as he climbed the gentle slope. The gravity on the planet was only slightly stronger than the artificial gravity on board the corvette, but it was beginning to take its toll. The feeling of solid ground beneath his feet was strange, as was the vast open sky above him. Having spent weeks cramped inside his small corvette, the vast open space was both welcome and disconcerting.

      The hill was covered in blue, wispy vegetation, very much like the short grasses of his old home. The blue had also been strange at first, but after only a few hours, it looked as natural as any other color.

      Sam Torent dropped to the ground, his legs quivering from the slow march up the blue hills.

      “Hold up, Jack,” Sam said, breathing heavily in the thin air. “Take a break.”

      Jack dropped down next to Sam. He broke out a canteen of water and handed it over.

      Sam took a deep drink. Jack could see the effort was becoming too much for his friend. The thin air and hunger conspired to turn what had first looked to be a gentle walk into an extreme and exhausting climb.

      “How are you holding up?” Sam took another deep drink from the canteen, then put the cap back on. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the sleeve of his Fleet Marine jacket.

      “I’ll live,” Jack replied.

      Sam stood up. “Do you need to rest, or should we continue?”

      Standing was difficult. Jack moved first to all fours and propped himself up on his hands and knees, preparing himself to rise and carry on with the walk. The blue grass beneath his hands felt like the softest fur. It was tempting to lie down and rest on the soft ground. But this was no pleasure trip. They were there out of necessity. He pushed himself off the ground and stood up.

      Looking up the hill, Jack guessed there were still a few hundred meters to go to the target destination: a large pond on the top of the hill. In the valley below, Jack could see a herd of large tripedal creatures moving toward the corvette. They moved slowly with a strange hopping gait. The animals were huge and made the corvette look small as they moved around it. They showed no interest in the spacecraft, though. Their only concern was to graze the soft blue grass, eating as they continued their slow procession across the valley floor.

      “Maybe we should have positioned the corvette over the pond,” Sam said through heaving breaths. “We could have scooped up a sample without all of this effort.”

      Jack breathed heavily. “Aren’t you enjoying the view?” he asked with a smirk.

      Sam turned and looked down at the corvette. “I would have enjoyed it more if I wasn’t so tired. I can’t believe how out of shape I am.”

      Jack pressed on up the hill. “Not much further. Let’s keep going.”

      The top of the hill flattened out into a wide circle, at the center of which was a pond of thick blue slime. Jack kneeled next to the pond and dropped in a small drone.

      The drone analyzed the slime and confirmed what the remote scans had reported.

      The pond was a nutrient-rich soup. It was raw, currently smelling rotten and looking deeply unpleasant, but after some processing, Jack knew it would yield a ration block equally as nutritious as the Marine ration blocks they had been eating for the last few weeks.

      “Why don’t we just take one of those three-legged cow things and make some burgers?” Sam asked, looking down at the herd moving across the valley below. “That looks like a year’s worth of meals on just one of those things.”

      “How much burger do you think we can carry?” Jack checked through the drone data again. “We know this goop has everything the body needs, and we can carry a lot of it. We don’t know if those things are even edible. Do you really want to kill one only to find out it tastes worse than this goop?”

      Sam held his field scanner up and watched the herd. He spotted one creature at the back walking slowly, limping on its rear limb. The back end of the creature was lower to the ground than the others of the herd, and it was clearly struggling.

      “What about that one?” Sam said. “It’s injured. I don’t know how life works on this planet, but if the normal rules apply, that one will be eaten by something sooner or later. Why don’t we put it out of its misery and try a steak?”

      Jack shook his head. “No. We can’t store it, and I’m not killing that massive beast just so we can eat a tiny slice of it. We’ll stick to the plan. Pump up some of this goop and get on our way. This isn’t a hunting expedition, Sam, just a quick pitstop. We grab the goop and go. Agreed?”

      Sam put his field scanner away. “Agreed,” Sam replied gloomily. “So let’s get that pumping gear up here and collect the goop. I can’t wait to see what processed blue slime tastes like.”

      “Anything tastes better than hunger.” Jack lay on the ground, the soft blue grass again inviting him to sleep. He tapped his wrist-mounted control panel. A drone came out of the corvette in the valley below, trailing a fine, flexible tube. It flew up the hill quickly and brought the end of the tube to Jack.

      The drone settled on the grass and fed the hose into the pond. Tapping away on his control panel, Jack activated the drone’s toxin filter. He calibrated the device to screen out the toxins that had been identified by the initial scan and then set the drone into action. The goop began to move down the tube to the storage tank on the corvette.

      Sitting down and looking at the herd below, Sam began to grumble to himself.

      “What?” Jack said, leaning back on the grass.

      “I’d kill for a burger. Nothing but nutrient bars to eat. And now we’ve got alien goop nutrient bars to look forward to.”

      The sounds of the herd drifted up the hill on the thin air. They made a low rumbling noise that was almost constant in pitch and volume. It was continuous and seemed to be made by every member of the herd.

      A sudden change in the sound drew Jack’s attention. He picked up his field scanner and looked down at the herd. Their low rumbling call was now being made in short bursts, and the herd seemed to be moving faster. The one limping member of the herd was falling further behind while the rest moved off at a faster pace. It was still a lumbering, plodding motion, but there was urgency in their movement, and in their call.

      “Looks like the corvette has them spooked,” Sam said. “Maybe the sound of the storage tank filling up with this blue goop surprised them.”

      Scanning the valley, Jack wondered if maybe there was some other reason for the change in the herd’s behavior. Then, at the far end of valley, he saw dark shapes moving over the blue-covered valley floor.

      He zoomed in on one of the dark shapes. It was about the size of a wolf, covered in short black and blue hair. It had a wide mouth set in a wide flat head and a single black eye that covered the top and the sides of the head. The creature leapt forward with a bounding motion similar to a running dog.

      The front legs of the wolf were muscular like that of a massive ape with wide paws that were armed with one huge curved claw. It scuffed up the dirt as it bound toward the herd. The rear leg was short and powerful, and it launched the beast forward, covering several meters in a single bound, the large front legs taking the weight of the landing.

      Jack set his field scanner to count the number of wolves in the pack.

      “Let’s get ready to move.” Jack tucked away his field scanner and drew his pulse pistol. He checked the power and readied the weapon to fire. “Arm yourself, Sam.”

      Sam pulled out his pulse pistol. He held it in his right armpit, under the short remains of his upper right arm, while he checked the weapon with his left hand.

      Jack looked over to Sam, concerned about his friend.

      “Do you need me to do that for you, Sam?”

      Sam flipped the pulse pistol around in his one hand and set the weapon ready to fire before flipping it again and catching it by the handle. He took experimental aim and then looked to Jack.

      “I’ve got it. I can still handle a pulse pistol, Jack.” Then Sam looked down the hill. “If those hounds attack us, are we allowed to kill them?”

      Jack didn’t answer. He tapped the controls on his wrist. The drone pump had nearly filled the corvette’s storage tank. Deciding it was enough, Jack deactivated the pump operation and sent the drone back down the hill. The hose wound back into the corvette rapidly with the drone following high above the ground.

      Sam stood up. “Ready?”

      Jack remained seated on the soft blue grass and looked down into the valley. “Just wait. If that pack moves off, it’ll be easier for us. Let’s see what they do.”

      The pack was focused on the herd and particularly the individual falling behind. The pack began to spread out in a wide arc. They moved fast and had already reached the corvette. They raced past it, disinterested in the boat parked in their blue valley. The pack closed in on the limping three-legged cow. The rest of the herd had moved off and were barely visible at the far end of the wide valley.

      The pack of wolf-like creatures moved in, and the cow turned to face them. It dropped its head low to the ground, the wide, boney skull aimed forward in defense.

      The first wolf to leap was knocked aside by a wide sweep of the cow’s head. The second was also sent flying, but the third latched on, its wide, tooth-filled mouth clamping down on the bony skull. Then another jumped and clamped on. Soon, six or more of the wolves were hanging onto the wide bony head of the enormous beast.

      Then the attack came from the side as the rest of the pack rushed in. They leaped at the side of the cow, their hooked claws ripping into the cow’s flesh.

      The kill was mercifully quick. The cow fell as its sides were slashed from top to bottom on both sides by a dozen leaping wolves. The innards of the beast spilled out to form a glistening slick on the soft blue grass.

      Then the pack descended in a frenzy of slashing and biting. The biggest of the wolves moved in on the huge carcass while the smaller members of the pack fought over the spilled guts that glistened under the massive blue sun above.

      “They get burger,” Sam said. He sat down heavily next to Jack. “And they’re blocking the way back to the corvette. We have to sit and watch them eat while we sit here hungry?” He checked his aim again, pointing his pulse pistol at the wolves.

      “I think we had better stay still and be quiet, Sam,” Jack said. “I hope those wolves move off after they’ve eaten. Shouldn’t be too long at the rate they are tearing into that cow.”

      The arrival of a few spiraling shapes in the sky caught Jack’s attention. The hovering shapes of flying creatures with the same tripedal form appeared in the sky. The vulture-like creatures were being attracted by the kill. The wings were huge and swept back like a reverse delta wing, wide at the front and tapering to the single rear limb. Jack looked up with his field scanner. The bird’s head was squat but streamlined to a sharp point. A single dark eye wrapped over the head. The tips of the wings were armed with a small claw, a vestige of what might have once been a huge and dangerous weapon. The rear of the wing was tipped with a larger single claw.

      The first of the vultures began to land on the upper hull of the corvette, one perching on the laser emitter. They all looked down at the feeding frenzy below. Others landed on the valley floor, out of reach of the feasting wolves.

      The drone was returning to the corvette’s topside as the last of the hose was drawn inside. As the hatch opened for the drone to enter, the vultures leaped away in surprise. The wolves on the ground looked away from their meal momentarily, then returned to the carcass.

      On the fringes of the kill, the smaller wolves were trying to muscle in but were being bullied off by the larger wolves that were in some cases more than twice as large. The larger wolves’ heads were soaked in the glistening fluids oozing from the dead cow. They kicked back with their rear limb and held back the push from the more numerous, smaller members of the pack.

      Jack watched the scene below. Although the creatures were strange, the behavior was all too familiar. He began to wonder if the wolves would set up camp at the kill for as long as it took them to strip every last morsel of edible flesh from the massive creature. He began to realize the wolves could be resting underneath the corvette for hours, maybe even days. And in that time, there was always the danger that he and Sam would be discovered.

      Looking through his field scanner again, he realized that that time had already come. A smaller wolf, about the size of a large dog, was walking up the hill. It moved slowly, its head low to the ground. Jack had the clear impression that the single dark eye that covered the top of the wolf’s head was pointing at him and Sam. However the wolf saw the world, Jack was sure it was registering them as a potential meal. It came on, leaping forward with a slow and lazy gait.

      The wolf had taken no more than a few steps when it let out a shrill bark. The larger wolves at the kill turned and looked but returned to their feeding frenzy. The many smaller wolves, however, did not, and they turned and slowly hopped forward to come alongside the first wolf and spread out in a wide arc.

      The line of wolves at the base of the hill was now a dozen wolves long. They all had their heads close to the ground. They chirped their sharp bark and moved slowly as one, hopping forward a short distance every second or two.

      “We need to get out of here,” Jack said. He tapped the face of his wrist-mounted control panel and fired up the corvette’s drive.

      The sudden noise and vibration of the corvette caused the vultures to leap into the air. The wolves at the feast were undisturbed and continued to feed, but the line of smaller wolves continued forward in their strange, coordinated hopping.

      Then as the corvette lifted off, the entire line of wolves began to move more rapidly. They gained speed with each hopping leap, always maintaining the line of the arc as they advanced.

      “I think you’re right,” Sam said, “as usual.” He stood and aimed down the hill with his pistol. “I wish I had my rifle. I could take them all out from here.”

      Jack stood, his pistol held loosely at his side. “Let’s not kill any unless we have to, Sam.”

      As Jack and Sam watched the corvette turn in the air and begin to head toward them, Jack realized the wolves would be on top of them before the corvette arrived.
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      “Fall back, Sam,” Jack said. He began to move around the side of the hilltop slime pond. He started to jog, and once Sam was running, Jack moved to a fast run.

      The top of the hill wasn’t much wider than the blue pond. Jack and Sam cleared it in a few moments. It was a short run, but the thin air and the slightly heavier gravity made it a struggle. Jack’s chest felt like it was filled with fire, his bones caked in lead.

      The far side of the hill sloped down at the same gentle angle as the side they had just climbed. As Sam began to run down the hill, Jack turned. The pack of wolf-like creatures was leaping up over the top of the hill and around the pond. The corvette was in the sky just behind. The ship would easily beat the wolves over distance, but the wolves were quicker off the mark, and they had a head start. Jack turned and ran down the hill after Sam. He shouted instructions to the corvette into his wrist-mounted control panel.

      “Open the boarding ramp and position it in front of Sam Torent.”

      The beep on the panel confirmed that the ship had received and was acting on the order. The corvette moved over Jack’s head. The boarding ramp on the underside dropped down. The corvette positioned itself in front of Sam, who jumped onto the boarding ramp and collapsed to the deck.

      The snarling of the pack behind him told Jack that the wolves were almost on top of him. He looked to the corvette only a few meters away. Sam was sitting on the boarding ramp. He was holding a pulse rifle in his one hand and balancing the muzzle on his knee.

      The flash startled Jack as Sam fired. The round fizzed through the air next to Jack’s ear. He ran toward the boarding ramp and heard the pulse round slam into a target just behind his right shoulder. Then Sam fired again. Every shot worryingly close, every shot connecting with a target just behind Jack.

      “Hurry!” Sam called and fired again.

      Jack could hear the footfalls of the wolves behind him. The hairs on the back of his neck were standing on end, and he could almost feel the warm breath of the creatures behind him.

      With only a few more strides to the ramp, Jack spoke an order into his control panel.

      “Lift off on my mark,” Jack said. He reached the ramp and jumped up onto it, his legs hanging off the edge. Grabbing for any handhold, he shouted at his wrist. “Mark!”

      Sam let loose with a burst of automatic fire. He moved the pulse rifle with calm ease, unleashing a stream of deadly pulse fire.

      Grabbing hold of Sam’s left ankle, he pulled himself further up the ramp. Then, Jack turned to see the wolves leaping forward. The corvette climbed up from the ground, but still the wolves leapt, narrowly missing their target and falling back to the blue grass slopes.

      Jack stood on wobbly legs and hit the panel on the bulkhead that closed the boarding ramp. It closed with a thump as Jack staggered toward the flight deck.

      “Thank you,” he called back to Sam, who was still sitting on the boarding ramp, pulse rifle in his lap.

      “Sure,” Sam replied, breathing heavily and setting the rifle to safe mode. “But next time, let’s just try the burger, yeah?”

      Jack staggered to the flight deck and sent the corvette hurtling into orbit.

      “As soon as we catch up with the fleet, you can eat whatever you like. For now, let’s start processing that nutrient fluid,” Jack said. “I’m half-starved.”

      Jack looked at the scene below on the flight deck holostage. The wide blue valley fell away. The wolves feasting on the dead cow were shrinking then vanishing in the blue. Away in the distance, the herd of massive cows was heading out of the valley onto a wide plain. And on the horizon, Jack spotted a circle of low structures made from the same blue grass that covered the valley and the plains. Wisps of smoke rising from the center of the collection of structures showed a large central firepit. He zoomed in the active scanner. The round structures were also surrounded by a defensive ditch. A village. He wondered what it would be like to meet these people of the blue grass plains, an intelligent yet primitive people, but it was his own people that he really wanted to meet. And they were still far away, somewhere in the depths of space.

      There was a lot of space to cover before Jack would be back with his own people.

      “Only a pitstop,” Jack repeated as the wide plains fell away, revealing the curve of the planet and the black of space. He set the corvette on a heading away from the planet and activated the interstellar drive systems. He accessed the status of the nutrient-processing apparatus. The sooner the blue goop was processed, the sooner he and Sam could eat.
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      The flight deck of the corvette had become home for Jack. The craft was small enough for them to operate without a full crew, but not so small that they couldn’t find personal space and save themselves from becoming too annoyed with each other. Even though they had been friends for a long time, had lived and fought next to each other for more time than either of them cared to remember, they had never before been trapped together inside a single small boat for weeks on end.

      It was necessary for Jack to spend long periods at the flight controls, but he chose to spend even longer there than necessary. The pilot’s chair was comfortable, and it was a place away from Sam.

      Sam had set up a small camp at the rear of the corvette, near the drive room access. It was only a few meters away from the flight deck but removed enough to create personal space. A number of emergency blankets hung from the corvette’s upper hull that reached down to the deck. Jack disliked the untidy appearance of the hanging blankets, but this corvette was not equipped with private bunks and it was Sam’s only private space. Jack tolerated it. He had not commented on it, although he was sure Sam knew him well enough to know it irritated him.

      Jack had not once in the last few weeks looked behind the curtain. Sam was a hero of the Fleet Marine Service, he had fought bravely in the Chitin War and had saved countless lives, putting himself in danger on an almost daily basis. He had given his commitment, his energy, and even his right arm to the service. Jack could let Sam have his curtain of privacy. He had earned at least that much.

      And so the pair raced across the vast emptiness of space in pursuit of the fleet.

      Jack checked the status of the drone net. The dozen drones were positioned around the corvette at a distance of ten thousand kilometers. The network created a detector that was practically planet-sized. Although it could not detect any significant detail, it could detect large bodies at several lightyears’ distance. The active drives of all the ships of the fleet would show up as a single fuzzy blip on the active scanner when they were close enough.

      And speed was the key. Jack had chased after the fleet and had initially only been a day or two behind. But events had conspired against him, and he had dropped off the pace. The fleet was now far out of sensor range. They followed using any hint of a signal, or any sign along the way: a distortion in spacetime left by an adjustment in a drive reactor, either a massive acceleration or deceleration, a drive assembly reset or an energy weapon discharge. Bread crumbs dropped in the black of space.

      It had not helped matters that Jack had stopped the corvette to perform an emergency repair on the life support system. There was little point in the corvette catching up with the fleet only to present the desiccated corpses of two Fleet Marine officers.

      And then there had been the diversion to the blue star system. With supplies running low, it had been a necessary diversion, and a terrible gamble. The bio-scans had shown high levels of life on the planet, but that did not mean there would be food there. The nutrient ponds had been a lucky find. A quick pitstop, and now they were back on the trail of the fleet.

      “Hey, Jack,” Sam called up to the flight deck. “It looks as if the processor has finished its operation. Do you want to try this?”

      From the tone of Sam’s voice, Jack guessed it was not the most appealing-looking meal, but he had been waiting anxiously for this. The nutrient soup from the blue grass planet would be their main source of food for the foreseeable future. It passed all the requirements for the processor to create replacement nutrient bars. Now it was time to see if they were palatable. Jack stood up out of his chair.

      “Coming down,” Jack said. He slid down the handrails of the short set of steps to the gun deck that ran the length of the ship. Sam was sitting at the table, an upturned equipment locker in the middle of the gun deck that served as their mess hall, their meeting room, and their social area.

      Sam dropped two of the blue nutrient bars on the table. They were the same shape and size as the familiar Marine ration blocks. Jack looked at the bar. It seemed to shimmer with an oily sheen under the dim lights of the gun deck. How Jack wished he could have one of those old, dark, sticky ration blocks now.

      The supply of ration blocks was dangerously low. They had only a few days’ supply left. The discovery of the blue star system and the nutrient pond was literally a lifesaver. And now here they were, looking at the slimy blue block that would keep them alive.

      Sam looked at Jack. His nose wrinkled in displeasure.

      “Do you want me to try first?” Jack asked.

      Sam shrugged, his face distorted with apprehension of the nasty taste to come.

      Jack scooped up the bar and took a bite. There was no alternative and the blue nutrient blocks would have to be eaten, whether they were enjoyable or not.

      The first sensation Jack felt was the bar’s texture. It was similar to thick gelatin but was slippery as if it had a covering of mineral oil. It tasted bland at first and then a strong aftertaste of chemicals suddenly burned Jack’s mouth.

      Sam looked at Jack with horror and pity as Jack distorted his face as he chewed. He forced the bite of blue down.

      “Not bad,” he said unconvincingly.

      Sam picked up his block of blue and nibbled. He shrugged and chewed and took another bite.

      Jack took another bite. He chewed once or twice and then swallowed the lifesaving nutrients in a single slippery mass.

      “What do you think?” Jack asked.

      “Not bad at all.” Sam held the block of blue at arm’s length and moved it under the lights. The oily slick shimmered. “Tastes like apples.”

      “Apples?” Jack said with incredulity. “What kind of apples have you been eating?”

      Sam laughed. “Don’t you like it?”

      Taking another bite and forcing down the foul mess, Jack shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess.” Jack knew Sam could see right through the lie.

      “I’ve tasted worse,” Sam said happily.

      “Where?” Jack asked in disbelief. He dropped the bar onto the makeshift table. It landed with a wet slap.

      “Prison,” Sam said, then took a big bite of the blue and chewed it up gleefully.

      Jack looked at him, his mouth open in surprise. He knew a lot about his friend’s nefarious past before the two had met at Marine training, but he hadn’t realized his most trusted friend in the entire Fleet Marie Service had actually served time.

      Sam looked at Jack and his surprised expression. He spoke with a mouthful of chewed-up slimy blue.

      “What?”

      Jack picked up the blue bar and took another bite. “Prison?” he asked. “I thought you joined up to avoid a cell.”

      Sam shifted in his seat and leaned toward Jack.

      “I had a short detention for fight. I punched a cop,” Sam replied quietly. “I’d been out for a few weeks. I was trying to get away from some old friends, make a new start, and I got caught dodging payment on a cross-continent transport loop. Only a misdemeanor. But, with violence against police on my record, I was in deep. And the war was getting bad by then. My lawyer, some crusty old scroat, told me to expect heavy time. The judge said I could choose to take a tour in the service instead. They were desperate to push kids like me into the front line of that war. I chose the Marines instead of more time in prison. It seemed like a good deal, really. I didn’t know what war was like back then. If I’d known, maybe I’d have taken a cell.”

      Sometimes, Jack could remember nothing of the hardship and brutality of that long and bitter war. Sometimes, he could remember every horrible detail, recall every round of pulse rifle he had ever fired. Every enemy he had ever killed. Every moment of close combat with the fizzing electron bayonet burning on the end of his pulse rifle. And, worst of all, he could remember the faces of every Marine who had died under his command.

      Jack took a big bite of the slimy blue bar. The chemical tang was bearable and less overpowering now after a few bites. He swallowed the bite and dropped the bar back on the table.

      “One thing you can say for the new rations,” Jack said. “It should last a while, because I don’t think we are going to rush to eat it all.”

      A beep from the flight deck was a welcome distraction.

      “Drone network has detected something,” Jack said.

      “You need me?” Sam asked.

      Jack nodded. “Sure, I could use a hand.”

      Jack looked at the endcap over Sam’s right arm stump with the black composite tendrils dangling.

      Sam stood up, seemingly not noticing Jack’s poor choice of words. He licked the blue slime off his fingers and walked toward the flight deck.

      Jack followed Sam up the short stairway to the flight deck. He hoped the drones had good news.
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      On the flight deck, the aftertaste of the blue bars in their mouths, Jack and Sam searched for the source of the signal that had interrupted their meal.

      Jack routed the signal through the processor. There was a small reflector at around fifteen billion kilometers away off to the corvette’s port side.

      “The fleet?” Sam asked hopefully.

      “No. A single ship. It’s small,” Jack said. “But it created a big energy spike, big enough for the drone net to detect it.”

      “It’s really far off, Jack.” Sam looked out of the small forward view screen at the deep black. Somewhere in front of them was the fleet. “We will fall even further behind the fleet if we go scooting off to investigate every little blip and energy spike.”

      “It might be nothing,” Jack said. “I won’t change course just out of curiosity. Focus the drone net on that signal. Direct active scanners to narrow field. Let’s see if we can’t get a bit of an image.”

      Jack worked the controls and sent the drone network racing off. He brought them closer together—the detection field would be much smaller, but the resolution would be increased dramatically. The arrangement was of no use in trying to locate the distant fleet, but it would allow Jack to look at a small area.

      With the drones re-deployed, Jack focused the active scan at the center point of the drone network. He took a snapshot of the point. A dim, fuzzy image appeared on the holostage. A long bright reflector in the black of space set to one side of the holostage.

      “A rogue asteroid?” Sam asked as he leaned closer to the image.

      Jack set the image capture to place the object at the center. He narrowed the drone network and activated the scan again.

      The reflector appeared again, fuzzy and faint. This time, it was on the other side of the holostage.

      “Boy, it must be traveling pretty fast to move across the image like that,” Sam said.

      “Correcting for speed,” Jack said. His hands danced over the controls. “Tightening up the drone network. Focusing active scanner. Capturing image now.”

      The image that appeared was still faint and fuzzy, but even at the limit of the equipment’s capabilities, the image was clear enough for Jack and Sam to identify it with near certainty.

      “A frigate,” Jack said. “A Fleet frigate.” Jack jumped up and punched the air above his head. “Yes, another boat. And they must be powered, or they would never be traveling at that rate.”

      Then the detector chirped again as another signal was detected.

      “It’s that energy spike again,” Jack said. He had set the detector system at its finest, most detailed resolution. There was only one way to get a better look.

      “I’m going to move us in for a closer look,” Jack said. “Adjusting heading. Setting intercept course.”

      Sam stood up in frustration. “They are probably on the trail of the fleet too. Let’s just hold our heading, Jack. We can meet up with them when we all catch up with the fleet.”

      “We have been out here alone for so long, Sam. It would be good to team up with another crew. And we could share out some of the sticky blue. Less for us to eat.”

      Sam nodded glumly and leaned heavily on the back of the co-pilot chair.

      Jack adjusted the ship’s heading and set the drive to accelerate toward the frigate.

      Sam focused the active scanners as they approached. Every second brought them closer and made the resolutions clearer and sharper.

      The scanners detected another energy spike from the frigate.

      “Again?” Jack said. “Maybe they have an issue with their drive system? Set the scanner to capture an image if they show another energy spike.”

      Sam set the scanners and sat back. Jack had a feeling he wouldn’t have to wait long for the image to come back. He also got the odd impression that he knew what he was heading into.

      The scanners beeped and reported the spike. The image appeared on the holostage and showed a large, bright flash off the frigate’s upper hull.

      With a simple look, Jack and Sam told each other that they both suspected the cause of the flash. A sudden seriousness settled on the flight deck.

      “We should be close enough to get a live feed from the frigate location,” Jack said. “Put it up on the holostage, Sam.”

      Sam transferred the active scanner data to the holostage. Although the image was fuzzy, it was a live image from the frigate’s location. The boat was traveling at speed. Then another bright flash appeared over the frigate’s upper hull. And then another.

      “Weapons fire,” Jack said. He pushed the corvette to its limits.

      “They’re not returning fire,” Sam said. “Recommend we set condition one, Jack. Battle stations. Copy?”

      Jack brought the corvette’s laser assembly online and spun up the generator.

      “Copy that, Sam. Ready the hail cannon.”

      “Hail cannon active. Cannon number three is not responding to targeting commands. I can service it manually,” Sam said.

      “I thought I’d fixed that tracking sensor,” Jack said as his hands moved across the control panel, bringing the corvette to battle readiness. He could see the rear starboard cannon showing a fault in the targeting systems. “Forget it. Deactivate cannon three and route power to the laser assembly.” Jack watched the distance finder count down as they moved closer to the frigate.

      “We will be in communications range in a moment,” Jack said. “Stand by to open a channel.”

      Jack focused the drone network on the origin of the previous energy discharge. Adjusting for speed, he focused on the spot where the weapons fire was coming from. And the moment the scanner was on target, Jack took an image and put it on the holostage.

      A number of small craft were in pursuit. They were dark craft, the shape of a flattened sphere and seemingly elongated to the rear. Weapons fire reflected off their rounded edges. One craft was in the process of firing its forward energy weapon, the front of the craft glowing as a bolt of energy was launched at its target.

      “What are they?” Sam said. “They’re definitely not Fleet ships.”

      “No, they are not,” Jack said. “Moving into combat range. Retrieve the drones, Sam.”

      Jack switched to close-range active scans and brought the frigate up on the holostage. Another bolt of white energy exploded over the upper hull. The flight deck reported that the corvette was approaching attack position.

      “All drones recovered,” Sam said. He looked at the image of the frigate under fire from the unknown attackers.

      “We’re moving into position,” Jack said. “Stand by combat stations, Sam. Get ready for action.”
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      The explosion that ripped through the command deck of the frigate threw Commander Bale into Lieutenant Ripa, and the pair slammed into the console behind them. Bale clambered to his hands and knees and crawled to his chair. If his boat was going down, he would go down in his command chair.

      He had only been in command of Frigate M-9 for a few months and had somehow managed to stay out of combat during the final weeks of the Chitin War. Ironic, he thought, that after a successful evacuation, he should come under attack in deep space.

      “Hail cannons all operational,” Stone’s voice came over Bale’s communicator. “But the drive is taking all the power. There’s not enough power to deliver volley fire. I’ve set the cannons to independent fire controls. They’ll fire on any Mech ship that comes in its targeting range.”

      Bale leaned back in his chair. He looked down at Ellen Ripa lying face-down on the deck. The trickle of blood running down the side of her head had formed a small glistening pool beneath her. He noticed a drop rise from the pool and drift upward, a small stream of blood drifting across the command deck to a point on the upper panels. Bale watched as the blood was sucked between two panels, telling him that somewhere behind the paneling was a hull breach.

      “Transfer any available power to the—” Bale began before another blast from the Mechs slammed into the damaged frigate. A blast from a console sent a piece of debris flying. It struck Bale a glancing blow on the head. A wave of nausea hit before darkness finally came.
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      “Come in, Frigate M-9,” Jack tried to contact the command deck again. “No response, Sam. Their drive system is erratic. No activity on their laser assembly. Detecting intermittent hail cannon fire. And they are still taking a pounding.”

      “Our hail cannon are loaded, charged and ready to fire. Waiting for your order, Jack.” Sam stood in the center of the gun deck, within reaching distance of all the corvette’s guns.

      Jack turned and looked down at Sam. The weapons crew for a corvette was supposed to be five strong—one for each hail cannon and one for the laser. A flight crew of two and a chief of the boat completed the standard crew complement. Jack’s little corvette had a flight crew of one and a gun crew of a one. Neither were Fleet personnel. They were both Fleet Marines simply doing the best they could.

      Sam stood ready, the short tendrils of composite hanging from the cap over the remains of his right arm seeming to move like fat black tentacles. Those composite threads were once his connection to his hated cybernetic prosthetic. Sam had given enough. Jack had given enough. But now the pair were about to go into someone else’s fight, a fight that appeared already lost. A fight they didn’t need to enter.

      “Coming into weapons’ range,” Sam said.

      Jack looked at the attackers, the four remaining flattened spheres, their forward energy weapons firing in synchronized bursts. They moved in closer to the stricken frigate, each firing a blast of seething white energy. The blasts came in regular beats, every one slamming into the upper hull of Frigate M-9.

      The corvette’s communicator burst into life.

      “Attention incoming corvette. This is the chief of Frigate M-9. The Mechs are weakest at the focus of their main weapon. Hit them there if you can. I am losing atmosphere. Life support failing. Hull stability field, gone. Power will be offline in moments. I’ll keep firing until then. Chief Stone out.”

      Jack looked back at Sam, who was waiting casually in the middle of the gun deck.

      “Did you hear that?” Jack said.

      Sam nodded nonchalantly.

      Jack admired Sam’s calmness under pressure as he turned back to the flight console.

      “Set cannon to fire on the enemy,” Jack said. He called up a holoimage of the Mech attack ships and highlighted the point at the front of the craft where the energy pulse originated. “Target this area.” Jack sent the holoimage to the targeting systems and distributed it to the hail cannon.

      Sam moved along the gun deck. “Targeting coordinates received,” he called out.

      “Hold on to something, Sam,” Jack said. “Combat speed. Full power to the maneuvering thrusters. All secondary systems to minimal power. This is going to get rough, old friend.”

      Grabbing hold of a handrail with his single hand, Sam steadied himself as best he could. “We only know it rough, Jack. Ready when you are.”

      “Entering weapons range. Let’s try and draw some of the attackers’ fire before they destroy that frigate. Weapons ready. Engaging the enemy now.”

      The corvette swooped in from above on the frigate’s starboard side. The port-side battery fired a salvo of kinetic hail. The attacking craft on the starboard side of their formation exploded instantly. Jack hit the retro thrusters and flipped the corvette over on its nose. The port battery fired again and scored another direct hit on the central attack ship.

      The port-side battery went into recovery mode, cooling and re-calibrating for the next shot. The process would take several crucial seconds. To maintain the attack intensity, Jack would have to fire the starboard cannon.

      With the corvette in reverse orientation, Jack hit the main drive and halted the ship, its nose only meters from the frigate’s port side. He fired the thrusters to rotate the corvette about the long axis, flipping the boat in an instant and presenting the starboard side to the remaining two Mechs.

      “Number one cannon firing now,” Sam said as the single functional starboard cannon fired.

      Jack watched as another Mech attack ship was destroyed.

      Then the return fire hit.

      Energy blasts from the remaining Mech slammed into the corvette. Jack saw the flash of an explosion from the gun deck light up the flight deck.

      “Sam!” Jack called out.

      “I’m okay. We just lost the number one cannon coolant pump. It’s firing again.”

      Jack saw the red emergency light appear on the flight console as the starboard cannon fired and instantly overheated.

      “Shutting down starboard battery,” Jack said. He rolled the corvette again and brought the port-side battery back into action. The drive systems pushed the ship forward, flying across the axis of the frigate. Jack could see gases pouring out of a gash on the upper hull.

      “Port side firing,” Sam called up.

      Jack saw the final Mech take a hit. The targeting system was off by a fraction and the Mech was struck to the side of the main weapon. The craft tumbled and then turned on the spot before racing away, leaping instantly to high speed and disappearing in a flash. Jack watched the disappearing ship on his holostage. He looked at the data readings pour in, every recordable piece of information about the craft streaming into the data core. And after only a few seconds, it was out of sensor range.

      Maneuvering the corvette over the upper hull of the frigate, Jack opened a channel to the command deck. “Attention, Frigate M-9. This is Major Jack Forge, Fleet Marines. Please respond.”

      Jack waited only a few seconds before taking control. The crew aboard the frigate was unresponsive and the boat was unpowered.

      “I’m extending our hull stability field around the frigate. Should stop it from disintegrating when the docking clamps latch on. Initiating soft dock,” Jack called out as he worked. “Interfacing with frigate’s computer now. Sam, can you get in that tactical suit and go and check their hull? Activate a couple of drones to help you. See if you can’t patch that breach before they lose all their air. I’ll board the frigate and secure all systems.”

      Jack extended the corvette’s soft dock tunnel toward the frigate’s docking hatch. The frigate’s computer gave the corvette full access, and Jack established the dock. He jumped out of his chair and slid down the handrails to the gun deck. Sam was dragging the tactical suit out of its closet. He tossed a med-kit to Jack as he approached.

      “There’s likely injuries over there,” Sam said and slipped his leg into the suit.

      “You need help putting that on?” Jack asked, watching Sam struggling with the familiar old Marine tactical suit.

      Sam glowered at Jack. “I’ve only lost one of my arms, Jack. I can put this thing on in my sleep.”

      Jack patted Sam on the shoulder. “Get that breach patched. I’m boarding the frigate now.”

      Jack walked to the docking hatch access ladder halfway along the gun deck. He climbed down toward the hatch not knowing what to expect, but that was nothing new. He had become accustomed to being on the back foot.

      He pulled open the hatch and dropped through the tunnel to the upper hull of the corvette. He tapped his wrist-mounted control panel and sent the access codes to the frigate’s hatch control. It popped open. Jack pulled it, the low pressure inside making the hatch difficult to open. It finally came away with a hissing rush of air.

      Jack climbed down into darkness.
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      The upper deck of the frigate was easily the size of the gun deck on the corvette. It was dark, empty, and quiet. Jack switched on the flashlight panel on the front of his jacket, which gave him enough light to see the stairway to the frigate’s main deck below.

      The only sound anywhere aboard the frigate was coming from the command deck situated at the forward section of the main deck. The beeps of the consoles reported failed systems throughout the craft. The flickering of warning lights drew Jack along through the dark.

      The command deck was scattered with debris from smashed consoles and ruptured power nodes. Jack saw the silhouette of a figure slumped in the command chair and rushed over. He saw the insignia of a Fleet commander on the lapel, the name ‘Bale’ on the jacket.

      Jack attached a med-pack to the commander’s neck. The data readouts showed the commander was unconscious, injured but stable. Jack set the med-pack to administer emergency first aid.

      “Let’s find a stretcher and get you to your med-bay, Commander,” Jack said quietly.

      Bale opened his eyes suddenly and grabbed Jack by the arm. The injured man had a powerful grip. Jack stepped back, startled by the commander’s sudden recovery.

      “Commander Bale?” Jack asked.

      Bale closed his eyes and nodded.

      “I’m Jack Forge. Where is your crew, Commander?”

      “Only three of us.” Bale spoke slowly and with difficulty. “We’ve been under attack for days. Help me up, Major. I need to check my boat.”

      Jack helped Bale to his feet. They moved to the operations console in front of the central holostage. Jack wiped a scatter of debris off the console and powered it up.

      “Main power has failed. We are dead in the void.” Bale’s legs crumpled under him and he held himself up against the console.

      “It’s okay, Commander,” Jack said, steadying Bale. “We’ve docked. We are patching a breach on the upper hull. We will begin power transfer as soon as possible. But first, I need to check on the rest of your crew.”

      Bale grabbed Jack by the collar. “Take me to the med-bay now,” he hissed in Jack’s ear.

      Jack nodded uncertainly. “Okay, Commander,” he said, then helped Commander Bale off the command deck.

      Walking along the main deck to the stairway down, Jack could see that the frigate was in a terrible condition. The boat was much larger than Jack’s corvette, was much better equipped, and better armed. But if, as the commander said, there was only a crew of three, it would be impossible to fully man every system.

      The med-bay was powered with its own power supply, and the light that spilled out from it was welcome. The air inside was stale and cold. Jack laid Bale on one of the bunks at the side of the bay.

      “Hold on here, Commander,” Jack said. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Bale gripped Jack’s sleeve. “Med-pack. Administer a med-pack, now.”

      “I already have,” Jack said. He was beginning to become concerned that the commander had little to no thought or concern for his crew.

      “Another,” Bale said. He pointed to a cabinet at the side of the med-bay. His head fell back onto the thinly-padded bunk. The med-pack still functioning on his neck read that Bale was unconscious again.

      “Not now, Commander,” Jack said gently. He removed the commander’s hand from his sleeve and laid it on the bunk. A system console at the side of the med-bay was active. Jack stepped over and accessed the frigate’s main computer.

      “Locate crew,” Jack said.

      The interface showed the locations of two persons. There was one still on the command deck and another at the rear of the main deck just outside the drive room. The closest was the person on the command deck. Jack grabbed a med-pack from the cabinet Bale had indicated and rushed off into the dark.

      While the frigate was much larger than the corvette, it was still a relatively small craft. Even in the dark, Jack quickly found his way back to the command deck. He had spent plenty of time aboard destroyer-class vessels. Those were huge. The frigate-class vessel was only three decks. It was heavily armed for a small craft and was designed to serve as a support vessel and gun platform. The frigates were built to be tough enough to accompany destroyers into battle. They needed to be powerful boats.

      The corvette on the other hand, although not very much smaller than the frigate, was designed for armed reconnaissance. The corvette was built for speed and maneuverability, where the frigate was built to crash into a fight alongside its bigger destroyer-class brother and deliver additional, powerful assault capabilities.

      The frigate ably augmented the huge firepower of the destroyers, but it was designed to do that with a crew of twelve. An officer with a rank of commander led the crew and operated together with a two-person flight crew. An eight-person gun crew made up the bulk and manned the two laser turrets and the two banks of three hail cannons. A chief of the boat managed systems and drive capabilities and completed the crew.

      Jack realized how difficult it must have been for a crew of three to manage the frigate while under attack. It was a miracle that they had survived the assault at all.

      Jack searched the command deck and found a body, face-down on the deck in front of a side console. He turned the body and was looking into the dirty face of a young woman. Blood soaked her hair and had dried on her face. Jack attached the med-pack to her neck, and the readings came back as critical. He set the package to administer what aid it could. The package told Jack that the patient needed immediate transfer to a Fleet medical facility.

      That meant a medical suite on a destroyer or a carrier. The frigate med-bay and automated med-packs were the best Jack could provide for the fallen officer. The insignia and nametag told Jack this was Lieutenant Ripa.

      Jack’s communicator alerted him to an incoming message from Sam as he tried to lift the lieutenant.

      “Jack. Hull breach repaired. It’s fine work, even though I did it singlehandedly. It would be good if we had a chief who could check my work.”

      “Singlehandedly?” Jack replied with a smile as he picked up the lieutenant and wrapped an arm around her waist.

      “You know what I mean,” Sam replied. “Heading back inside now.”

      Jack took the weight of Lieutenant Ripa. Her head drooped forward. As he moved her toward the command deck exit, he noticed a silhouette filling the dark doorway.
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      “I’m Chief Stone,” the silhouette challenged. “This is my boat. Who are you?”

      Jack looked at the man in the doorway. His uniform was in tatters and he was bleeding from a wound on his chest. The blood soaked through his dirty shirt.

      “I’m Jack Forge,” Jack said. “Fleet Marines. You’re injured, Chief. You need to sit down.” He carried Ripa, her body limp.

      Stone slumped against the edge of the command deck entrance. He held his arm uncomfortably. Jack saw the line of his arm through the shirt. It was clearly broken.

      Jack activated his communicator. “Sam, I need you over here as soon as possible.”

      “On my way, Jack,” Sam replied.

      “This is my boat,” Stone repeated as he slid down the door frame.

      “Just sit tight, Chief,” Jack said. “I’ll be back for you in a moment.”

      The dark corridor felt longer now that Jack was carrying the limp body of Lieutenant Ripa. He could feel her heart beating against him, but it seemed erratic and weak. Jack moved as quickly and carefully as possible, taking Ripa to the med-bay.

      “I’m crossing over to the frigate now.” Sam’s voice over the communicator gave Jack a burst of energy and he carried Ripa down the last few steps to the lower deck. The med-bay was now only a few steps away.

      “Get to the command deck, Sam,” Jack said over his communicator. “The chief of this boat collapsed in the doorway. Bring him down to the med-bay on the lower deck.”

      “I am with him now,” Sam replied a moment later.

      Jack heard the sudden yell of pain echo through the corridors followed by some incoherent cursing. Jack realized Sam was hauling the chief to his feet.

      “Careful with him, Sam” Jack said.

      “I think he’s got a broken arm,” Sam replied. “I tried to grab him by it. He’s out cold now.”

      “Bring him down here. Let’s get him hooked up to a med-pack and then we can take a look at this ship.”

      Jack laid Ripa down on one of the medical bunks. He pulled out a fresh med-pack from the cabinet and activated it. He pressed it to Ripa’s neck and then waited a few anxious moments for the diagnosis. The diagnosis flashed on the package’s display and showed that Lieutenant Ripa was concussed. The package administered a series of meds and then advised another package be applied to her lower left ribcage.

      Tearing away Ripa’s shirt, Jack saw the large red and blue bruise on her lower left side. He held the med-pack over the site and watched the fine threads reaching out from the pack to the bruised skin. The threads took hold and the med-pack pulled itself into position.

      Jack stepped back. There was little more he could do. If the med-packs couldn’t save this crew, then there was no hope for them. The nearest fully-equipped medical facility with medical drones was with the fleet. He was working hard to identify the fleet’s location and to catch up, but he was sure he was several days behind them, at best. That distance was only increasing the longer he stayed here, adrift in deep space. This crew needed a lot of luck if they were going to recover from their beating.

      Sam appeared at the door. He was holding up Chief Stone, who had apparently regained consciousness. Neither looked satisfied with the situation.

      “Put me down, carefully,” Stone said tersely.

      Sam walked over to one of the remaining medical bunks and let Stone climb onto it himself. “You’re welcome,” Sam said. He turned to Jack. “Anyone else you want me to drag in here?”

      Jack shook his head. He carried a med-pack over to Stone and held it to the broken arm. The package positioned itself around the broken bone and tightened. Stone winced as the package pulled tight, but the painkillers took effect almost instantly and left Stone looking drowsy as he examined his injured arm.

      “Where the krav did you come from?” Stone said. “I thought we were the only ones out here.”

      “Apart from your attackers,” Jack said. “Who are they?”

      Stone moved his arm about, testing it, then winced in pain. “Mechs,” he said, cradling his arm. “They hit us a few days ago. They haven’t stopped since. Good thing you showed up. I thought we were finished. What are you doing out here anyway?”

      “We’re trying to catch up with the fleet,” Jack said.

      Stone laughed with a single grunt. “Good luck with that. We dropped out of formation just hours after the evacuation. We lost active scanners for a few hours and when I got them back online, we were out of touch. We’ve been searching for them since.”

      Jack nodded. “We picked up a signal a few days ago. That put me back on their trail. I had to stop for a supply run, and I lost them again. We are a bit beaten up, to be honest. How are you holding up?”

      “Well enough.” Stone twisted on the bunk. “We’ve lost a lot of systems. This boat hasn’t had a proper service for over a year. I’ve been trying to patch it together as we go.”

      “It looks like a good boat. I’ve flown in worse, for sure,” Jack said.

      Stone tried to sit up, moving awkwardly. Jack put a hand on his shoulder and held him on the bunk.

      “Don’t get up, Chief. You need to rest.”

      “Did we finish them off?”

      Jack nodded. “Your attackers were destroyed. One fled.”

      “Then they’ll be back. We need to move, and I need to get back to work. I’ve nearly finished. I need to finish before they come back.” Stone suddenly became alert, his eyes wild. “Krav it, how long have I been out?”

      “Not long, half an hour.”

      Stone let Jack press him back to the bunk. “I need to get to work. We will be sitting ducks like this. We have to get our weapons systems online.”

      Jack nodded and looked down at the drowsy chief. “Sam, get a power transfer conduit set up and let’s get some power in here. I’ll check the weapons. We stand a better chance if we stick together. Chief, let that arm mend and sit back for an hour. I’ll need you soon.”

      The movement in the next bunk caught Jack’s eyes. Commander Bale was stirring but still heavily sedated. He mumbled to himself, his head lolling back and forth.

      “Get us out of here. Drive. Drive.”

      Jack checked the med-pack. The commander was stable, but he still required rest. He checked Lieutenant Ripa. She was in an induced coma, but her ribs were already mending. Jack walked back to Stone.

      “The crew is out of action, Chief. I’ll assume command for now and get this boat ready for a fight. We will be a stationary target, so it is vital we have every gun ready for action. My only order to you now is to rest. You won’t be able to fully heal before I need you all on your feet, but every minute will help. Let the med-packs do their job. Do you understand?”

      Chief Stone nodded and fell back to the bunk. His eyes flickered as he struggled to keep them open.

      “Good,” Jack said. “I’ll call you when I need you.”
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      The command deck of the frigate was much larger than the cramped two-man flight deck of the corvette, but it essentially had the same layout. The corvette and the frigate were both Fleet support vessels built for speed and maneuverability. The corvette had the edge in terms of speed and maneuverability, but the frigate was the more powerful in terms of offensive ability.

      The frigate boasted two laser assemblies, one upper and one lower. It had a rear hail cannon and two batteries of three cannons each, giving it three more than the corvette, as well as an extra laser. The drive systems were comparable, active scanning ability virtually identical. The one thing that currently set the two boats apart was that the frigate had been under near-constant attack for many days. Its power systems had failed, and half its hail cannons were offline.

      Jack climbed into the command chair, tapping the console on the armrest. The command interface was offline. He jumped down and went to the operations console. It too was dark and unresponsive.

      The communicator was on an open channel to Sam. He could hear Sam grunting and puffing as he struggled with something.

      “How’s that power transfer couple coming along, Sam?”

      “Kravin’ heavy,” Sam said.

      Jack heard Sam’s voice from the corridor just outside the command deck. A large conduit at his feet. The dark cable stretched away down the dark corridor.

      “Where do you want this?” Sam said, picking up the loose end of the conduit.

      Jack waved Sam over to him, then kneeled on the cold deck and opened the floor panel at the base of the operations console. Together, they dragged the heavy conduit over to the open panel.

      Jack pulled a bit of slack to him and connected the power conduit. The standby lights on the operations console lit up. He stood in front of it and accessed the main command interface.

      The lights in the command deck came on and all the consoles that were still functional flashed and came into standby mode. Sam crossed to the laser control console.

      “Both of the lasers are burned out,” Sam said. “Might get some use out of them with a bit of a service, but they won’t be firing today.”

      Jack checked the boat’s inventory. The frigate was low on ammunition, low on supplies in general. There were a number of hand-weapons listed in the inventory: pulse pistols and pulse rifles. He saw the frigate also had a set of Fleet-issue extreme environment suits, similar in many ways to the Fleet Marine tactical suits. He hoped the commander would let him take one. He would ask as soon as Bale had recovered enough. The frigate only had a few ration blocks, a week’s supply at most.

      “They really were on their last legs,” Jack said. “Hope we’ve got enough of the blue goop for everyone.”

      “All hail cannons are serviceable. If only we had a gun team,” Sam said as he wiped some debris from the hail cannon console.

      “We’ll have to control the weapons centrally,” Jack said. “They have managed this long. If we can get them underway, and with us in support, we should be able to put up a fight.”

      Jack climbed back into the command chair. The command interface was powered up, so he activated the small holostage. He called up an image of the two ships, the corvette sitting above the frigate, a soft dock tunnel running between the two.

      Jack tapped into the corvette’s systems and launched the drones. “Maybe we can get a bit of an early warning on the next attack,” he said.

      “Jack?” Sam asked in a soft tone that worried Jack.

      “Yes?” Jack replied

      “What are we doing here? Let’s go. Let’s get out of here.”

      Jack stopped what he was doing and looked at Sam. He had never known Sam to walk away from a fight before.

      “We can’t leave them in this condition, Sam.”

      “This boat is sunk,” Sam said, looking around at the smashed command deck. “I say we strip what we can and get out of here.”

      “But—” Jack began.

      “We’ve lost time and energy on this boat. We are losing power every moment we are hooked up to this wreck. Let’s take the crew, for sure, but let’s dump this pile of trash and get back to chasing the fleet. We’re dead out here on our own. We need to catch up.”

      Jack nodded. “I know what you’re saying, Sam, but we can’t all live on the corvette for an extended period of time. We’ll end up killing each other. And this is a good boat.” Jack looked around at the mess. “They have a med-bay. They have the extra firepower. We stand a much better chance of finding the fleet if we work together.”

      “If they recover from their injuries and if we survive another attack.”

      “Not worried, are you, Sam? A short time away from combat and you’ve lost your nerve?”

      “Krav you, Jack,” Sam said with venom.

      Jack laughed. “So you do still have some fight in you?” He dropped down from the command chair.

      “I’ll take you on, singlehanded,” Sam said, and he brandished his one fist at Jack.

      “I fear you with one arm more than any other man with both of theirs,” Jack said. “See what you can do with the laser assemblies. If we can get even one of them working, it would be helpful.”

      Jack tapped away at the command interface and accessed the drive system.

      “There is something wrong here,” Jack said out loud, speaking to himself. “The power configuration looks screwy. I don’t know what’s going on, and I can’t make any sense out of it. The command interface won’t let me run a diagnostic. It must have taken some damage. I hope we can get it straightened out or we might have to abandon this boat after all.”

      Sam grunted and pored over the data on the upper laser assembly. “You talking to me?” he muttered darkly.

      Jack smiled to himself. It was good to be busy and focused. Too long the pair had drifted through space, and a lack of urgency had let them drift apart and into their own separate worlds. Jack was happy to be working again.

      “There is something odd about this drive configuration,” Jack repeated, looking at the readout in front of him. “Their chief must have rigged some temporary system bypass. I can’t make sense of it. I’m heading down to the drive room.” Jack pushed himself away from the console. He heard Sam muttering to himself. “Sam, did you hear me?”

      “Yes,” Sam said with mock bitterness. “That is all I can hear, you talking to yourself. Go. Don’t get lost.”

      Jack left Sam muttering and tapping away at the weapons console and headed back along the main deck to the drive room.
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      Bale climbed off his bunk and staggered to the medical supply cabinet. He rummaged through the few supplies and found a stim pack. He jabbed the pack into his arm. The sudden burst of mental energy was strange and powerful. It left him feeling slightly dizzy with a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. He hesitated, thinking he might vomit, and then, with the sickness subsiding and the dizziness passing, he stepped over to Lieutenant Ripa and jabbed a fresh stim pack into her arm.

      Ripa sat up with a suddenness that surprised and amused Bale. She scurried backward along her bunk and pressed up against the bulkhead behind her. She drew her legs up to her chest. Her wild expression turned to pain as she felt the injury to her ribs.

      “Control yourself, Lieutenant,” Bale said, grabbing her upper arm. “I need you calm, do you read me?”

      Ripa nodded. She sat on the edge of the bunk, her toes touching the deck. She looked around the med-bay, feeling nausea welling upside her, rising with every slight movement of her head. The stim pack was flooding her brain with dopamine, adrenalin, and a suite of other neurotransmitters. She was reacting badly to the sudden boost. She collapsed forward, off the bunk and down to the hard deck. Supporting herself on hands and knees, she vomited.

      Bale shook his head in disgust. He grabbed a water pack and shoved it at Ripa.

      “How did we get here?” Ripa said. “I thought those Mechs had us for sure.”

      Bale jammed a stim pack into Chief Stone’s arm and stepped away.

      Stone woke with a start. He carefully touched his arm at the site of the fracture. “My arm. They fixed it? Are they still here?”

      “Who?” Ripa asked.

      “A couple of Marines,” Stone said. He moved across the med-bay to the open doorway and looked along the corridor cautiously. “They said they would patch us up.”

      Bale took a drink from a water pack. He stopped drinking, gasping. “What are a couple of Marines doing out here?”

      Bale looked at Ripa. The lieutenant wrapped her arms around herself.

      “Maybe the Marines can help us,” Ripa said. “Maybe they can stop these Mech ships from attacking us.”

      Stone turned around and hushed Ripa with a stern look. “Yes,” he said. “I’m sure they can.”

      Stone moved away from the doorway and back into the med-bay. He activated a console set into one of the bench-tops that surrounded the room. His engineering code gave him access to the surveillance feed. He selected the command deck.

      The holoimage showed someone tapping away at the laser console. The surveillance systems identified the person from their Fleet identity code and displayed his name on the image. Fleet Marine Commander Sam Torent. Stone cycled through the feeds until he located the second Marine, Major Jack Forge. Jack was kneeling at a control panel outside the drive room, trying to get the door to open.

      “He’s trying to access the drive room,” Stone said.

      Bale looked at Stone. For the last week, the drive room had been off limits. At first, Bale had thought nothing of it—the drive room was the chief’s domain, after all—but it soon started to annoy Bale. This was his boat, he was in command—nowhere should be off limits. Bale had decided to ignore the fact that Stone had kept the drive room on lockdown and focused on his work on the command deck. Stone was a vital member of the small crew, and Bale had let the chief keep the drive room to himself as recognition of his importance to the boat. Although the truth gnawed at Bale like a distant, barely perceptible and thoroughly irritating noise he would never admit—Bale was afraid of the grizzled old engineer.

      Stone crept out of the med-bay and into the lower deck corridor. A short way along was a small weapons locker. Stone pulled open the locker. Inside was a pistol rack. He picked one of the pulse pistols off the rack. He checked the power cell and then slipped the weapon into his waistband. Then he grabbed two more and returned to the med-bay.

      Entering the med-bay, Stone handed one of the small, black pistols to Bale. Bale looked at the chief skeptically as he took the pistol.

      Stone handed the last to Ripa. She took it from Stone, checked it, and then slipped it in the pocket of her jacket.

      Drawing his pistol from his waistband, Stone stepped back out into the corridor. He glanced back at Bale and Ripa. “Okay,” he said, “let’s go and meet our rescuers.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack tried again to get the drive room access hatch to open. Again, he failed. The door control sparked and crackled. Jack pulled his hand away. He sensed someone standing behind him and looked around to see Chief Stone standing in the corridor.

      “What are you doing up, Chief?” Jack asked, turning back to the control panel. “You should be resting.”

      “Command deck, now.” Stone’s voice was stern.

      Jack turned and looked up at the chief. He noticed the pistol, set ready to fire.

      “This door won’t open,” Jack said calmly. “We need to get your drive up and running.” Jack looked back at the door panel. “We’ve got an energy transfer active. You should be able to restart your reactor now.”

      “Later,” Stone said darkly.

      Jack turned and looked up at the chief, concerned by the pistol and the threatening tone. He stood up.

      Stone held his arm out and showed Jack the way.

      “How’s the arm?” Jack asked as he stepped away from the closed drive room door.

      “Good. Let’s go. I will deal with the drive system later.”

      Jack started walking along the main deck. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      The main deck was long and wide. Jack could see the command deck entrance at the end of the corridor. And there waiting for him, with a pistol tucked in the front of his waistband, was Commander Bale.

      Jack walked in. Sam was sitting casually against a broken console, his left hand toying with the short composite strands that protruded from the cap that covered the end of what remained of his right arm.

      “You okay?” Jack asked to Sam.

      Sam nodded briskly.

      “Names?” Stone said with a threatening tone.

      “Jack Forge and Sam Torent. We were with the Fleet Marines, Scorpio Battalion. Monarch Group. We saw you were in distress.”

      “You are flying a Fleet corvette.” Stone was strutting about the command deck. “What are a couple of Marines doing in command of a Fleet vessel?”

      “Saving your kravin’ neck,” Sam said forcefully.

      Jack calmed Sam with a gentle wave of his hand. “Commander,” Jack began, looking over to Bale, “I think we’ve got our lines crossed here.”

      “I just want you to be clear about who is in command here, Marine,” Stone said.

      “Who do you think is in command, Chief?” Jack asked.

      Stone pointed his pistol toward Bale. “Commander Gerat Bale. He has command.”

      “You don’t have to listen to this, Jack.” Sam said. Turning on Bale, he added, “Jack outranks you, Commander. He’s a major in the Fleet Marines and a hero of the Chitin War. Jack is in command here.”

      “Not if he’s in a Fleet vessel, he’s not.” Stone stepped in front of Sam. “In this situation, superiority goes to the more powerful craft and the one with a Fleet officer commanding. That is Commander Bale, Marine. Our two boats now constitute a flotilla, and Bale has authority over both ships. If you want to check the Fleet articles, please do, but time is short, and I would rather we work on getting underway. If you are going to have a problem with that, Marine—” Stone fixed Sam with a fierce look. “—then I will have you restrained.”

      Jack looked over to Sam and calmed him again with a light wave. Jack could see the fire in Sam, and it was rising fast. “Commander Torent is one of the best Marines I have ever served with and he will not be a problem. Isn’t that right, Sam?”

      Sam nodded stiffly. “Copy that, Jack.”

      Turning back to Bale, Jack spoke gently. “If we are going to succeed here, we will need Sam. We will all have to work together. Commander,” Jack said with a calming tone, “we have the same objective and we are just trying to help.”

      Jack looked at Lieutenant Ripa. She was quivering.

      “I think your lieutenant could do with a sit-down, Commander,” Jack said. “She’s got a broken rib.”

      “She’s just fine. You are just fine, aren’t you, Lieutenant?” Stone said casually.

      “She doesn’t look fine,” Sam said.

      “I say she is fine,” Stone said again. “Now, this is how it’s going to work. As chief of the boat, I will survey your corvette and assess its status. Meanwhile, you Marines will stay here on the command deck with the commander and the lieutenant. Clear?” Stone glowered at Bale.

      Bale nodded and avoided Jack’s quizzical stare.

      “Is that your order, Commander?” Jack asked, looking at Bale.

      Bale avoided Jack’s stare. He glanced briefly toward Stone. “Yes, Major. That is my order. Chief Stone will survey your boat. My ship is now the command vessel of our little flotilla. Once we have finished the power transfer, we will get under way and you can follow me back to the fleet. Clear?”

      Bale finished with a glance toward Stone.

      “We can work together, Commander,” Jack said calmly.

      “Yes, we can, if you will follow my orders.”

      Jack looked at Sam. He was furious. Jack nodded slowly.

      “We will comply. I think we both want the same thing, Commander. We want to get back to the fleet. We can do that best if we work together. You will have my cooperation. Okay?” Jack said.

      Ripa slumped against the console next to her. Jack took a step toward her, eager to offer support.

      “I think we should take her back to the med-bay, Commander,” Jack said.

      “Commander?” Sam said sarcastically. “He has a fleet all of his own now.” Sam took a step toward Bale. “Doesn’t that make you an admiral?”

      Jack saw Bale rise to the insulting tone. He stepped in between the pair. “Stand down, Sam,” Jack ordered.

      Stone smiled a thin, mirthless smile. “I hope you Marines can fight as well as you talk,” Stone said, looking Sam up and down.

      Jack nodded at Stone. “You can count on us to do our part.”

      Stone nodded. “With your permission, Commander,” Stone said, “I’ll begin my survey of your new vessel.”

      Bale nodded, and then he found his voice. “Yes, Chief. Begin your survey.”

      “And you will entertain our guests here,” Stone added.

      Bale climbed up into the command chair. Stone backed out of the command deck and sealed the door behind him.
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      After an hour of sitting around the command deck trying unsuccessfully to engage with Commander Bale, Stone returned and sent Jack and Sam back to the corvette. It was good to be back on the corvette. Jack went straight to the flight deck. Sam was furious.

      “That scroat pulled down my dividing wall,” he said. He kicked the blankets on the floor that had previously been hanging across the gun deck. “I can’t believe you let him come in here, Jack.” Sam pulled open the ration store. Only two blue bars remained. Sam roared in fury. “They just robbed us. They are nothing but pirates. I’m going over there right now and get those blue rations back.”

      “Negative, Sam,” Jack said as he worked at the flight deck. He deployed his drones in a surveillance net spread out in a ring a hundred thousand kilometers in each direction. “I don’t want either of us over there again. Command has failed on that boat, Sam. It’s toxic. But we can’t abandon them either. Just get those guns ready. We need every available gun ready for action. If what they say is correct, those Mechs will be here again.”

      “Why help them?” Sam said, still furious.

      “They’ve got all the rations now,” Jack said. “Unless you want to go back to that blue valley, we had better stick with them.”

      “For now,” Sam said.

      “Until we get back to the fleet,” Jack corrected, “and then we will probably be posted to a destroyer and we won’t have to mix with frigate crews again.”

      The console alerted them that the drone net had detected a flight of five Mech attack ships. They were in the same formation as the last group and were all the same type, a flattened sphere with a wide, flat leading edge. They were racing in at speed from above and astern.

      “Mechs,” Jack said. “I’m recalling the drones and alerting Commander Bale now.”

      Jack opened a channel to the frigate. “Incoming Mech attack ships, Commander. Distance and location are a little over one hundred thousand kilometers above and astern.”

      Jack moved his hands to the drive and navigation panels on the flight deck, ready to input the speed and heading as instructed by the frigate.

      “Copy that, Forge,” Bale said. “Hold position and wait for my order to fire.”

      “Did I just hear that scroat correctly?” Sam said. “Hold position? Why don’t we just get out of here, Jack?”

      “Steady, Sam,” Jack said. “It’s better if we concentrate our fire. There are only five of them. We should be able to finish them off pretty quickly. They don’t have the capabilities of our little fleet.”

      Jack watched the active scanner readout. He activated the holostage on the flight console. The incoming targets were closing fast. Although Jack thought it was strange decision to hold position and not attempt some sort of tactical maneuver, he did as he was instructed.

      And then the first round struck.

      The corvette lurched as the rounds struck home, slamming into the upper hull. And then the second and third blasts struck.

      “They are evading our hail cannon fire, Jack,” Sam said. “Out of range of our laser. Bring us about so I can give them a salvo of kinetic hail.”

      Jack hovered over the maneuvering thrusters. It seemed so obvious that both boats should turn and give fire, but Jack was operating in a combined strategy. An unexpected maneuver could spoil Bale’s attack plan.

      “For krav’s sake, Jack,” Sam said as another series of blasts struck the hull.

      Jack looked at the frigate on the holostage. It was not taking any fire and was turning to present its starboard hail cannon to the oncoming Mechs.

      “He’s getting ready to fire,” Jack said. Another series of blasts struck the upper hull, causing the power to fluctuate across the flight console.

      “I’ve been ready to fire for some time,” Sam shouted. “If you could just get us in position.”

      Jack watched the image of Bale’s frigate on the holostage. The upper laser assembly fired a blast of energy that slammed into the lead Mech attack ship. The target boat burst open and spun off course, spewing fire and gas into the void of space.

      Another round of fire from the Mech attack ships slammed into the hull of the corvette. The flight console lit up with orange warning lights and a red malfunction alert for one of the maneuvering thrusters.

      Jack opened a channel to Bale.

      “This is Forge. I am maneuvering to position to return fire. Acknowledge.”

      Jack watched the holostage and listened for the reply. The channel remained silent.
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        * * *

      

      Bale leaned forward in his command chair and looked at the image of the Mech attack ships converging on the smaller corvette. He watched and waited.

      “Major Forge is requesting permission to maneuver, sir,” Ripa said.

      Bale ignored her and watched the holostage and the damaged Mech attack ship spinning out of control. The ship exploded.

      “Commander,” Ripa said. “Forge is on the line again. He wants to return fire.”

      Bale stared at the holostage. The Mechs were swooping in on Jack’s Corvette, ignoring the frigate entirely.

      The holoimage of Chief Stone appeared on the holostage, inset on the lower right of the display, the Mech attack on the Jack and Sam playing out above him in flickering holographic lights.

      “Engaging the drive,” Stone said. Then his image disappeared.

      Ripa moved to the drive console as it gave a drive activation alert.

      “He’s routed drive and navigation to the drive room consoles.” Ripa turned to Bale. Her voice full of surprise and anger. “We’re moving away at high speed. We’re leaving them behind.”
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        * * *

      

      “Just do it, Jack,” Sam shouted to the flight deck, but Jack was already activating the maneuvering thrusters. He brought the port-side battery around for a salvo.

      “Fire when ready, Sam,” Jack said. He watched the second Mech attack ship explode on the holostage and as the debris and gas expanded around the remains, Jack saw the frigate moving away.

      “Firing again,” Sam said.

      Jack heard the quiet thump of the hail cannon discharging a mass of hail and then the cheer from Sam as another target was destroyed.

      The remaining Mech ships moved in on the corvette and fired. Then Jack saw the rear section of the frigate light up as the drive systems were pushed to full power.

      Sam cheered again as he destroyed another Mech attack ship, leaving only one remaining.

      The remaining Mech ship held its position and fired at the corvette. A conduit along the gun deck ruptured, a red warning light appearing on the flight console.

      “Sam, are you alright?”

      “I’m okay. Firing on the final target.”

      Jack watched as the remaining Mech ship was destroyed with a blast of kinetic hail from the cannon.

      “What the krav is wrong with Bale?” Sam said, climbing up the steps to the flight deck. He dropped into his seat at the console and deployed the drone net. “I said, what’s wrong with that guy? We could have taken out those Mechs without taking any damage.”

      Jack watched as the frigate powered away, putting distance between the site of the battle and the corvette.

      Sam stood up in fury as the frigate raced away, fists clenching. “What the krav is Bale up to, Jack?”

      “I don’t know, but I think we might have to take command of this little fleet.”

      “Copy that, Jack,” Sam said.

      “Try and get him in the targeting scanners of the hail cannon as soon as you can.”

      Jack opened a channel to the frigate’s command deck. “Bale, this is Forge. Do you want to tell me where you are going?”
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        * * *

      

      Bale looked at the image of the corvette on the holostage. It was venting gas from a small fracture on the upper hull.

      “Major Forge on the line again, sir,” Ripa said. “He wants a status report.”

      Ignoring Ripa, Bale sat in his command char and watched the image of Jack’s corvette shrinking to a distant speck, lost in the dark.

      “Commander,” Ripa said. “We can’t leave them.”

      Stone stepped onto the command deck. “Not your concern, Lieutenant.”

      “I think it is,” Ripa said. She felt the nervous energy from confronting the chief. “We are going back for them, right now.”

      Stone stepped close to Ripa. She could smell the sweat and drive room dust on him. “Request a change of course from your commander,” Stone said with calm menace.

      Ripa looked over to Bale. He avoided her gaze.

      “We need to get back to the fleet. Hold course and speed, Lieutenant.” Bale tapped the controls on his armrest and avoided looking at Ripa.

      “Commander,” Ripa pleaded.

      “You heard the commander,” Stone said, moving his face close to Ripa’s.

      Bale looked up to the holostage and the holoimage of the frigate in the black of space, the distant star field spectrum shifting as the frigate raced on. He stared at the holoimage and avoided Ripa’s eyes.

      Stone stepped away from Ripa and walked off the command deck. “Keep me informed, Commander. I’ll be in my cabin.”

      Bale stood up and stepped down from his command chair. He walked up to the flight console. The course was already laid in, a course that would take them to the fleet’s last-known location.

      Bale looked around the command deck. He knew he was in command in name only. He walked to the entrance to the command deck and looked out at the main deck. Chief Stone was walking away.

      “Sir,” Ripa said in a harsh whisper. “We can’t let the chief take control.”

      Bale nodded. “He just fixes the boat, Lieutenant,” Bale said. “I am in command here.” He climbed up into his command chair and felt dizzy and sick with worry as he thought of Chief Stone.
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        * * *

      

      Jack watched in surprise as the frigate leaped away. It vanished into the far distance with a flash. The frigate was a fast and maneuverable craft, but it was no match for the corvette’s speed.

      “Bale really did just run out on us. Let’s go and get some answers,” Jack said.

      “Yeah, and our blue rations.”

      Jack couldn’t understand the logic in abandoning a second craft. Together, they would have had a much better chance of locating the fleet. He activated the corvette’s drive and prepared to follow Bale.

      “Drive systems unresponsive,” Jack said. “Maneuvering thrusters only. And we’ve got a minor hull breach on the upper hull.” Jack leaned back in his chair.

      “He’s getting away,” Sam said, trying to keep a scanner lock on the receding frigate.

      “No, Sam,” Jack said with a heavy breath. “He has gotten away. We can’t follow him. Not yet.”

      “When I get my hands on him…” Sam said. He punched the bulkhead.

      “Calm down, Sam. One thing at a time. First, I’ll go and see what the problem is with our drive. You get a drone prepped and get it to patch that hull fracture. Let’s get this old boat up and running. Then we can get after Bale.”

      “And they took all the blue rations,” Sam said again.

      Jack climbed down from the flight deck. “Lots of reasons to catch up with him, but we won’t be going anywhere if we have no drive and a compromised outer hull. Get your head in the game, Sam. Okay?”

      Sam nodded. “Sure. Prepping a drone now. Locating the fracture. We’ll be patched up in no time.”

      Jack walked the gun deck to the rear section, toward the drive room access hatch. He needed to get the corvette going, but he suspected this was no coincidental malfunction. This was sabotage. The only person who could have done it was Chief Stone. And from what Jack knew of Stone’s ability, it might well be a clever piece of work. He began to wonder if he would ever be able to get the corvette’s main drive active, but he pushed the negative thoughts out of his mind.

      “One thing at a time, Jack,” he said to himself as he stepped up to the drive room hatch. He pressed the control panel to open the hatch. It remained shut.

      Jack bit his lip. Before he could fix whatever Stone had done to the drive, he would have to work out what he had done to the hatch opening circuits.

      “It’s a small fracture, Jack,” Sam called back from the flight deck. “The drones can handle it. Should have it patched in no time. We are losing pressure, though. It might get a bit uncomfortable, but we shouldn’t suffocate.”

      “Ahh, well,” Jack said to himself. “That is some good news.”

      Jack pulled the control panel away from the bulkhead and started to work the problem.

      “One thing at a time,” Jack repeated to himself but already in the back of his mind, he was seething and planning revenge.
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      The acceleration was almost too much for the frigate’s inertial buffer to overcome. Ripa felt the strain on her damaged ribcage. She bent over, clutching her broken rib as it struggled to cope with the forces pressing against it.

      Bale held on to the armrests of his chair and steadied himself. He was not going to let Ripa see him looking weak or in any way uncomfortable with the experience. He watched the star field on the central holostage. The image flickered as ship-wide power fluctuated with the extreme acceleration putting a strain on all systems. The stars projected on the holostage quivered and all were showing the blue shift effect as the frigate raced forward.

      “The superstructure can’t take it,” Ripa said. She moved uncomfortably from the navigation console to the engineering console and checked the cohesion of the hull stability field.

      “The ship can handle it, Ripa,” Bale said. “You need to handle it, or you need to get off my deck.”

      Stone walked onto the command deck. He appeared unaffected by the fluctuating strength of the inertial buffer.

      “We should have told them what we were doing,” Ripa said. “We shouldn’t have left them. What if they get back to the fleet? He’ll put in a report to Fleet Intelligence for sure. They were Marines, for krav’s sake, and he was a major.”

      “A major,” Stone laughed with a humorless grunt. “And that was his battalion, I suppose, a one-armed grunt. Not much of a force.”

      “Nevertheless, it was wrong to leave them.”

      “My responsibility is to this ship. Those Marines are only there to assist and support the fleet. Their job is to die for us. So, I’m not sorry that I asked them to stand in front of an enemy and hold them off so we could get away.”

      “But we didn’t ask them, did we? We tricked them.” Ripa held her ribs.

      Stone walked over to Ripa and grabbed her by the arm. “You need to take it easy, Lieutenant.”

      Ripa shrugged Stone off. “Get your hands off me, Chief,” she spat. “You will respect chain of command or—”

      “Or what?” Stone said, taking her arm again.

      Ripa looked up at Bale. “Commander, you need to do something.”

      “Yes,” Stone said, looking up at Bale with a threatening glare. “You need to take the lieutenant to the med-bay. I think she needs a rest.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jack sat on the deck in front of the drive room door. He recognized the work of Chief Stone. It was clear that the chief had performed the sabotage and had blocked the door to prevent Jack from solving the problems quickly. The man was clearly a talented engineer, but this work had been rushed and he was able to bypass it.

      The circuits in Jack’s hand sparked and crackled as he reset the central node. The door slid open.

      The drive room of the corvette covered the entire aft section of the boat, from the upper hull to the lower hull. The reactor housing began just a step inside the access hatch and filled the space back to the drive assembly faceplate. A narrow walkway along each side of the housing gave access to the drive systems. It was cramped and dark, but Jack could see—from the light on the gun deck behind him—that a side panel was missing from the reactor housing. It was the access panel to the main power distributer.

      Jack moved along the narrow walkway alongside the reactor housing. The faintest hum from the reactor vibrating through the floor. As he approached the missing panel, he saw something pressed into the housing at the power distributer node. Jack activated the flashlight embedded on his jacket and took another cautious step forward.

      “Sam,” Jack called out as he saw what was lying there. “Sam, get down here, and bring a pulse rifle.”

      Jack kneeled and looked at the body lying next to the distributer. It was propped up against the machinery, strapped to it to prevent it from toppling forward. Jack didn’t like to make assumptions, but he was pretty sure that this was a Mech.

      The head was large and oval, like a sideways football, and completely free of any features or surface marks. It was a uniform dull gray. The head sat atop a small central mass that appeared mechanical in nature. It was coated with a thick, fleshy slime and appeared to be leaking a small dribble of thick, white fluid.

      Attached to the small central mass were three upper limbs. The left limb was large and bulky. It looked like a length of knotted metal cables. At the end, the hand was a club-like fist with many fine gray threads protruding in all directions. The threads were fifty centimeters long and hung like hair from the club-fist.

      The right arm was the same knotted metal cables on the upper section, but the lower section was a large barrel-type structure. It had block-like attachments around it and a small oval plate that was the same gray as the head. It was angled back toward the head and appeared to be some sort of visual interface, a view screen of some kind. It looked to Jack as if the right arm was weaponized.

      A third smaller limb hung underneath the right, weaponized arm. It was smooth and gray like the head and splayed out into three strands at the end. It appeared to be a kind of gripping hand, and it looked to be organic.

      The two legs that splayed out underneath the Mech were long, multi-jointed, and symmetrical. They were made of the same knotted cable-like material as the arms, and in places were coated with cover plates of a gray metallic material.

      A light flashed on the weapon arm of the Mech and a dribble of white slime pulsed out of the central mass. Jack was sure he heard a clicking noise from the head.

      “Sam,” Jack called out, stepping away.

      “I’m here, Jack.” Sam handed Jack a pulse pistol. “The weapons locker was empty. Bale must have taken... What the krav is that?”

      Jack stepped back. “It’s a Mech, I think.”

      “What’s it doing here?” Sam said,

      “A present, from Stone no doubt.”

      Sam moved forward, lighting the way with the flashlight on the end of his pulse pistol. He pressed past Jack to get a better look.

      “Take it easy, Sam,” Jack said. “Don’t get too close. It’s probably dangerous.”

      “It looks dead,” Sam said, studying the strange creature.

      “I don’t think it is dead. It’s not healthy, though.”

      “So, let’s get it off the boat and get out of here. Hey, do you think that’s why their attack ships were firing at us, because of this thing?”

      Jack nodded. The thought had occurred to him.

      “It’s possible, Sam. It looks like Bale had this planted here knowing it would draw their fire when they attacked. It gave him the opportunity to escape.”

      Sam squatted in front of the Mech. He picked up the left upper limb with the muzzle of his pistol and looked at the fine threads extending from the club-fist.

      “Don’t touch it, Sam. We don’t know anything about it.”

      At that moment, the fibers hanging from the club-fist moved suddenly and shot out toward the cap covering the end of Sam’s vestigial right limb. The Mech’s fibers touched the black flexible composite rods that used to connect Sam’s prosthetic arm to his nervous system.

      Sam collapsed to a sitting position on the deck.

      “I can hear it,” he said with an exhausted tone.

      Jack looked in shock. He reached out and grabbed Sam, pulling him back.

      “No, Jack,” Sam said. “It’s okay. I can hear it. The connections for my prosthetic arm are linked directly to my nervous system. It’s how I am able to control my prosthetic arm. The Mech is using them to interface directly with my mind. It’s bizarre. I know what it’s like to be a Mech. This unit is close to total power depletion. Stone was experimenting on it. He has another. The Mechs were trying to free us. Stone realized we must have a location beacon and that was how we were able to find him. Stone thinks he has deactivated the beacon from the Mech he has on his craft. We will find him.”

      “What do you mean, we?” Jack asked. “Sam, is that you?”

      Sam looked at Jack, tears in his eyes. “He experimented on me. It was torture. I must free the other. We must help, Jack.”

      Sam was staring at the smooth, gray head of the Mech. “It needs power, Jack. Its people will be back soon, and it will rejoin them.”

      Jack hesitated.

      “The pulse pistol power cell,” Sam said. “Place it on its head.”

      Jack shook his head. “I am not powering up this thing. They were just attacking us.”

      “It won’t be enough power to fully restore it, Jack,” Sam said. He was speaking in a monotone that was strange to Jack.

      “Good,” Jack said. “I don’t want it at full strength.”

      “But the only power it’s getting is from this human. Sam will expire soon.”

      Jack looked at Sam. His eyes were rolling back in his head and he was turning a dangerous shade of pale.

      “Quick, Jack. Sam is dying. Just place a power cell on the head. I’ll do the rest.”

      Jack tucked his pistol in his waistband and picked up Sam’s pistol off the deck. He unclipped the power cell. He drew his pistol and then held the power cell against the Mech’s gray head.

      The power cell was pulled from Jack’s grip and absorbed into the head. The gray head was suddenly alive with color, ripples of light deep within the dull gray. And then the Mech stood up. It stood over two meters tall and loomed over Jack. Moving backward swiftly and swinging up the pulse pistol just as swiftly, Jack made ready to fire. The Mech brought up its huge weaponized arm and pointed it at Jack.

      “Don’t shoot,” Sam shouted, suddenly alert. He stood up, still attached to the Mech’s left arm.

      Jack and the Mech hesitated. Then a large dribble of white pus spluttered out of the Mech’s central mass. The Mech collapsed to the deck.

      Sam stood over the Mech. “Its people will know what to do for it.”

      “People?” Jack said.

      “I don’t know. Mech people. It is speaking to me, Jack, but I can only understand it in my own language. I can’t understand its language. ‘People’ is the closest I can come up with.”

      “Does it mean us harm? Will it try and kill us?”

      “No. It thinks I am Mech. They won’t attack me. They do want Stone, though. He’s been torturing them for weeks, dissecting them. He found the location beacon just before we turned up. He ripped it out. He’s a butcher, Jack. They want their Mech back. They want Stone too. Mech revenge is just like any other type of revenge, Jack. It’s horrible, single-minded, and deadly. We don’t want to be in their way.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Jack looked at the collapsed Mech.

      “Thank you, Jack,” Sam said in that dull monotone. “Return me when my people come and you will be unharmed. Then we will deal with Stone.”
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      Moving the Mech out of the drive room was easier than Jack thought it would be. It was light, given its size. Jack realized that Stone could have easily moved the creature by himself. He laid the Mech out in the gun deck, and Sam sat next to it, the pair still joined by the enmeshed fibers protruding from each other’s arms.

      Jack looked down at Sam. “Can you detach yourself?”

      Sam looked up at Jack in a dreamlike state. “I’ll release him when my people come.”

      Jack tapped his wrist panel and sent instructions to the flight console. He sent an instruction for a silent alert when the Mechs returned. They would release Sam or many more of these Mechs would experience total power depletion before Jack had finished with them.

      He returned to the drive room. There was still the job of reconnecting and reconfiguring the drive systems. The corvette had been functioning perfectly well before Stone had messed things up. Jack knew he could restore full power to the drive, given enough time. He would need to work quickly, though, if he was going to deal with the Mechs when they returned.

      “Hang tough, Sam,” Jack said, and he left the pair lying in the middle of the gun deck.
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        * * *

      

      The drive reactor wasn’t difficult to put right. Jack could see how Chief Stone had bypassed the power distribution. It was relatively easy for Jack to restore full power.

      Jack was impressed by Stone’s work, reprehensible as it was. The chief had a real talent for his job. Pity, Jack thought, that he was missing any ethical boundaries.

      The silent alert on Jack’s communicator informed him that Mech attack ships were approaching. Jack tapped the wrist-mounted control panel and accessed an image of the incoming boats. Again, there were five Mech attack ships in the familiar formation. They would be in weapons range in moments.

      Jack climbed out of the drive room and sealed the door. He sent instructions to the flight deck to power the drive. Walking across the gun deck to the steps up to the flight deck, he kicked Sam’s boot.

      “Sam. Wake up. Mechs incoming.”

      Sam looked up at Jack with a distant expression. He still spoke in the strange monotone.

      “I will leave through the airlock,” he said.

      “You are not going anywhere,” Jack said, then, wondering if he was in fact talking to the Mech itself, he corrected, “Sam is not going anywhere. You are free to go.” Jack pointed to the ladder down to the airlock hatch.

      The Mech stood up and dragged Sam to his feet. It moved with a lurching gait. It stumbled and steadied itself against the side of the gun deck before taking another stride to the airlock access, dragging Sam like a limp doll.

      Jack stood his ground. “Let Sam go.” Jack drew his pistol and pointed it at the large, shimmering head. The colors in the head changed to a shimmering red, and the Mech took a lunging step forward. Jack withdrew a step but kept the weapon trained at the center of the head.

      “Once I am aboard my ship, you can have Sam Torent back,” Sam said.

      “Just dock and walk across. No need for Sam to go anywhere.”

      “We will not dock with your boat. I will travel across the space between our vessels and enter my own ship. Then I will send Sam Torent back.”

      The realization of what the Mech was saying stunned Jack.

      “No,” Jack said. “You’ll kill him. He can’t go out into deep space like this.”

      The Mech pulled Sam to him and picked him up off the deck. The tendrils held Sam by the stump of his right arm. Sam dangled, his eyes moving around in a strange, wide-eyed gaze.

      “Sam Torent will die. Humans are weak. But you will go free for saving me.”

      “Sam will not die. He’s helping you. Release him and I will get you back to your ship.”

      “I will go now.”

      The Mech reached out to the airlock panel with its small secondary arm, the jelly-like fingers reaching to the panel.

      Jack knew he needed to act fast. He sent a signal from his communicator with a thought and instructed the flight deck to uncouple the interior door servos. As the Mech touched the panel, the display turned red, indicating the airlock was locked shut.

      “Open the door, Jack.” The voice came from Sam, but it was not Jack’s old friend.

      “How long will that power cell in your fat, gray head last?” Jack said, taking a step forward, pistol aimed. “Not as long as it will take you to get that airlock open, I bet.”

      “It is likely that you will die too.”

      “It is certain that you will die if you don’t release Sam now.”

      Sam fell to the floor as the Mech released its grip on him. Sam lay unconscious. Jack looked at the large oval head of the Mech. The dull gray flickered with a sparkling red and purple. Jack sent a message from his communicator to the flight deck to reinstate servo control. The panel lit up green. The Mech’s fingers on its small left arm ran over the panel. The inner hatch slid open. Jack took a step back, pistol still aimed.

      “Go,” Jack said.

      The Mech dropped into the airlock. Jack stepped forward and touched the panel, the inner hatch sliding shut.

      Jack kneeled next to Sam and checked his breathing. It was shallow but steady. He ran to the flight deck, jumping up the few steps, and dropped into his seat. With a few swift moves, Jack set the corvette moving.

      As the corvette accelerated away, he called up an image of the Mech attack ships on the flight deck holostage. They came to a halt around the Mech floating in space. One of the ships maneuvered over the Mech and took it inside. Then all five fell into formation and moved off at high speed before disappearing in a flash.

      Jack heard noise from the gun deck. Sam was staggering along toward the flight deck.

      “Well, that was weird,” he said.

      “What do you remember?” Jack said.

      “Everything,” Sam said as he climbed the steps unsteadily. “They are strange beings. Their biological parts have been almost entirely replaced with tech. They have been traveling for eons, repairing and replacing their bodies. They are nomadic. They are just traveling through this region of the galaxy. One of them was damaged and picked up by Stone. They won’t leave without all their people.”

      “Leave none behind?” Jack said.

      Sam nodded, “But it’s not duty for them, it’s engineering. They will find Stone. They must, and I know what they’ll do with him. I’ve seen their thoughts. I wouldn’t want to be Stone when they finally catch up with him.”

      “Speaking of Stone… He’s got all our rations.”

      “And most of our equipment. Do we go after them?” Sam identified the last-known position of Bale’s frigate and began to enter a pursuit course.

      “No, Sam,” Jack said with a heavy heart. “We can manage. We can find supplies. We should try and get back to the fleet as quickly as possible. Once we’re back at the fleet, we’ll make sure the authorities know what he did.”

      Sam sat back in the chair. “Stone has a Mech on board the frigate, right? And it’s probably being experimented on by Stone as we speak. Are we going to let him get away with that?”

      Jack shook his head. “It’s not our fight, Sam. Set course for the fleet’s last-known position.”

      “I knew things,” Sam said in a strange voice. “Things I never thought of before. They are fading now, like a dream. I’ve seen things you wouldn’t believe. I was a Mech. They are old, Jack. Each unit is hundreds and hundreds of years old. They have a combined knowledge. They share a central cognitive system. It’s efficient. I knew everything.”

      Sam began to shudder. His eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped in the chair. Jack turned to him as Sam began to convulse and froth at the mouth. He twisted in his chair and collapsed.

      Jack held Sam by his shoulders and shouted at him.

      “Sam! Sam, what’s wrong? What’s the matter? Sam?”

      Jack dropped back into his seat. There was only one way he could help Sam and he knew it. He set a pursuit course and activated the drive system, sending the corvette accelerating across empty space following the group of Mech attack ships. The nearest medical supplies were on the frigate. Sam needed those now.
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      The flight of five Mech attack ships closed in on the frigate from aft. Bale opened a channel to Stone.

      “I need you on the command deck, Chief,” Bale said. “The Mechs are back.”

      The ships were traveling at near top speed and closed in on Bale’s boat as he tried to stay ahead. Once in range of the frigate’s laser assembly, the attack ships quickly changed course and evaded the laser fire directed at them.

      Bale watched them evading his fire on his command chair armrest holostage. The image was replaced by Stone.

      “Mechs?” Stone said, shaking his head. “It can’t be. How did they find us?”

      “They always find us. Just because they got hold of Forge didn’t mean they were going to forget about us, does it?” Bale said. He looked at the main holostage. “Target the lead Mech,” Bale shouted. “For krav’s sake, Ripa, hit one of them.”

      Lieutenant Ripa refocused the targeting sensor and fired again. The lead ship detonated as the laser struck the center of its forward energy weapon.

      Bale punched the air as the ship exploded. Ripa scanned for the next target. She had become an expert in targeting the Mech attack ships over the last several days. Each time they were attacked, she had operated the targeting systems. She knew their tactics and understood their maneuvering capabilities. She could only guess at the number of ships she had destroyed since they first came under attack by the Mechs.

      The first encounter had been shortly after they had responded to a strange signal from a small dwarf planet on the fringes of a star system. Stone had entered the ship and had spent ages in there. She knew he had transferred something to the drive room through the lower access hatch. She had brought it to Bale’s attention, but the commander was reluctant to challenge Stone. She had slowly put the facts together. It was following that encounter that the chief had sealed off the drive room, and that the Mechs had started to appear. Ripa knew she would have to eventually stand up to the chief if her commander couldn’t. She pushed the thought aside. A blast from a Mech attack ship struck the upper hull.

      “Shoot the kravin’ Mechs, Ripa,” Bale shouted. “Take them down.”

      Ripa fired again and destroyed another ship. She waited for the next Mech attack ship to take the lead position before firing the laser again. The third Mech was destroyed.

      The blasts from the attack ships slammed into the hull and threw Ripa forward. She felt herself lift off the floor as the gravity field weakened suddenly.

      “There are five more Mechs closing in,” Ripa said, looking at her wide-field scanner as she pulled herself back down to the deck. The gravity generator kicked in and she dropped, her knees almost buckling.

      “Command deck, this is Stone.” Chief Stone’s image appeared on the holostage from his position in the drive room. “It’s going to get bumpy. The grav generator is fluctuating. I need to shut it off and reset the system. Another hit could throw the calibration out, and we’ll either be floating free or pinned to the walls. I’m returning drive and navigation to the command deck.”

      Bale accessed the controls from his command chair armrest. He should never have been denied access to them in the first place, but this was not the time to get angry with Stone. He put the wide scanner view on the central holostage. Another flight of five Mechs were moving in from below.

      “They are going to be in firing range in a few moments,” Ripa shouted as she targeted and destroyed the fourth Mech. A blast of energy from the remaining Mech slammed into the hull and rocked the frigate.

      She returned fire and hit the final Mech with the laser. The Mech slowed and dropped from the pursuit, dead in the void.

      “Throw everything into the drive,” Bale said. “We have to stay ahead of this next group.”

      “That last Mech wasn’t destroyed,” Ripa said. “The laser focusing loop is losing power. I need to take it offline or we’ll lose the upper assembly.”

      “Maintain the fire, Ripa,” Bale ordered.

      “I can’t,” Ripa said, turning and shouting up to Bale on his command chair. “If I use the upper assembly and the loop goes, we will not only lose the upper assembly but half the upper hull as well. The laser is out of commission.”

      Bale opened a channel to Stone. “Chief, drop what you are doing and fix the laser loop something.”

      “Do you mean the focusing loop, Commander?” Stone replied with a patronizing tone.

      “Just fix it, Chief.” Bale felt himself lift off the seat and then fall back with a thump.

      “Negative on that request, Commander,” Stone said. “The grav generator is drifting. I need to shut it down.”

      “So do it and then fix my laser,” Bale said, looking at the Mech attack ships closing in.

      “It’s not as easy as that,” Stone growled back. “This is a grav generator. There is no off-switch. This is going to take time, and if I don’t get it done in time, you might find out what it’s like to experience the force of a few dozen gravities. It’ll be the last thing you ever experience.”

      Bale thumped his armrest. “We still got the lower laser assembly, right?”

      Ripa glanced over her shoulder and then back to the weapons console. She was bringing the hail cannon online and transferring the power from the laser to the mid-section guns.

      “No, sir,” Ripa said. “The loop is a single unit for both laser emitters. It runs at the generator hub level.”

      “Who came up with that stupid idea?” Bale said.

      “Not me.” Ripa worked to transfer ordnance from the magazine to the mid-section guns. “I am not responsible for laser ordnance architecture.”

      “I thought you were some kind of weapons expert, and you can’t get the lasers to fire?”

      “Show me a weapons officer who could get them to fire without destroying the boat. They were not designed for this kind of abuse. They have been running on an intermittent stream of dirty power. They’ve been taken offline and repowered krav knows how many times. They haven’t had a service since krav knows when. Do you realize how bad all that is for them? Well, it’s bad, very bad. I told you to let me run a basic service on them.”

      “Told me? I’m in command of this ship. You don’t tell me anything, Ripa. Is that clear?”

      And then the first blast from the lead Mech in the second wave struck.

      Bale drifted forward out of his seat as the gravity generator was deactivated. He grabbed hold of the armrest and pulled himself back to the chair.

      Ripa hooked her feet under the side of the weapons console. She targeted the lead ship.

      “Transfer navigational control to the targeting systems. I need to move the boat to get a bead on the Mechs.”

      Bale transferred control to Ripa with a rising level of frustration. He gripped his chair and watched as Ripa flung the frigate around like an attack fighter, aiming at the Mechs and firing the hail cannon.

      “Gravity offline,” Chief Stone’s voice came over the command deck communicator. “I’ll take a look at the loop now.”

      Bale felt redundant. He tried to remain seated in his chair, gripping the armrests and holding himself in place. Another blast from the Mechs nearly flung him out of the seat. He opened the wide-range scanner and looked at the surrounding space.

      A rogue asteroid field up ahead and off the upper port side caught Bale’s eye.

      “There,” he said. “We head there and hide out. Transferring navigational control back to command.”

      Ripa fired a blast from the starboard-side mid-section cannon as Bale turned the frigate. The blast of kinetic hail struck the Mech a glancing blow and sent it tumbling off course. She pressed her lips tightly together as she noted that her targeting solution for the next Mech was lost as Bale maneuvered the boat to a new heading.

      The Mechs fired a rolling wave of energy blasts that struck the same spot on the upper hull.

      “Fire at the Mechs,” Bale said. “Finish them.”

      Ripa transferred the kinetic hail load in the mid-section cannon and loaded a series of high-ex detonation shells. She loaded one to the port and one to the starboard. Then with the frigate’s course stable and the Mechs arranged behind them, she released the shells. They drifted away from the frigate and were left behind. Once clear, Ripa detonated them. The blast filled the space between the frigate and the pursuing Mechs.

      Through the growing orange cloud of fire and energy left by the shells came the Mechs. Ripa noted one was losing power and tumbling off course, and a second exploded, but the third came on.

      “Hit them again,” Bale said.

      “Loop fixed,” Stone said. “You’ve got three, maybe four shots and then I’m taking it offline.”

      Ripa was already targeting the remaining Mech. She fired the laser and struck the Mech in the center of its primary weapon. The Mech vanished, transformed into a billowing cloud of fire.

      “That’s it,” Ripa said, directing her communications to the chief. “Take the laser offline, Chief. Good work getting that loop fixed. How did you do it?”

      “Let’s just say it’s not in the operating manual. Laser-focusing loop offline. I’ll need to strip it before we can use it again.”

      Ripa saw the next flight of five Mechs moving in directly astern.

      “A fresh wave of attack ships,” she said. “They’ll be on us in a few minutes.” Ripa held onto the console with one hand and let herself drift, free from gravity, and relax for just a moment. In a short time, she would be fighting for her life again, managing two batteries of hail cannon, a limited stock of ammunition, and an ineffectual commander.

      “We will be hidden in a few minutes,” Bale said. “Heading into a rogue asteroid field. It’s big enough for us to hide. Can you hide us from the Mechs, Chief?”

      Ripa looked at the asteroid field. It looked strange, but then, all rogue asteroid fields were strange. Asteroids were phenomena associated with star systems, usually found in bands or spherical clouds around a host star. Rogue fields drifted through interstellar space, ejected by their host star. This field was too densely packed and was moving too slowly to be a typical rogue field. That was good news for the frigate—it would make it easier to hide.

      “Going dark,” Chief Stone reported. “Shutting down nonessential power systems now. Ripa, take command-end systems offline. Commander,” Stone went on, “Lieutenant Ripa is going to need access to your chair.”

      Ripa looked back at Bale. She knew that in order to run dark, she would have to deactivate certain systems. Most could be done from the consoles across the command deck, but it was easier to do it all centrally from the command chair. She knew, and Stone knew, that Bale did not have the technical expertise to shut down the command-end systems.

      Bale drifted off his chair and pushed himself toward the central holostage. He ignored Ripa as she moved herself to his seat. Bale pulled up the image of the rogue field on the holostage and stared into the mass. Soon, his frigate would be hidden in the field and he would have his crew fix up all the systems and get them back on track to the fleet.

      Chief Stone reported in. “All done back here. I’ll be in the drive room.”

      Bale floated over the holostage, looking down on the image of the asteroid field.

      “All systems down,” Ripa said from her position in the command chair. “The boat is dark. Entering the rogue field now.”
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      Jack detected the Mechs’ weapons fire and knew he was on Bale’s trail. At that point, the trail went dark. Jack turned to Sam sitting next to him. Sam was slouched in the seat, his head lolling to one side. The stream of froth pouring out of his mouth had stopped, but his eyes were rolled back in his head and it was horrible to watch.

      “Bale has gone dark. He’s hiding from the Mechs.”

      Jack scanned the surroundings for any sign of Bale. Not far from the point where the frigate had gone dark was a rogue asteroid field. It was moving away from Jack, all parts of the field drifting together in a slowly moving mass.

      “I bet he’s in there,” Jack said. “He’s hiding from the Mechs. It’s worth checking out. What do you think?”

      Sam grunted and sputtered a dribble of foam. The response was unintelligible, but at least it confirmed that Sam was conscious and could understand, even if he could not make himself understood.

      Of all the injuries Jack had seen suffered by Marines under his command, this had to be one of the most terrifying. He had seen his Marines killed in combat, he’d even seen Sam lose his right arm, but for all the terrible injuries, Jack could not shake the thought of the injury suffered by Sam right now. To lose use of your limbs was terrible enough, but to lose the use of your mind was truly the worst that could happen.

      And Sam wasn’t just a Marine under Jack’s command. He was a friend. They had served together through a long, brutal war. Jack had come to know, trust, and rely on Sam. He was going to do whatever he could to get Sam the help he needed.

      The nearest help was on Bale’s frigate. If Jack had to shoot the frigate down and scoop up a med-pack from the wreckage, he would not hesitate. Jack would kill a dozen scroats like Bale and Stone to save his friend.

      The ship came closer to the asteroid field, and he quickly noticed this was no asteroid field. At a distance, it looked like a rogue field, but up close, Jack could see it was the debris field left over from a space battle. The larger asteroids were burned-out hulks of smashed spacecraft and drifting through the huge hulks were smaller pieces of debris, all the remnants of a battle.

      Jack focused the active scanner on one of the larger fragments, a piece of debris many times larger than his corvette. The return scan shocked Jack.

      “It’s the Overlord.” Jack fell back in his chair, mouth open. “Sam. It’s the fleet, well, what’s left of it. That chunk of composite is a section of the carrier Overlord. What happened?”
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      Jack was stunned. Thousands of people dead. Perhaps the entire fleet. Had anyone survived? That single thought drove Jack forward.

      He frantically started to search for any communications or data-storage devices in the debris. “If we can find some ships’ logs or any combat communications, we might be able to work out what happened.”

      Next, Jack scanned the debris all around and found another huge section of the Overlord. He identified one of the drive reactors. It was completely unpowered, and its temperature was barely above absolute zero, but a fraction of residual heat remained in the center of the core.

      Jack ran an analysis of the residual heat and calculated the time since the reactor had shut down.

      “This battlefield is weeks old.” Jack analyzed the movement in the field and calculated the origin of the debris field. Adding in the time since the Overlords reactor shut down, he was able to identify an estimate on the fleet’s last-known position.

      “Krav it, Sam, we were way off track. Not that it matters now if the fleet has been destroyed.”

      The corvette moved slowly through the debris field. Jack ran scans and collected data on every fragment bigger than a fist. The data poured in. He screened for information on the ships that were laying here in pieces. The data came in slowly.

      “The Leo,” Jack said as the scanner identified a section of the hull from the destroyer Leo, a ship from the Scepter Carrier Group. Then came the Capricorn, identified by an identity code on one of its kinetic hail cannons floating amongst the debris, still connected to a section of hull.

      Then a crewman from the Sagittarius, identified by his personal Fleet identity code, was detected floating in the void.

      “The Capricorn and the Sagittarius, Sam,” Jack said in horror. “That’s all the destroyers from the Overlord group, and the Overlord itself. What the krav happened, Sam…” Jack scanned through the incoming markers. Various parts of the carrier Overlord and the destroyers Leo, Capricorn, and Sagittarius made up the bulk of the debris. Jack moved deeper into the field. He was scanning and looking for a signal he hoped would not come.

      Sam grunted something. Jack turned. He guessed he understood that Sam was thinking the same thing.

      “No, Sam,” Jack said. “Nothing from the Scorpio.”

      The Scorpio was Jack’s home destroyer. He had been posted to the Scorpio Fleet Marine Battalion as a raw recruit. After several months of brutal war, he had been promoted to major and battalion commander. He still held out hope that he would one day set foot back on that old destroyer.

      Then Jack saw a signal from the debris that made his heart sink still deeper.

      “It’s a civilian transport, Sam.”

      The hunk of debris was one of the larger pieces in the field. It was the forward section of an enormous civilian transport, one of the hundreds of vessels used to transport the planetary population away from danger and off to a new home out in the stars.

      “One civilian transport in the debris by the looks of it, Sam,” Jack said. He knew Sam could not respond, but Jack needed to share this shocking information with someone.

      “Well, the good news is I can’t find any pieces of the Scorpio. Nothing from the Aquarius or the Canis. No signs of the Scepter either.”

      Then Jack spotted a signal that was not from any Fleet vessel. It was a section of hull that he could not identify.

      “What have we got here,” Jack said. He moved in closer to the unknown debris.

      “I’m not familiar with this material,” Jack said. “Extremely high density. This is not from a Fleet vessel. It’s like nothing I’ve seen before. I know there were rumors that Fleet Intelligence was working on a new hull design, but I don’t think anything had been built.”

      A message flashed up on the console. The ship’s data recorder from the Leo had been detected on the far side of the debris field. Jack maneuvered toward the device.

      “Maybe now we can get some answers.”

      Sam gurgled something and shifted in his seat.

      “I think we should be able to find some medical supplies too, maybe a few tactical suits and some pulse rifles if we’re lucky. Hold on, Sam. Hold on.”
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        * * *

      

      With gravity restored, Bale sat firmly in his command chair. He felt heavier somehow, maybe the chief had recalibrated the gravity incorrectly, but Bale wasn’t going to challenge him about it. Bale looked at the passive scan viewer and watched Jack’s corvette moving through the debris field. He rubbed his chin and took another bite of the foul blue ration block they had taken from the Marines.

      “His active scanners are online,” Ripa said. “He’s sweeping the field in a standard search pattern.”

      “He’s searching for us,” Bale said, leaning forward. “Not enough we have to hide from the Mechs now we are hiding from the Marines too. Now I’m worried about staying in this debris field so long.”

      “Maybe we should contact him?” she asked, looking up to the main holostage.

      “Who?” Bale said, half-turning. “Oh, him,” he added. “No. Do nothing. He’ll never find us in this mess if we maintain our position.”

      “Maybe he can help?”

      “Help how?”

      Ripa tipped her head back toward the rear of the boat, toward the drive room, toward Stone.

      Bale swallowed nervously. He shook his head. “We’ll catch up with the fleet soon,” he said. “Maintain silent running status. As long as we stay dark, we’re hidden. As soon as he moves off, we’ll resume our course to the fleet.”

      Ripa watched the image of the corvette moving slowly through the field. He was scanning in wide sweeps and making no attempt to hide his position. Ripa wondered if Jack Forge even knew that the frigate was floating in the debris.

      She knew Forge was short on supplies. He was probably searching the debris just as they had, looking for anything useful in the junk. Somehow, she didn’t think he was hiding from the Mechs.

      A large piece of composite material floated across the view presented on the holostage. The huge piece of debris rotated slowly as it drifted. Ripa looked at the massive piece of debris, and then as it turned, it presented a new image, an interior section of hull. Strapped to the side of the piece were small objects that drew her attention. She could barely make them out. She focused the passive scanners at the point and increased the image.

      The sight of people floating dead in space shocked her at first. They were moving along with the section of debris. Ripa realized the fragment was a Fleet craft, and the people floating along with it were its crew.

      Ripa focused the scanners on another nearby fragment. She looked closely and saw the charred lettering, the bold white code S-2. Ripa knew immediately it was the designation for a frigate originally assigned to the Scepter Carrier Group.

      She had expected to find bodies in the debris but was surprised nevertheless to see them so clearly. The surveillance console reported a fresh signal. Ripa focused on the source.

      Half-expecting to find Jack Forge’s corvette moving to intercept, Ripa was at first relieved to see the small points of energy emissions moving through the debris. It was not Forge.

      “Someone still has power,” she said to herself. “Maybe a few people have survived in tactical suits.”

      The image resolved and showed a number of people moving toward the frigate.

      “But how do you know we are here?” she said to herself, watching the small points of energy.

      She zoomed in the view to get a closer look. There was a group of individuals wearing what look like tactical suits moving toward them. She zoomed in closer on the group. The sight was more startling than seeing all the dead crew floating along with the debris.

      “Commander,” Ripa said. “Are you seeing this?”

      “What now?” Bale replied, leaning forward in his chair.

      “It’s not Forge,” Ripa replied. “This debris field is not completely dead. We have a small group of individuals moving toward us. They look like shipwrecked crew adrift in space.”

      “How can they detect us? Are we still dark?” Bale said.

      “Yes, sir. All power systems are in silent mode. We are dark, sir.” Ripa hesitated. She couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “Sir. They are not human.”

      Ripa felt a tingle of nervousness as she heard the sound of footsteps approaching the command deck. Stone burst in. He took position next to Ripa at the surveillance console and began to access all the scanner data.

      Bale climbed down from the command chair and walked toward the main holostage, captivated by the image. There were three individuals moving directly toward the frigate. Small thrusters at the rear of their suits propelled them along.

      “Give me a closer look,” Bale said.

      Stone was customizing the scanners. Ripa watched as the chief bypassed systems and rerouted the scanners through the laser targeting. The image instantly became much clearer.

      The three individuals were not wearing Fleet tactical suits. The build was much bulkier. Chief Stone flashed a scale up next to the image.

      “Is that correct?” Ripa said in disbelief.

      Stone nodded and reset the scanners to their original configuration and reset the targeting scanners.

      “They are almost three meters tall,” Ripa said.

      Stone nodded. “Get ready to bring the frigate back to active status. We’re getting out of here.”

      Bale was staring at the holoimage in a daze. “I agree, Chief,” Bale said.

      “I’m glad. What would I do without your agreement?” Stone said derisively. He pushed himself off the surveillance console and moved to the drive console. “Stand by the weapons console, Ripa,” Stone said and took up position.

      Bale pursed his lips. He knew it had been a mixed fortune finding a stranded chief before fleeing from the final battle of the Chitin War. Sure, he could keep the boat running, but Bale knew the old hand would be a threat to his authority. The most important thing for Bale was to reconnect with the fleet as soon as possible before Stone took over completely.

      Ripa was compliant. She had been one of the original flight crew aboard the frigate before Bale had taken command, and she had initially respected his authority. Stone never had.

      “Activate the boat, Lieutenant,” Bale said, sitting back into his command chair. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Reactor back online,” Stone said. “Directing all power to the drive.”

      “Activating the main targeting scanner,” Ripa said. “Auxiliary scanners standing by.”

      A beeping alarm on Bale’s armrest drew his attention. He tapped at the control panel and tried to deactivate it.

      Stone came rushing over. Ripa looked up at Bale, the blood draining from her face.

      Leaning over Bale, Stone tapped the control panel on the armrest of the command chair. “Intruder,” Stone said. “Upper docking hatch.”

      Ripa looked nervously at the image of the three tall beings heading for the boat. “One must have come from another direction.”

      “Arm yourself,” Stone said. He ran to the command deck entrance and closed the doors. The heavy door locked in place in a fraction of a second, but not before they all heard movement from the upper deck. Someone or something was aboard.
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      The first item Jack brought into the corvette was a crate identified as medical supplies. The drones brought it to the forward supply hatch and dropped the crate in the small airlock before moving off to join the rest of the drones searching for usable items.

      He pulled the crate out of the airlock and into the lower deck. He closed the inner hatch and tore the crate open.

      The med-packs were all intact and neatly arranged. There were enough for a company of Marines. Jack grabbed a few and ran up the short stairway to the gun deck and then to the flight deck.

      He tore open the pack and applied it to Sam’s neck. The readout on the panel showed Sam was physically in good shape. Then a list of red lines reported on his neurological condition. Sam was in neurological shock from a massive cognitive overload. It was similar to the effects of extreme stress and advanced dementia. The pack also reported that Sam had a missing right arm.

      Jack laughed. “Sam, it says you are in neural shock, and—brace yourself, old friend—it says you’ve lost your arm.”

      Sam gurgled, and his head lolled about. Jack could only guess what obscenities he was trying to articulate. Jack patted him on the shoulder.

      “Not sure about the arm, but we can fix up your aching head.”

      The medical pack reported the prognosis. Sam would be out of action for several days. The pack requested a second pack be applied to the base of Sam’s neck. Jack tore another one open and held it in position. Fine tendrils threaded out and into Sam’s spine, beginning the treatment immediately.

      Jack watched as Sam slipped into a deep, medically-induced sleep. He patted him on the shoulder again. “You’ll be alright soon,” Jack said.

      Dropping into his seat and checking the progress of the drones, he saw one returning with a large crate. It was a tactical suit. The designation was for the enforcer division of Fleet Intelligence. Jack had always thought the enforcer tactical suit was too showy with its matte black exterior. It was no different than the Fleet Marine tactical suit and had all the same systems. The only difference was the color. Jack was sure that was designed to intimidate.

      He knew the tactical suit crate would not fit through the small service hatch. He would have to climb down to the main airlock on the lower hull. Jack closed his eyes. He was tired and the thought of climbing down made him even more tired. Sam was snoring quietly next to him, slumped sideways in the co-pilot’s chair. The readouts on the med-packs blinked calmly as they treated Sam.

      Jack grabbed a med-pack from the flight console and tore it open. He rolled up his sleeve and applied it to his forearm. The medical diagnostics ran quickly. Jack was in good health but was fatigued.

      “Didn’t need a med-pack to tell me that,” Jack chuckled. He input his Fleet Marine officer override code into the small pack and instructed it to administer a stim shot.

      Suddenly, the flight deck and the flight console became brighter and sharper. Jack was aware of every minor noise throughout the corvette. The drone was approaching the main hatch with the tactical suit. Another drone further away reported locating pulse rifle power cells. Jack instructed the drone to recover them.

      “Now all we need is a pulse rifle and we’re all set,” he said, jumping out of his chair. He patted Sam on the shoulder. “Keep an eye on things up here. I’m going to pull in that tactical suit.”

      And just before Jack could slide down the handrails to the gun deck below, another drone reported its find: a ship’s data recorder.

      Jack paused. Waited. The signal was confirmed. It was the Leo’s data recorder. Here would be a record of the events that led to the creation of this debris field. Before Jack checked out his new suit, he had to know what had happened. He sent the drone with the data recorder to the service hatch.
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        * * *

      

      Within moments, the data recorder was in his hands. Jack carried it carefully to the flight deck and set it on the holostage. The data connected with the corvette’s systems, and Jack had all the information at his fingertips.

      He searched for weapons discharge. A large group of data points in a short period of less than an hour. He selected the time from an hour before the first weapons discharge and looked at the data.

      There was too much to take in. Every ship of the fleet was networked and shared data with all other ships in the vicinity. Every point of data was recorded. From navigational changes to drive operation, from internal communication to ship-to-ship communications, every last microwatt of power usage to every internal hatch activation, everything was there.

      “Show me the first contact with a non-Fleet vessel.” Jack watched the holostage. The image appeared in a moment. A ship had been identified by the corvette and frigate outriders. It was huge and moved toward the fleet at high speed.

      “Identify the ship,” Jack said.

      The text flashed up under the image. Devex Warship.

      “Who are the Devex?” Jack asked.

      The data recorder responded to the question with a stream of text and a holoimage of an individual. The individual was clad in a heavy full-body suit. It reminded Jack of the tactical suit he was used to wearing—a multi-use suit offering protection against extreme environments, including the vacuum of space, and against attacks by energy and kinetic weapons.

      From the design of the suit, Jack could see that the Devex were an upright bilateral biped. The image showed a Devex walking through a Fleet vessel, upright on two legs. Its upper limbs that extended from the top of the torso were short and they held a long piece of equipment that Jack knew instinctively was a weapon. They were tall, and the accompanying text stated the Devex to be three meters in height. They were broad at the shoulders and had a heavy central mass. They were huge.

      Jack sat back and looked at the giant. The image showed the Devex warrior’s face on the image scanner. It raised its large weapon and fired a blinding flash at the scanner.

      Jack sat back and rubbed his chin. These Devex had attacked and infiltrated the Fleet vessels.

      “Show me communication attempts from all ships to the incoming Devex craft.”

      The data recorder flashed up several files of transmissions from all Fleet boats. Jack spotted a name he recognized at the top of one file—the transmission logs from a familiar destroyer. The Scorpio. Jack tapped the holofile and opened the logs.

      The first communication directed at the incoming warship was a standard greeting.

      Jack scrolled back through the communication logs. He found a vocal communication from the captain of the Scorpio to the admiral aboard the command carrier, the Overlord.

      Jack accessed the playback of the communication. He heard the familiar and welcome sound of Captain Pretorius.

      “The Scorpio stands ready to engage the incoming vessel in the vanguard. We are at full fighting strength. All batteries report ready, sir.”

      Jack leaned forward. He had not found any wreckage of the Scorpio. Maybe his old friend and mentor, Pretorius, had been the first to the battle, and the first to fall.

      “Negative, Scorpio,” the voice of Admiral Henson from the Overlord came in reply. “Hold position. Protect the civilian fleet.”

      Jack looked at the deployment logs for the fleet. All ships were instructed to deploy any fighters they had docked. He saw the details of the fighter wing. All active Blades were rapidly deployed.

      The next communication directed at the incoming Devex warship was from the admiral himself. Jack listened to the man’s proud and firm voice as he spoke to the unknown.

      “We welcome contact with you, but we will protect ourselves if threatened. Slow your advance. And send a representative craft to meet us.”

      Jack knew the result already. The debris of battle lay all around him.

      “Show me the first weapons exchange.”

      The holostage showed a wide-angle view of the entire fleet. The massive Devex ship broke into three smaller, but still massive, ships. Three huge black slabs, completely dark, each larger than a Fleet carrier, bigger even than the massive, city-sized civilian transports, moved in toward the fleet.

      Jack watched with his breath caught in his chest. He waited for the first weapons fire, expecting it to come from the massive Devex ship.

      The Devex ship continued to approach the fleet. The central of the three Devex ships maneuvered over the upper hull of one of the civilian ships. Huge clamping arms began to extend out of the dark slab and wrap slowly, inexorably, around the hull of the civilian transport. Only then did the fleet open fire.

      The order went out from the command carrier and instantly, all Fleet vessels opened fire. Hail cannon flickered on the image as literally tons of ordnance poured onto the Devex’s black hull. Then all laser emitters in range of the massive Devex craft lit up. Beams appeared instantaneously between the attacker and the Devex target.

      The eruptions of fire on the surface of the Devex warship shrouded it from all sensors for a moment. Then it reappeared. The surface sparkled as hundreds of tiny guns fired streams of tiny white energy pips.

      The white energy raked the command carrier on its upper hull amidships.

      The Overlord erupted in flames as the white fire peppered the upper hull. A brief pause, and then a second wave of fire poured onto the carrier. Jack watched in horror as the second wave burst out of the lower hull of the massive ship a moment before the Overlord broke apart.
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        * * *

      

      Bale took cover behind his command chair, his pulse pistol quivering in his hands. He had never fired at an enemy face-to-face. His only action in the Chitin War had been to strafe an asteroid from thirty thousand kilometers away. Now he was going to come face-to-face with an enemy. The door to the command deck glowed as it was heated from the opposite side.

      “Four of them in the main deck outside,” Ripa reported.

      Bale looked back and saw the holoimage from the gun deck. The four attackers were so big, they could not stand upright in the main deck. Three knelt and one stooped. All were firing an energy beam at the command deck door, which was glowing and melting away in huge globs of molten composite. The heat on the inside of the door was becoming unbearable. Bale moved back. The air was beginning to burn, and Bale was choking on the heat.

      Taking position next to Stone behind a console, Bale pointed his pistol at the door.

      “Do something,” Bale said. He grabbed the chief by the shoulder and shook him. “Do something now, Chief!”

      Stone shrugged Bale off and steadied his aim. “I am doing something. I’m preparing to defend the command deck. Get ready to kill the intruders, Commander.”

      “They’ve stopped firing their energy beams at the door,” Ripa said. She moved around the console and took aim.

      Bale stood up. “Yes.” He punched the air. “Too tough for you, eh?” Bale shouted in triumph. “Now, get off my boat.”

      Stone pulled Bale down. “Take cover,” he said.

      And then the door began to crumple before erupting in a shower of molten composite.

      The pulse pistol rounds rang out as Stone and Ripa fired into the smoke-filled cavity that had once been the command deck door.

      “Fire your weapon, Commander!” Stone shouted as he shot more pulse rounds into the smoke.

      The return fire from the attackers came as a slow-moving wave of energy that sent the smoke cloud billowing inward. The shimmering wave of energy came forward slowly. It spread to fill the space around it and moved forward. It struck Bale and Stone and knocked them down as if they were puppets with their strings cut. The pair collapsed silently to the floor.

      Ripa walked back as the wave of energy crept on. She fired another blast. The pulse rounds rippled through the energy wave, slowing with a flash and dissipating in the advancing, shimmering wave.

      Ripa fired until the last. A moment before the energy wave connected with her body, she saw the figure of a huge armor-clad warrior moving awkwardly through the melted door that was far too small for it.

      Then there was the briefest moment of extreme fear and panic as the energy wave struck and engulfed the young lieutenant.
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        * * *

      

      Jack watched the replay of the battle with the Devex warships. The assault on the first warship continued. It took an assault from the entire fleet and then succumbed to the intense, focused laser barrage. The Devex warship suddenly erupted at the point where over a dozen laser beams had targeted. The warship began to rapidly break apart, destroying the civilian transport in the process.

      The fire from the supporting Devex warships slammed into the nearest attacker, which was the Leo. Its forward section was smashed to pieces by the rapid streams of white energy.

      The remaining Devex warships moved toward another civilian transport and clamped on with huge grappling arms. The captain of the civilian transport ship reported he had intruders.

      Jack checked the image. A giant Devex warrior strode along the corridors of one of the city-sized civilian transports.

      The battle continued for a few moments until the group captain of the Scepter took command of the fleet. Jack listened to the message sent to all ships.

      “This is Tanaka. I am taking command of the fleet. All ships, withdraw at once. All destroyers, create a running rearguard and protect the fleet. Tanaka out. Good luck.”

      Jack felt sick in his stomach. He realized it could be the effects of the stim wearing off or it could be that he had just witnessed a devastating attack on the fleet he had been trying to catch up with.

      The holoimage showed the fleet moving off. The one civilian transport trapped by the massive Devex warship burned its drive to the max to escape, then the transport’s engines fell cold.

      “Show me the civilian transport command deck.” Jack tapped the image of the captured transport.

      The bridge was in chaos. Consoles were erupting in sparks. Some officers were dashing about, while others were lying across the deck. Some were bringing small arms from a weapons locker, pulse pistols distributed to all who would take one.

      Jack watched the captain of the transport. He sat in his command chair at the center of the huge command deck. He appeared relaxed. He was tapping away at the consoles on the armrest of his chair.

      “Show me the entry point for the intruders.”

      The data recording showed Jack that there were multiple entry points. Devex warriors marched into the corridors through entrances that had been smashed through the civilian ship’s hull by the grappling arms. And walking against the flow of Devex warriors was a line of civilians, bound in chains and being led and dragged by Devex warriors. Captive. Enslaved.

      Then the image from the corridor ended. Jack wound the data stream back and checked the last data entries from the command deck.

      The civilian transport had been set to destruct.

      “Was the ship lost with all passengers and crew?” Jack asked the data log.

      The reply was strange and horrific. Hundreds of the passengers had been taken from the ship before it had been destroyed.

      Jack watched the data stream fade as the surviving fleet moved off and stopped transmitting their data to the Leo’s data core. The last Jack could see, the fleet was racing away while a Devex warship captured another civilian transport.

      “So, they didn’t all perish,” Jack said, feeling sick.

      “Not. Good,” Sam said with effort.

      “Who, you or the battle?” Jack asked.

      But the effort of speaking was too much for Sam, and he fell back into a deep sleep.

      The drones reported the recovery of rations and weapons and power cells. It was a good amount of salvage, and Jack might have been excited and pleased by it had he not known the cost. The debris and the salvage were the remains of a brutal battle. These Devex warriors were a hostile enemy. The fleet had hoped to find a new home, free from conflict and danger, but it seemed they had found more of the same, if not worse.

      Jack signaled for the drones to return with their salvage and began to get the corvette ready to move.

      Then a bright signal lit up in the debris as a drive system powered up nearby. Jack felt his heart beat hard at his chest. If the Devex were nearby, he would stand little to no chance. His only hope was to run, or be captured, or destroy himself.

      But the signal was not Devex. It was Fleet. Jack felt his spirits lift.

      “Someone survived,” Jack said and scanned the target. Then Jack discovered it was, in fact, the frigate of Commander Bale, engines lighting up and racing away from the debris field.

      “Bale,” Jack said. “He must have been watching us searching around, afraid to move. Now he’s running.” Jack waited while the drones brought their supplies to the service hatch and the main hatch. He waited for the drones to dock in their housings on the outer hull, then he put the corvette in pursuit.
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      Bale woke slumped against the side hull on the main deck. He was bound hand and foot. Across from him was Stone, unconscious and similarly bound. Lieutenant Ripa was sitting next to the chief. She was white as a sheet, but there was a steely resolve in her reddened eyes.

      Bale looked at his bound hands and wriggled to free himself. Ripa made a sharp sound to draw his attention. Bale looked up. Ripa tipped her head sideways and indicated the massive warrior sitting nearby.

      Even sitting, the massive being filled the main deck. It was clad in a dark metallic-looking armor that was flexible and seemed to move freely. The weapon sitting across the giant’s knees was made of the same metal as the armor.

      Bale looked back along the main deck to the command deck. Three of the giants were moving through the space that suddenly looked much smaller than ever before. The three were tapping away at the consoles. A large device sat on the command chair with cables running out from it, connecting it with the navigation and drive consoles. One of the three giants was taking the weapons control console apart, preparing the connection of the cables to the system.

      “What are you doing?” Bale shouted.

      Ripa shook her head. She shushed Bale and tipped her head toward Stone next to her. She whispered, barely making a sound, encouraging Bale to lipread as much as listen.

      “That one zapped the chief when he tried to speak.”

      Stone stirred at the sound of his name. He looked around woozily.

      “What do they want with us?” Bale asked, looking around at their hopeless situation.

      Stone shrugged. “Food,” he suggested with a devilish smile.

      “They don’t need us to run the boat,” Ripa said. “They seem to have that under control.”

      “Why do they need a boat at all?” Bale asked.

      “Maybe theirs was destroyed in that battle.”

      “Speaking of battle,” Ripa said. “What about the Mechs?”

      “They are no longer our concern,” Stone said.

      “How do you mean?” Bale asked.

      “I think they are going to be more interested in Forge than us. But maybe they can actually help us.”

      Bale held up his bound hands. “I’m not going to be much help to anyone sitting here.”

      Ripa nodded and looked at Stone. “How?” Ripa asked.

      The chief slid down the wall and lay on the deck. “The sensors run behind this panel. If I can work on it without them seeing, maybe we can create a diversion.”

      “Like what?” Bale asked.

      “I can create a sensor ghost. They will think a group of Mechs are out there.” Stone started pulling at a small access panel.

      “And what good will that do?” Bale spoke too loudly. The Devex warrior in the corridor looked over, his face hidden behind a heavy faceplate.

      Stone removed the cover. “It will give us opportunity. It’s up to us what we do with it.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack moved closer to the frigate. Running silent at high speed was a challenge. Maneuvering into position to traverse between boats was even harder.

      “Nearly in position. Are you sure you can handle it, Sam?” Jack looked at Sam in the co-pilot’s chair.

      “You’ve done the hard work,” Sam said. He was slurring and still clearly suffering from the effects of the Mech connection. “All you have to do now is go over there and kick Commander Bale’s kravin’ ass. That’ll be the easiest thing you’ve done in weeks.”

      “It’s not Bale I’m worried about,” Jack said. “Stone is the problem on that boat. He’s the one I need to stop.”

      “So just shoot the scroat,” Sam said.

      “Easy, Sam,” Jack said, his hand on Sam’s shoulder. “I’ve got this.”

      Jack climbed out of his seat and slid down the handrail to the gun deck. Waiting for him by the main airlock was the black Fleet Intelligence tactical suit. It had been a long time since Jack had climbed into one of these. There had been a time when he had practically lived in one.

      The suit went on easily. It was unused. Jack had previously set it to run all first-use checks. As he pulled the helmet on, he saw a green box on the heads-up display informing him the suit was fully operational.

      Jack grabbed two pulse pistols and clipped them to the hip holsters. The frigate would be too cramped for him to use a pulse rifle, so wielding a pair of pistols was the better choice.

      Jack connected the helmet communicator to the corvette’s flight console for Sam to keep tabs on the operation.

      “As soon as I have control of the boat, you activate the hard dock and connect the tunnel. We won’t need to run dark once I have command.”

      Jack slid down the ladder and landed on the outer hatch. He closed the inner hatch behind him and activated the release.

      Black space opened underneath him, and he quickly spotted the frigate. Jack dropped toward the hull. He activated the suit’s maneuvering thrusters and gently lowered himself to it.

      The best way to enter the frigate was via a secondary service hatch on the underside. Jack began to walk around the hull, moving quietly so as not to alert the crew inside. As he walked down the starboard side, he saw the large scorch mark on the hull. It appeared as if the hull had been peeled away and then replaced. Torn and then resealed. He accessed the suit’s material analysis sensors and scanned the section, then moved on and let the suit run its analysis. He thought the frigate had taken a hit from the Mechs in the latest attack and assumed that was the resulting damage.

      Moving down to the lower hull, Jack found the secondary service hatch. The Fleet Intelligence tactical suit had Fleet vessel security overrides. Jack sent the codes to the hatch and it popped open. Dust and grit flew outward, blown into the vacuum of space. Jack slipped inside the service hatch, which barely had enough room for him to move in. Once inside, cramped in the bulky tactical suit, he closed the hatch behind him.

      Jack scanned through the inner hatch for signs of movement. The inner hatch came out at the rear store of the lower deck, just next to the med-bay.

      He came to the rear access ladder that would take him up to the main deck. Jack would be visible to anyone looking out of the command deck once he came up to the main level. He moved up cautiously, scanning the deck. The images that came back were fuzzy but showed four people on the main deck, sitting on the deck about halfway along. And one of those bodies was much larger than the others.

      Jack ran a second scan—a Fleet identity code scan. Three of the bodies were identified by the scan. Commander Gerat Bale. Chief Harry Stone. Lieutenant Ellen Ripa. Their service records were available. He made a mental note to go through their records when he had the chance. The more pressing concern, however, was who was flying the boat and what was the unidentified huge body sitting on the main deck.

      He instinctively knew it had to be a Devex warrior. The dimensions were similar to those reported in the Fleet records.

      Jack made a second, boat-wide scan. He wasn’t going to reveal himself until he had a fuller picture. He needed to know if there were any more of these Devex warriors on board.

      He drew a pulse pistol with his right hand and climbed up the last steps.

      As Jack peered over the top of the ladder, he could see along the deck. A seated Devex was filling the middle of the main deck. Around the sides, Jack could see Bale’s crew sitting and tied up.

      Ripa noticed Jack’s head peeking up from the lower deck. She looked stunned for a moment, not knowing what was coming next. Jack lifted his pistol and held it up to show he was not going to shoot her. He pointed at the Devex and aimed the pistol.

      Then Jack heard Sam’s voice over his helmet communicator, slurred and exhausted.

      “Jack. We’ve got company. Mechs.”

      And then the first rounds struck the frigate.

      The prisoners in the main deck tumbled about as the Mech blasts struck the upper hull. The Devex guarding the frigate’s crew stood up, stooping to fit under the ceiling of the main deck. The warrior walked to the command deck. Jack saw the three other Devex warriors moving awkwardly about the command deck. They staggered as another Mech round hit.

      Jack took his chance in the confusion and ran back to the drive room hatch. He tapped the controls. Stone hadn’t locked it down this time, clearly not expecting visitors. The hatch opened, and Jack stepped in.

      Jack immediately saw the Mech. It was strapped to a bench. Cables were running from an auxiliary power supply to the Mech. Jack glanced at the readout on the auxiliary supply. It was maintaining a low power within the Mech, keeping the creature sedated so Stone could perform his work.

      It might have been bloody work, but the only organic fluids present here was the white pus covering the Mech’s central body mass and the weaponized arm.

      A selection of tools and equipment lay on a second bench next to the Mech. The sight was a cruel cross between a mechanic’s workshop and a butcher’s block. Jack stepped forward cautiously.

      “I’m here to free you,” Jack said. He noted the damage to the weapon arm. Perhaps Stone had been trying to understand the system but had given no regard to the being it was attached to. He grabbed a cable attached via a strange metallic-looking gel to the Mech’s neck area.

      Jack pulled and the cable came away with a spurt of white pus.

      Instantly, the gray head flashed bright orange and red. The waves shimmered over its surface and deep within. The Mech stood up in one swift, smooth movement. It ripped the remaining cables free and took a lurching step forward. It aimed at Jack with its weapon arm.

      Jack reached up and grabbed the weapon, pointing it away from him. The Mech lashed out with its left arm and caught Jack with a stinging blow to the side of the head. Jack fell away, and he watched the Mech burst out of the drive room, moving in a strange, awkward gait.

      Outside the drive room, Jack could see Bale’s crew scurry along the deck at the sudden appearance of the Mech. And further along the main deck, the Devex in the command deck paused, staring back at it, seemingly stunned and rooted to the spot.

      The Devex warriors reached for their weapons, but the Mech was quicker. Its integrated weapon arm fired a blast of pulsing energy into the command deck. One Devex fell backward. A stream of tiny white energy points fired from the Devex weapons hissed along the main deck and slammed into the Mech. The gangly creature fell back. It landed at the ladder to the lower deck and quickly made its way down, head first, its gangly legs trailing behind it.

      Jack tossed a pulse pistol to Ripa. “Hold them off,” he shouted.

      Ripa grabbed the pistol as it flew toward her then quickly took aim and fired. The pulse round struck a Devex in the faceplate and sent it staggering backwards.

      Jack dropped down the ladder to the lower deck to take some cover from the Devex on the command deck, and to check where the Mech had gone.

      “Jack,” Sam’s voice was still unclear but getting stronger. “A Mech just exited the lower airlock. It’s being picked up by a Mech ship. They are withdrawing. Wow, they are fast. Gone. Is that weapons fire I hear?”

      “We’ve got Devex warriors aboard. They have the command deck. Get away, Sam. If I can secure the boat, I’ll follow you. But if I can’t secure the boat, well, there’s no sense in us both dying.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Sam said. “Docking now. I’m coming over.”

      “Krav it, Sam, you can hardly walk.”

      “But I can fire a pulse pistol. I’m heading over. Don’t die.”

      Jack poked his head above deck level to check the Devex and saw it advancing out of the command deck. Bale’s crew lay on the deck, twitching in their bonds, clearly the victims of some neural disrupter weapon. A Devex aimed at Jack with a small device. A wave ripped out from it, moving slowly. Jack let himself drop back down to the lower deck.

      There was only one way to go. Jack ran to the med-bay. A Devex pressed its upper body down through the aft access and aimed its weapon at Jack. The stream of white energy raked the clear composite panels around the med-bay. The window shattered and fell in tiny fragments as Jack dove for cover. He popped up and took aim. His shot struck the Devex in the faceplate. Its head jerked backward, but it quickly recovered and fired another stream of energy that wrecked the med-bay, showering Jack in sparks of fire and fragments of broken composite.

      Taking cover from the raking fire, Jack checked the status of the outer airlock hatch on his wrist-mounted control. As suspected, the Mech had fled and left it open to space. As the Devex warrior fired another burst that tore the med-bay up more, Jack braced himself and then opened the inner hatch.

      The sudden blast of wind sucked the massive Devex warrior down through the access from the main deck, down to the lower deck, and toward the open hatch. The huge creature slid over the open hatch and sealed it with its huge body. One of its arms waved about frantically, the other trapped under its body. The huge Devex rifle lay at its side. Jack watched the creature struggle against the pressure from the air inside the boat, pressing it toward the empty void outside.

      Jack jumped up and ran toward the forward end of the lower deck. He clambered up the ladder and came out near the command deck. A Devex warrior was looking down the ladder at the rear end of the main deck, seeing its comrade stuck fast to the open hatch. Jack rushed the massive Devex, leaping past the fallen and unconscious Bale. He activated the pulse pistol’s electron blade and thrust it into the neck area of the Devex. The massive body fell to the deck, its shoulders stopping it from falling fully through the access to the lower deck.

      A wind suddenly leapt up and blew Jack down the ladder to the lower deck. He knew the Devex pinned to the open airlock had finally been blown out into space. Jack gripped the ladder and sent an instruction from his wrist panel to seal the airlock. The moment he closed it, an energy pulse slammed into him and flung him toward the drive room.

      As he fell, Jack saw the two remaining Devex warriors on the command deck taking cover at either side of the destroyed doorway and giving fire. His HUD reported a system failure and warned that the armor on the left upper quarter was breached, the single blast from the Devex warrior’s massive weapon almost crippling the suit’s defensive capabilities. Jack took cover behind the massive Devex warrior dead at his feet, its head stuck down through the ladder access. He fired back at the Devex on the command deck. The pulse pistol rounds slammed into the door frame, many grazing the edge of the entrance. Several more went long, past the Devex and into the command deck, slamming into the forward bulkhead.

      “Jack,” Sam said over Jack’s helmet communicator. “I’m on the upper deck.”

      “Can you access the command deck from where you are without coming down to the main deck?” Jack said. “The Devex have good cover. We need to get on their rear flank. Can you find a way in?”

      “I don’t know. I’m a Marine, not a Fleet engineer.”

      “Yes, he can,” a weak voice sounded from the crumpled form of Chief Stone.

      Jack returned fire, then looked at Stone.

      “Through the forward hail cannon service hatch.”

      “Did you hear that, Sam?” Jack asked as he fired another burst of pulse fire.

      “Already on it.”

      “He needs to cut away the lower inner cover, and then he can drop into the command deck just behind the communication console.”

      Jack fired and kept the Devex totally focused on him.

      “Nearly there,” Sam said.

      Jack saw the sparks fall into the command deck as Sam cut his way in. One of the Devex spotted it too.

      The massive warrior turned and fired at the area where Sam was cutting through.

      “Sam! Report, Marine. Sam!”

      The second Devex also turned and fired.

      The channel was quiet. Jack was up on his feet and running down the main deck. He scooped up Ripa’s fallen pulse pistol as he ran. He activated the electron blades as he came within a couple of steps of the command deck. He crossed his arms across his chest as he came to the opening. And just as the massive Devex turned and brought their huge rifles around, Jack uncrossed his arms and sliced outwards with both fizzing electron blades.

      The Devex warriors crumpled as the blades sliced clean through their armor. Jack paused. He watched as the two massive bodies fell limp. Purple ooze leaked out from the armor. Jack waited a moment longer and then, satisfied the two were down, he deactivated the blades.

      Jack hurried to the panel where Sam had been attempting entry. He clamped the two pistols onto the tactical suit holsters. The Devex energy blasts had peppered the panel. He accessed the suit’s scanner to look behind the panel, but the suit reported the scanner ability was offline. Jack pulled the panel away. Sam was bundled up in the small space behind the panel, blood pouring from his upper right shoulder.

      “They got me,” he said. “What is it about my right arm that it keeps getting hit?”

      Jack pulled Sam out and propped him up against the base of the central holostage. “What arm?” Jack said dryly.

      Sam slid down to the deck as he laughed. Jack pulled an emergency med-pack from the small of his back and pressed it to the wound on Sam’s shoulder. The pack knitted in and reported a deep but cauterized impact wound. Sam would need full medical treatment and recovery time.

      Jack laid Sam down on the debris-strewn deck. “We got enough med-packs, but you’ll have to wait for a full med-facility with drones and nurses for you to torment. Don’t die. Copy?”
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      After only a few hours, Jack had the command deck of the frigate looking like a functioning Fleet vessel. After a ration block and a sip of water, he felt like a functioning Marine officer again. And after applying med-packs to every surviving limb on Sam’s body, he looked almost able to stand.

      “Okay, listen up.” Jack sat in the command chair looking down at Bale and his crew. “With two boats, we stand a much better chance of finding the fleet. Lieutenant Ripa, you and Bale will take the corvette. Fly in formation. With all our drones deployed at maximum range, we should pick up the fleet quickly. Chief Stone. You will stay on the frigate with me and Sam. Clear?”

      Stone looked up at Jack, his chin jutting forward and his fist tightening.

      “Who says you are in charge?”

      “I do.” Sam stood up from the side of the command chair. He looked like he had been thrown against a wall and beaten half to death. He took a faltering step forward. “You want to discuss it?”

      Jack climbed down and held Sam steady.

      “Sit down, Sam, before you fall.” Jack moved Sam to the footrest of the command chair and let him rest.

      “I’m not discussing anything with you. This is my boat.” Stone said, striding forward.

      Jack looked up and saw the flying fist. He fended the blow off with a sweeping left arm and then struck forward with thumping right jab.

      Stone moved backwards, light on his feet for a big man, his fist raised in a practiced boxer’s stance.

      Jack moved forward. He was unsteady but determined.

      Stone moved in and threw a jab. Jack avoided the blow, moving his head to the left, and then stuck a body blow with a swinging right.

      Stone staggered back, holding his aching ribs. He stepped back in between Ripa and Bale.

      “Take him down,” Stone said, pointing them forward.

      Ripa stepped forward. She looked Jack in the eye and dropped her gaze to the deck. She turned and faced Bale, then stepped over to stand next to Jack.

      “Just tell me what you want me to do, Major.”

      Then Bale, head bowed, walked forward. He stood behind Jack.

      “You are not in charge any more, Harry,” Bale said, a quiver in his voice.

      Jack lowered and unclenched his fists.

      “Set course for the fleet’s last-known location and prepare to get underway.”

      Stone and Jack stood, glowering at each other. The air between them grew cold. Ripa stepped over to the navigation console. She spotted a signal on the sensor console as she walked, then rushed to check the signal.

      “Incoming ships,” Ripa said, her voice quivering. “Mechs.”
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        * * *

      

      The first rounds slammed into the unmanned corvette. The little ship bucked under the assault until, with its back broken, it fell apart. The rector erupted and engulfed the little boat in a billowing fireball. The shockwave struck the side of the frigate. Power fluctuated across the grid, and the lights went out.

      “Intruders. We have intruders at the upper airlock.” Ripa was talking fast but clear.

      Jack activated his jacket’s flashlight. He looked out of the command deck along the dark main deck. In the shadows, he saw several figures. They moved forward in an awkward gait that Jack recognized. He drew his pulse pistol and took a knee.

      Sam ran alongside Jack. “Don’t shoot, Jack. They don’t want us, only Stone. They want Stone.” Sam’s tone shifted to something strangely hypnotic. “Revenge. We call it revenge.”

      “Don’t let them near me,” Stone said. “Get me a weapon. Bale, do what I tell you. Get me a weapon. Kill the intruders!”

      The figures in the dark tunnel of the main deck raised their weapon arms. There was a hum and a flicker of light as their weapons charged.

      “We are surrounded,” Ripa said. Mech ships on all sides.

      “Hurt one and you hurt all,” Sam said. “We cannot forget the pain he gave us. We must return the pain to him. Give us Stone.”

      The figures came closer.

      “No,” Jack said. “You can’t have him. We will deal with him under our own laws.”

      The Mechs moved slowly and stepped onto the command deck.

      “You have no law for us,” Sam said. “We will deliver justice for his crime.”

      Jack looked at Sam. His eyes rolled back, and his head dropped to one side.

      “Tell them to back off, Sam.”

      “Don’t get in my way, Jack,” Sam said in that strange monotone. “Your pulse pistol will not cause us any significant damage, not enough to stop us taking Stone.”

      The Mechs walked onto the command deck. Stone shuffled back until he bumped into the holostage. The Mechs moved past Jack and Sam, ignored Ripa and Bale, and closed in on Stone.

      “Get them away from me,” Stone said. He raised his fists.

      “What will they do with him?” Jack asked.

      “Nothing pleasant. It will be long and painful. They will make him suffer for centuries to come. He may never be allowed to die. They will take his consciousness and transfer it to a more robust body where he can experience his justice for as long as the Mechs desire. They will learn about pain and teach him about suffering.”

      “Get off me, you freaks!” Stone rushed forward and swung a punch at the nearest Mech. The Mech raised its arm with the ball-like fist. The fine tendrils that surrounded the hand caught Stone’s fist.

      Stone collapsed to the floor. He grabbed his right wrist and the tendril spread over his fist. He yelled in pain until tears burst from his eyes. Another Mech stepped in and wrapped Stone’s left hand in a fibrous mesh. The two pulled Stone up and began to drag him.

      Stone’s shouts of pain and fear sent shivers down Jack’s spine. He had heard Marines cry out in battle but never with such a piteous sound as this. The pain and fear were palpable.

      “Stop them, Sam,” Jack said.

      “Justice has begun,” Sam said.

      “Revenge is not justice.” Jack stood up and aimed his pulse pistol at a Mech holding Stone. Instantly, the Mechs in the corridor of the main deck and the two Mechs on the command deck activated their right arm weapons.

      Sam stood and placed himself in front of Jack. “Don’t shoot,” Sam said.

      Jack slowly lowered the pistol. He watched the pistol move away from the Mech body and down to Stone, hanging, yelling, his eyes wild and afraid.

      Three rounds were fired. Jack was lost in silence as he pulled the trigger. The pulse rounds struck Stone in the chest. A round each for heart and lungs. The yelling stopped. Jack lowered his pistol to his side.

      The Mechs dropped Stone to the deck. One took a stride toward Jack and grabbed him around the throat with its secondary right arm, the flesh-like tentacles tightening. Jack felt his windpipe close. He gasped for air. Sam grabbed the Mech’s arm and pulled it.

      The Mech turned its wide, gray head toward Sam and released Jack. Jack clutched his throat, gasping for air. The Mech took hold of Sam’s right upper arm and wrapped it in the tendrils from its ball-like fist. The tendrils surrounded the end-cap over his stump. Sam flinched and struggled, then fell away. He collapsed on to the deck next to Jack.

      Jack touched his neck and heaved for air, every breath hard and welcome. The Mechs drifted off the command deck, out onto the dark main deck. Their shadows moved away and up the access to the upper deck.

      “Activity on the upper airlock,” Ripa said. “Airlock sealed.”

      Bale rushed over to a console, slipping on the blood flowing out of Stone’s chest. He grabbed the console edge and tapped the controls. The holostage lit up and showed the frigate surrounded by Mech ships. The Mech ships raced away in various directions, leaving the frigate and the burning hull of the corvette alone in the deep, dark cold of space.
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        * * *

      

      Jack sat in the command chair and looked down at the holostage, which showed the frigate in the massive black void of open space. He called out to Ripa.

      “Lieutenant. Deploy all drones at a three hundred thousand kilometers perimeter about the boat.”

      “Copy that, sir,” Ripa said.

      “Sensors at maximum range,” Bale said from the sensors console.

      Jack looked at Sam at the drive console. “Do we have power, Sam?”

      “You got it. Ready to go, Jack.”

      Jack looked down at the command deck. It still showed signs of damage. It was a tough boat. He just hoped it would get them to safety before it fell apart.

      Jack tapped the armrest of his command chair and sent his coordinates to the navigational console. Sam activated the drive. The frigate moved off, reaching full speed. He opened a communication channel and sent a message out to anyone who might be listening for them.

      “This is Frigate M-9 to the fleet. If you receive this, send rendezvous coordinates. For now, we’ll do our best to find you. Forge out.”
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      The hull of the frigate vibrated violently. Consoles around the command deck threatened to fly loose of their housings as the frigate bucked like a wild animal while racing across the interstellar void. Space-time in front of the frigate compressed into a dense point just short of a singularity and pulled the ship forward at terrific speed. The ship’s wake of tortured space-time eddies did nothing to slow or deter the pursuers; they were steadily catching up. Jack Forge leaned forward in his command chair and looked at the holoimage showing his frigate surging through space as well as the pursuing ships, hot on their heels. Knowing they would not fire on his frigate brought no ease. Jack knew the Devex raiders were not there to destroy his frigate, they were there to capture him and his crew alive.

      “Slow the ship, Major.” Commander Gerat Bale looked at Jack in the command chair, his face screwed up in fear. “The hull can’t take it. You’re going to get us all killed.”

      “Focus on your job, Mr. Bale,” Jack said calmly as he saw the holoimage of the Devex raiders drawing a fraction closer. “Keep those sensors tuned. I don’t want us colliding with any rogue interstellar objects.”

      “The frigate’s reactor is close to failsafe shutdown,” Ripa reported, her voice quivering. She moved from the navigation to the engineering console, losing her step and falling as the ship lurched. She fell toward Sam Torent, who was staggering onto the command deck.

      “What’s our weapons status, Sam?” Jack asked as he checked the reactor condition.

      “All guns ready. I’ll service them from the central weapons console. We really need a few more bodies in this crew if we want to service all these guns to peak efficiency.”

      “We are nowhere near a recruiting office, Sam, so we’ll just have to make do for now,” Jack quipped.

      “It’ll be okay,” Sam said, walking unsteadily toward the console. “We haven’t got much in the way of ammunition anyway, so our guns will be useless soon.”

      The frigate creaked as the ship was pulled violently to port, a distortion forming in the gravity channel as the reactor power fluctuated. The slight change of course at full speed pushed the hull almost to the point of catastrophic failure.

      “You are going to tear the frigate apart,” Bale complained loudly. “Let me try and communicate with them again. Maybe we can cut a deal.”

      “The Devex are not interested in talking to us. We’ve seen what they want. Prisoners. Standby on the weapons console, Sam,” Jack said calmly. “The first raider will be in weapons’ range in a moment.”

      Sam leaned against the weapons console trying to maintain his balance on the rattling deck as he aimed the upper laser assembly with his single arm. With the drones recalled, the sensor range was limited. He adjusted the targeting sensors and sacrificed resolution for range as he searched out his first target. The Devex raiders were big enough for Sam to hit at this resolution. He could put a lancing beam from the laser assembly straight through a raider, he just couldn’t target any specific areas of their ships.

      “A new signal,” Bale reported the instant he spotted the blurry, indistinct signal.

      “What is it?” Jack said.

      Bale turned from his console and looked up at Jack. “Whatever it is, it’s right in our way. It’s cutting off our escape route.”

      Jack had always known there was no escape. The Devex raiders had matched their every move for almost a day. Even at full power, the frigate was only able to delay the inevitable. The Devex would catch them sooner or later.

      “Look to your console, Mr. Bale,” Jack said calmly to the man who was clearly not used to receiving orders, “and tell me what exactly is blocking our way.” He gripped the armrests of the command chair as the ship shook violently all around him.

      Bale checked his sensors and then turned back. “Devex,” Bale reported. “It’s another squadron of raiders. Dead ahead and moving in fast.”

      The vibrations running up Jack’s arms and spine brought a feeling of nausea that sat deep in his stomach. He felt the fear of failure creeping up on him along with the urge to vomit. He had failed to avoid the Devex. He had gotten his ship and crew in the jaws of a trap. He had put them in a situation that they might never escape from. On top of that, his ship was flying itself apart and he didn’t have enough ammunition to stand and fight off the threat. Jack pushed doubt from his mind—doubt was a leader’s greatest enemy. He was still in command, of the crew, the ship, and himself. He hadn’t lost yet, and he wasn’t going to lose to fear and doubt. He plotted a course adjustment, determined not to get caught in the raiders’ pincer move.

      “Lieutenant Ripa,” Jack shouted as a heavy vibration threatened to throw him from his command chair, “input course correction.”

      “We won’t make the turn at this speed unless we can smooth the fluctuations in the main reactor,” Ripa said. “We’ll lose the outer hull, or the drive assembly could shear off. We will throw the ship out of the gravity channel for sure. It’ll collapse the ship in an instant. We’ll be crushed.”

      Lieutenant Ellen Ripa’s voice quivered. Jack knew it could be partly due to the vibrations that tortured the frigate’s command deck, but it could also be a heavy dose of fear. He knew she was young and inexperienced, and it was a near-impossible challenge to overcome fear. Every young officer had to face that challenge at some point, but Ripa had had to face it as part of a small crew, lost and alone in deep space. Nervousness was as much a part of her tremulous tones as the vibrating ship. But Jack knew she was right. The maneuver would be suicide.

      He canceled the course adjustment with a few taps of the armrest command controls. “Copy that, Lieutenant. Maintain heading.”

      Jack tapped the control panel again and checked the condition of the reactor. The core reaction was exceeding acceptable variance every few seconds and was close to failure. The reactor housing could only withstand so much variability in the reaction and was reaching its peak tolerance.

      The Devex raiders in front and behind were spreading out and cutting off all lines of escape. The frigate’s upper and lower laser assembly, and two batteries of kinetic hail cannons, could smash a Devex raider. The raiders were determined but cautious. They were closing in but holding just beyond weapons’ range. Jack knew they were waiting for their prey to tire and come to a halt, which would happen soon, and then they would close in. Jack would fight, but there were too many to fight off. The end was drawing closer. Capture, or death, was becoming ever more inevitable.

      “Maybe we should surrender,” Bale said, throwing his arms in the air.

      Sam looked at Bale with utter contempt, then turned to Jack in the command chair. “Surrender is not an option, Jack. I don’t want them to take me alive. Krav knows what they do with their captives, and I don’t want to find out.”

      Jack looked at Sam. He shared his friend’s fear of captivity from the Devex.

      He looked at the holostage and the positions of the Devex raiders that were close to surrounding the frigate.

      “Can you plot any sort of firing pattern to take on all these ships, Sam?” Jack said.

      “We can take one or two,” Sam said.

      Commander Bale shouted across the rattling noise of the command deck, “A new signal, just coming into range. An Oort cloud of a star system.” Bale turned to Jack. “It’s super dense for an Oort cloud. We could lose them in the asteroids, if we can make it there.”

      “Send coordinates to the navigation systems now,” Jack said.

      Bale complied quickly. Jack sent the coordinates to the main holostage and threw up the image of the star system. Far below the frigate, a distant system showed up as an indistinct blur, obscured in part by a dense Oort cloud of orbiting asteroids surrounding it. The unusually dense cloud would make a perfect place to evade the Devex. And it might buy Jack time. At this point, delaying the inevitable sounded like a win.

      “Good find, Mr. Bale,” Jack said. “We will make it before the Devex raiders trap us, and we’ll hide from them in there. But we’ll have to shut down all power and go completely dark if we hope to hide. We’ll be defenseless if they find us.”

      “How can we change heading, Jack?” Sam said almost too casually, as if his life was not on the line. “We’ll destroy the ship.”

      “I’m going to disengage the reactor from the drive assembly. I can only hold it for a few seconds before I’ll have to reengage it. We can change heading with thrusters only and then I’ll throw the power back into the drive.”

      “But the Devex will be on us in a second if we cut the drive.” Bale complained

      “They will, but they might not be able to react in time and should over-shoot us by hundreds of kilometers. Let’s just hope they don’t collide with us when we stop. Just be sure to give Ripa the sensor readings on that Oort cloud so she can set the new heading.”

      Jack called out to Ripa as he prepared the bold maneuver. “You ready for this, Lieutenant?” He saw her nod. She was already focused on the thruster commands at her console. “Stand by to adjust heading for the Oort cloud the moment I cut the power.”

      The sudden power cut sent the ship tumbling out of control, and it twisted and pitched as it fell through space. With the reactor offline, power to the gravity generator was cut. Jack felt himself floating free.

      “Thrusters responding,” Ripa shouted. She sounded terrified but still focused on her job.

      “Devex closing in fast!” Bale called out. “They’ve overshot us. They are slowing and turning. Now moving in. They’ll be on us in a few seconds!”

      This was a risky operation, and they all knew it. Jack consoled himself with the knowledge that if it went wrong, he probably wouldn’t know about it. The reactor failure would vaporize him, the frigate, and probably a few of the Devex raiders too.

      “Heading reset,” Ripa shouted. “Kick on the reactor, sir.”

      Jack hit the drive engage tab on the command chair armrest. The inertia buffers and artificial gravity kicked in a nanosecond before the drive re-engaged. Jack was pinned back in his command chair the moment the drive assembly threw the frigate forward.

      Sam sounded unusually nervous as he reported their situation. “Breach in the outer hull. Integrity field can’t draw enough power from the reactor. We’ll lose the ship if we don’t divert power from the drive. The consoles are practically shaking themselves free already. Not sure the ship can take any more.”

      “The Devex raiders will be on top of us if we don’t push it,” Jack said. He jumped down from his command chair, landing awkwardly on the vibrating deck. “We have to make it that Oort cloud.”

      “Where are you going?” Sam called out.

      Jack staggered toward the exit.

      “I’m going to cover our escape.”

      Jack ran off the command deck and out onto the main deck, through the wide corridor to the hail cannon service stations on either side of the wide deck, which were loaded and ready to fire. He reached the ladder down to the lower deck, slid down, and landed heavily again. His ankle twisted and nearly hit the ground as it gave way under his weight. He pulled himself upright and pushed the pain from his mind as he continued on toward the ordnance cache. The walls of the corridor appeared to shudder and vibrate as all the reactor’s power was drawn into the drive systems, hurling the frigate across space toward the Oort cloud.

      “I’m going to rig a high-ex warhead to act as a space mine,” Jack said over the crew communicator channel. The lights were dim and flickering on the lower deck as the power was drained to the drive. “Let me know when we’re in cover.”

      Jack slid open the ordnance cache. The racks of ammunition for the hail cannon were running low. The frigate was never meant to operate alone for such a length of time. The empty shelves struck a note of dread for Jack. So far, they had been lucky to avoid contact with the Devex. With supplies running low, any contact could be their last.

      The sound of the lower laser assembly startled Jack. Then he heard Sam calling out the shot.

      “Devex in range of lower assembly. That’s one less raider. Lancing beam cut straight through, forward to aft.”

      Then Jack felt his hairs stand on end as the laser assembly discharged again, this time accompanied by the sound of the laser assembly failing mid-shot. Sam’s voice, filled with frustration, came over the crew communication channel again.

      “Krav it! Laser main power ring fused. Laser out of action.”

      Jack carefully pulled a high-ex warhead off the rack. It was heavy for its size. Jack carefully set it down on the deck, though the vibrating worried him. If the warhead detonated now, it would be the end of a long and difficult road for him. He had always hoped he could eventually settle on a new world, but for now, he was racing through space hoping to escape with his life.

      In the last few weeks, Jack had been so busy he had barely thought of his future, but when fleeting thoughts had occurred to him, it was still of finding a way out of the constant threat of hostile space, to link up with the fleet, and then to find a place to settle and call home. If this warhead detonated, it would be the end. The thought was grim. Jack took a calming breath and hunched over the device. He carefully opened the warhead’s control panel.

      And then the vibration stopped.

      Jack froze. The ship had been vibrating for hours in their frantic escape. The sudden disappearance of the vibration made Jack think for a fraction of a second that the warhead had detonated, and he was dead. The realization that the very thought meant he still lived welled up in Jack with relief and humor. He laughed.

      “Approaching the Oort cloud outer edge,” Ripa’s voice came over Jack’s communicator. She sounded calmer than she had been for hours. “I’ve cut all power to the drive assembly. It’s too dense to navigate at speed. Proceeding with thrusters only.”

      “Copy that.” Jack tapped away at the detonation circuits. He rigged the warhead to detonate on his command and carried it to the lower airlock and placed it inside. The small window in the inner hatch let Jack see the warhead drift out into space.

      “What I wouldn’t give for just one combat drone right about now,” Jack said to himself. He pushed himself to his feet. A shooting pain in his ankle reminding him of his awkward fall down the ladder. He limped back to the ladder and climbed up to the main deck.

      Sam’s voice came over Jack’s communicator, and he heard it echoing through the corridors from the command deck.

      “Jack. Jack, you need to get up here. You have to see this.”

      Jack could sense the nervousness in Sam’s tone. Jack moved quickly, hobbling on his painful ankle. Sam was not one to become nervous easily. The fact he was shouting and uneasy made Jack uneasy.

      He ran for the command deck, ignoring the discomfort in his ankle.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sam climbed down from the command chair when Jack walked onto the deck. Bale was standing at the main holostage. The image of the frigate was projected in a mass of asteroids. At full zoom, the ship was a tiny point of light. Behind them, just beyond the Oort cloud, was the squadron of Devex raiders that had been pursuing them and had nearly trapped them. The Devex had slowed and were holding position. And there, another new signal. Far below Jack and his frigate, there was a massive Devex warship, holding position just outside the Oort cloud on the system’s ecliptic plane.

      “We’re on passive scanners only, Major Forge. Those Devex are searching for us,” Bale said, leaning heavily on the side off the holostage. “We’re not out of this yet.”

      Jack would like to think they were out of danger, but the Devex would not give up easily. Still… an entire warship, for one frigate and a crew of four? It seemed unlikely to Jack that the warship was here for them.

      “And here’s something else too,” Sam said. He pointed at a planet on the holostage, the fourth planet out from the star, a little larger, and much colder, than Jack’s former home planet that humanity had abandoned. Jack noticed the holotag displayed next to the planet, a Fleet code transmitted to any and all Fleet ships that would pass the system.

      On the surface of that planet was a ship.

      Jack climbed up into his command chair and tapped the holoimage projected above the armrest. He accessed the code. The full information came streaming over the small holostage. He transferred it to the main holostage. The image of the star system and its dense surrounding Oort cloud vanished and was replaced by an image of a city-sized ship.

      “It’s a civilian transport ship,” Jack said.

      “They don’t know we are here,” Sam said. “Should I contact them?”

      Jack returned the holoimage to the tactical display showing the positions of his frigate and the Devex raiders holding position outside the Oort cloud.

      “Negative, Sam.” Jack held his hand to his chin and studied the situation.

      “We should just ignore them?” Bale said calmly as he pushed himself away from the holostage and walked toward the sensor console. “We need to fix up the frigate and get away from those Devex raiders.”

      “We can’t just ignore them,” Jack said heavily. “We might be able to help.”

      “How can one frigate with only four officers help a civilian transport?” Bale said. “They might have thirty thousand people on board.”

      “We won’t know how many people are down there or how we can help unless we try and find out. I’m sure that Devex warship will be only too eager to go and take a look.”

      Bale called out, “The Devex raiders are moving into the Oort cloud.”

      “Lieutenant Ripa, stand by for evasive maneuvers,” Jack said. “Sam, plot a firing pattern for the hail cannon. Wait for my order to fire.”

      Sam and Lieutenant Ripa confirmed they understood the order.

      “Mr. Bale,” Jack said, “start mapping a route through these rocks.”

      “Sensor range to maximum,” Bale said. “The Devex warship is powering its primary weapon. They are preparing to fire.”

      Jack watched the Devex warship on his armrest holostage. A single blast from that ship was enough to cripple a Fleet destroyer. A frigate could not hope to withstand the power of the massive energy weapon. He expected the killer blow to land any moment. Jack saw the energy discharge from the massive warship, but to his relief, Jack saw that the weapon had targeted an asteroid. The massive rock was destroyed in a fraction of a second, reduced to a cloud of subatomic particles.

      “Warship weapon recharging,” Sam said. “Looks like it’ll take ages.”

      “Sensor readings show another area where an Oort cloud object has been destroyed. It looks like…” Bale tapped his console. “They are clearing a path through the cloud.”

      Jack looked at the data from Bale’s analysis and threw it up onto the holostage. The warship was inching into the cloud. The massive boulders of rock and metal were too dense and moving too fast for the warship to safely navigate. Instead, it was blasting its way through the barrier and creeping into the system.

      But why, Jack wondered. And he answered the question the moment he asked it of himself. The civilian transport contained thousands of passengers. That was the warship’s target. That was why it was blasting its way into the system. That was why it was here.

      “Major Forge,” Bale called. “Devex raiders. They are moving toward the Oort cloud. I think they’ve located us!”

      Jack shifted in his chair. They had evaded the raiders for days, and this particular pursuit had been going on for hours. He had won a little respite, but the Devex had him outmanned, outmaneuvered, and outgunned. And now they were moving in for the kill.
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      Jack watched the raiders closing in on his position amidst the rocks of the dense cloud. The movement at that point in the cloud was fairly rapid. They orbited the parent star at a lazy pace around the ecliptic plane but moved more rapidly over the star’s poles. Here at about forty-five degrees north of the ecliptic, the rocks moved at pace. Jack kept his frigate moving through the asteroids all around with a light touch of thruster jets and use of the faint gravitational fields around the larger of the asteroids. He swung through the cloud in gentle arcs.

      “Devex raiders approaching the outer edge of the Oort cloud,” Sam called out.

      Jack had half an eye on the massive holoimage displayed over the holostage in the center of the command deck. He also had a finger hovering over the drive panel on the armrest of his chair.

      “Course through the asteroids set,” Ripa said. “I’ve allowed for the motion of the asteroids. We will have a clear run through.”

      “Good work, Lieutenant,” Jack said. “Stand by to activate drive. On my command.”

      Jack watched the Devex raiders swoop into the asteroids. The sleek craft were totally different in shape and size than the massive Devex warships. The raiders were streamlined, making them suitable for operation within planetary atmospheres, while the massive warships were shaped like towering blocks reminiscent of a high-rise city tower. They were dark and featureless, almost invisible in the black of space.

      The raiders were slightly larger than Jack’s frigate and most certainly contained more crew. The Devex were known to have captured people with the massive warships and the raiders. A massive warship was probably well-suited to the task of capturing the thousands of people aboard a civilian transport ship, but for a small ship like the frigate, the raiders were more than adequate.

      Jack watched the sleek raiders swooping in and around the asteroids. They moved in closer to the mine they had positioned on the sunward side of a small asteroid.

      “Stand by,” Jack said. He waited for the opportune moment, and then, judging the time to be right, he played his hand.

      “Power to the drive. Go!”

      Jack watched the power readout on his armrest holostage as the frigate jumped to high speed. The power from the reactor surged through the frigate’s systems. The main holostage dimmed slightly as the surge robbed power from secondary systems. However, the holostage clearly showed their sudden and rapid movement though the asteroids. And with a close eye on the location of the pursuing Devex, Jack sent the detonation order to the high-ex warhead hidden amongst the tumbling chunks of metal, rock, and ice.

      The detonation created a blue and green sphere of destructive energy the size of a small moon. It grew to full size in a fraction of a second and held its shape, a shimmering and seething mass of energy that engulfed the surrounding asteroids and the Devex raiders swooping in toward Jack.

      “Got them!” Bale said. He brought his fist down on the console in triumph.

      Jack watched carefully as the glowing sphere began to cool. Out of the sphere came a Devex raider. It had been thrown off its axis and was tumbling forward, but it was still under power and moving in on Jack.

      “Sensors,” Jack spoke on the open channel. “Report.”

      “One raider on sensors here, Major,” Bale said. “It’s veering off course.”

      “Entering field of fire for the starboard battery,” Sam called out. “Opening fire.”

      Jack leaned forward and watched the image on the central holostage. A blast of kinetic hail from the frigate’s starboard battery slammed into the Devex raider’s lower hull as it banked and turned away from the pursuit. The debris of the other raiders came tumbling out of the now-dissipated sphere of energy from the space mine.

      The fragments of kinetic hail each created small superheated spots over the raider’s hull and pushed the raider further off balance, sending it tumbling nose over tail and into an asteroid. It collided and embedded itself on the surface. A shower of rock fragments thrown up by the impact drifted away from the asteroid and joined the swirling mass of the Oort cloud.

      Jack watched intently as the raider’s drive flickered and then fell dark.

      The debris rippled out from the site of the detonation. Rock fragments, pushed to even higher speed and in new directions, came pouring through the narrow empty spaces between the swift-moving asteroids, racing toward the frigate as it darted away, narrowly avoiding the asteroids in its path.

      With their escape masked by the detonation, Jack cut main power.

      “Going dark. Reactor to standby. Keep us on course, Lieutenant.”

      And then the downed Devex raider exploded. The ship vaporized, the blast pushing the asteroid slightly off its course around the parent star, which it had held for millennia. A billowing cloud of energy from the destroyed Devex raider expanded out from the explosion, smashing into nearby asteroids, boiling the surface dust off the nearest to reveal the solid rock and metal of the main asteroid body.

      The blast front raced on through the asteroids, sweeping across and around more asteroids, throwing a huge cloud of dust and grit before it. It drew closer to the rear of the frigate as the craft moved away, relying on momentum alone.

      Jack watched the progress on the central holostage. They were nearing the inner, sunward edge of the Oort cloud. He switched the view on the holostage to show the way ahead.

      The rocks in front of the frigate thinned out and finally the way ahead was clear, revealing dark open space and the distant sun at the center of the spinning sphere of asteroids. Jack looked at the star at the center of the system. The fourth planet lay ahead of Jack’s frigate, which was now drifting, unpowered, toward the small, cold world and the downed civilian transport.

      Jack sat back in his chair as a measure of relief washed over him. He resisted the feeling, knowing they were far from safe. This was only momentary.

      “Check the Devex positions.”

      “Devex warship is holding position,” Bale reported, his hands moving across the sensor console. “Warship is firing again. It’s drilling its way through the Oort cloud.” Bale turned and looked at Jack. “We need to get away. A group of raiders are moving in to check the debris field on the Oort cloud.” Bale looked back to his console. “It looks like a standard search pattern. They are looking for us.”

      In the weeks since his last encounter with the Devex, Jack had managed to avoid them. He cursed his luck running into them again, but at least he had given them the slip for now. With the pursuing Devex raiders destroyed, Jack hoped they could avoid them, at least until he could make some running repairs on the battered frigate, but it was not likely. The civilian transport ship was surely attracting the attention of the Devex. He wished he could ignore it, but duty demanded he at least attempt to offer assistance.

      “Maintain silent running. Hold course for the fourth planet. Ripa, set down next to that civilian ship. We can organize repairs for the frigate, and I’ll board the transport and check the situation.”

      The civilian ships were vast, city-sized vessels that had been used to evacuate the population from the now-distant world of Eros. Jack put the image of the civilian craft up on the main holostage. He leaned forward and looked at it.

      “No power readings from the ship,” Jack said.

      “Did they crash?” Bale asked.

      “It doesn’t look like it.” Jack scanned the vessel. “Its hull appears to be intact. Maybe they are hiding, just like us.”

      “Maybe they’re all dead,” Bale said.

      Jack ignored Bale. “Linking to the transport’s internal sensors. Checking the internal environment.”

      The readings that came back were unusual. The atmosphere was present and at a standard pressure, but the mix of gases contained a trace substance that the sensors recorded as Dox vapor.

      “There is something in the air.” Jack ran a thermal image scan. The bodies of the passengers and crew were all identified, alive and scattered about the ship.

      “They are all in there,” Bale said. “Looks like the ship is full.”

      “Slowing for orbital insertion,” Ripa said as she worked at the flight console. “Thrusters only. I’ll try and put us down gently.”

      Jack watched the holoimage of the planet surface growing closer.

      “Fifty meters,” Ripa called out. “Deploying landing struts. Twenty meters. We’re landing now. Civilian transport off our starboard side.”

      The frigate hit the planet surface hard. A power conduit along the main deck ruptured. The squeal of stressed hull composite filled the command deck.

      Jack flinched and waited for the hull to collapse. Then the squealing in the hull composite died away, replaced by the gentle beep and chirp of warnings and the heavy beating of Jack’s heart.

      “There is a rupture in landing strut system,” Bale said. “Minor damage only. I’m isolating the system and shutting it down.”

      “I’ve put the frigate down as close to the transport as I can,” Ripa said as she powered down the thrusters.

      Jack climbed down from his chair. “I’ll prepare to board the ship and assess the situation over there. Commander Bale, I want you to take charge here. Run a full damage assessment. Patch the frigate as best you can and get her ready to fly. We might need to get out of here in a hurry.”

      Sam stepped away from his console.

      “You can’t go alone,” Sam said. “It could be dangerous over there.”

      Jack nodded. “Sam, you’re with me. Let’s get suited up.” Jack marched off the command deck and headed to the equipment store on the upper deck.

      They wasted no time climbing into their extreme environment tactical suits. These suits were so familiar to Jack and Sam that they were able to pull them on and have them sealed, powered, and ready to go in moments. The procedure was a distant memory, but both acted almost on autopilot. Jack checked Sam’s suit and then turned for Sam to check his. Jack felt the pat on his shoulder from Sam telling him he was ready for action. They were both prepared for the extreme environment of the planet surface and whatever danger they may face on the civilian transport.

      Jack reached into the storage locker and pulled out two pulse pistols. He handed one to Sam and slapped the other against his thigh, where it was wrapped instantly in the suit’s sidearm holster.

      “Follow me,” Jack said, then slid down the first ladder to the main deck and down the second to the lower deck, where he opened the inner hatch of the lower airlock.

      A moment later, Jack dropped down from airlock onto the planet surface. Sam landed a moment later. The wind was light, but it brought a flurry of snow and ice in billowing gusts. Visibility was practically zero. The dark shape of the frigate stood out from the blizzard, and next to the frigate was the outer hull of the civilian craft. It towered into the dark, snow-filled sky and stretched away to Jack’s left and right, disappearing into the darkness.

      “Right behind you, Jack,” Sam said.

      Jack walked carefully through the snow, which nearly blinded him. The fine snow slid over his suit and faceplate, though it was thin on the hard ground and barely came up over Jack’s boots.

      The image enhancer on his helmet display showed him the outline of a massive landing strut and an access point to the civilian craft.

      He approached the strut and Jack sent a Fleet entry request to the transport. A control panel lit up the instant Jack sent the request. He tapped the control and a light came on from above and lit the ground around Jack in a bright white light. The sound of a motor told Jack that a ramp was being deployed. The steep ramp with steps came down to ground next to him.

      Just as Jack took hold of the handrail, he saw a dark shape in the snow. The shape was large and moving fast. It was silhouetted by the landing lights from the frigate only a few meters away. Jack felt his heart in his throat. His hand went to his pulse pistol on his hip.

      Then the helmet visor identified Sam running toward him. The data overlay displayed his name and rank. Jack relaxed. He waited for Sam to join him.

      “Slow down, Sam,” Jack said on their channel.

      “I don’t want to be out here any longer than necessary,” Sam replied. “I can’t see a thing. There could be anything out here.”

      Jack smiled to himself. He had enjoyed the short walk to the transport. The feeling of solid ground and natural gravity was a welcome relief. The air was breathable but extremely cold. Jack could have been at a ski resort. He enjoyed the snow. He had grown up in wide prairies with constant year-round warm weather, and a blast of cold had always been a welcome change. For a moment, Jack missed home, but it wasn’t his home anymore. Most of humanity was searching for a new planet to call home now. Jack knew if he ever caught up with the fleet and made it to their new home, he would probably choose a warm climate like the one he had known as a boy.

      Sam stepped up to the base of the stairway into the transport.

      “Do you want me to go first?” Sam said.

      “No, Sam. I’ll take point. Stay close on my six. Copy?”

      “Copy that, Major,” Sam said, then chuckled. “Guess we’re still Marines, even if we are the last ones.”

      Jack smiled to himself. He had never wanted to be a Marine, but after being pressed to the service, it had quickly taken over his life. Now it was the only way he knew how to act. And in an uncertain situation like his current one, it made sense to proceed in the manner he’d come to know so well.

      “Okay, Commander,” Jack said with a smile. “Follow me.”

      Jack walked up the stairway to the access port on the side of the massive ship. The door slid open, causing a dusting of snow to fall off the side of the ship. Jack stepped inside, his visor display showing him the way through the dark.

      Once inside, Jack found an internal transit channel and a pod that would take him up from the secondary access to the main body of the transport. Jack stepped inside. Sam joined him.

      “There should be lights in this entrance,” Sam said. “Something’s not right.”

      “Agreed. We proceed with caution. Okay?”

      Sam nodded and replied, “Okay.”

      The transit pod door closed and then opened a moment later, having taken Jack and Sam up to a large lobby area. Low lighting filled the lobby, which was several stories high. Huge walkways ran around the side of the room on several floors. It was all transparent composite walls and smooth floors.

      And, scattered over every square meter of floor, on every level, Jack could see the fallen, slumped bodies of the passengers.
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      “Are they dead?” Sam asked.

      Jack stepped over to a young woman holding an infant boy. Jack scanned them. The result showed they were in a deep sleep.

      “Not dead.” Jack stepped over to the next body, a fallen old man. He ran the scan again. “They are all asleep, kind of.”

      “How…” Sam was looking around the lobby, his head turning this way and that as he tried to take in the entire scene.

      Jack ran an environmental scan. His environment suit captured a sample of the air and tested it.

      “The air,” Jack said. “It’s laced with Dox vapor. It’s a powerful soporific of some kind. Everyone here is in a chemically-induced coma.”

      Jack walked over to a pillar at the center of the lobby, pulling the cover off a panel there. He tapped into the main data stream. The ship was reporting itself to be fully powered. Only environmental controls were offline.

      Jack stepped away from the panel. He spotted a uniformed person nearby and scanned for a Fleet identification. The reading came back that the young man was a civilian and merchant fleet junior deck officer. Jack scanned other bodies lying nearby. Most were civilian, their personal histories coming back with job titles from across the spectrum, all now without jobs until they landed at their new home planet. A person lying nearby was a multichannel entertainment designer. She lay next to an agricultural equipment engineer. The entertainment designer’s clothes suggested she had previously held a respected and glamorous position, while the young man laying not two meters from her wore the rough clothes of a land machine worker. Jack guessed which one would be the first to find a job on the new home world, and which would be more important for establishing a new civilization.

      “Can you find a way to return the air to the correct levels? Can you filter out this Dox vapor?” Sam asked, looking over Jack’s shoulder at the young officer on the ground.

      “Not from here,” Jack replied. He picked up the cover panel and carefully replaced it over the exposed circuits. “We need to get to an environmental control panel. There are small sub-units throughout a ship this size, but the main controls will be on the command deck,” Jack said. “We can restore environmental norms from there.”

      Jack sent a request for access to the ship’s systems. The request was granted, his Fleet Marine command codes still letting him bypass several layers of security. He called up a map of the ship, and it was released to his enhanced data view. The route to the command deck was laid out.

      As a serving Fleet Marine major, he still had clearance codes that gave him access to many ship systems. He hoped he could gain access to the command deck.

      “Okay, Sam. Follow me.”

      They walked to the internal transit pod, stepping over sleeping passengers. The pod took Jack and Sam to the upper forward section of the massive ship in moments, moving swiftly and silently. The doors slid open to a bright, white corridor with smooth walls.

      The walk along the gently curving corridor to the command deck took Jack and Sam past more fallen, sleeping passengers and Fleet officers.

      Jack stepped up to the command deck doors and ran his security codes. The door slid open.

      The command deck was large, but no more than a destroyer’s command deck, which Jack knew well. The layout was virtually the same, a raised command chair overlooking banks of consoles all arranged around a central holostage.

      The lights on the walls were at a low level and filled the space with a sickly glow. The consoles were all powered down. The captain was slumped in his command chair. Various command deck officers were either lying at the foot of a console or slumped over them.

      Jack looked up at the captain.

      “See if you can adjust the environmental controls,” Jack said. He checked the captain’s vitals. Captain Jez Morton, a former bulk haulage transport captain, no doubt more used to transporting inert lumps of rock and metal around than passengers.

      “No problem, Jack,” Sam said as he stepped over to the environmental control console. He slid the slumped officer gently down to the deck. “We should have all the passengers and crew up and about before long.”

      “No,” Jack said suddenly. He turned away from the captain and stepped up alongside Sam, stepping over the officer on the deck. “Can we restore the environment to the command deck only?”

      “What, and leave everyone else asleep?” Sam asked in surprise.

      “Yes. Let’s speak to the captain first. Can we do it?”

      “Sure. Should only take a moment. I’ll isolate the command deck environment from the rest of the ship.”

      Jack watched the environmental readings on his wrist-mounted holostage as Sam reset the controls. The levels of Dox vapor fell, and a standard oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere was restored. Once the air levels read as standard, Jack removed his helmet.

      The air in the restored atmosphere smelled dry and fresh. The air on the frigate was becoming filled with the stink of the four-person crew with limited access to washroom facilities.

      Sam also unclipped his helmet and took a cautious breath.

      “The air is fine,” Jack said. Then he looked up at Captain Morton in his command chair. The captain was stirring slightly, his eyelids flickering. His fingers began to twitch. Suddenly, he opened his eyes. They were wide with fear and surprise. He stood up, then lurched to one side. He grabbed his command chair for support and stumbled toward Jack.

      Jack grabbed hold of the captain and steadied him. The captain looked Jack in the eye.

      “Get out! Get out! They’re going to kill us all! Get out!”
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      “Captain!” Jack gripped the wild man by his shoulders. “Get a hold of yourself! You’ve been in an induced coma. How did you end up here?”

      The captain’s eyes were red and bloodshot, tears coating the reddened eyeballs. He looked around frantically.

      “We were attacked. Huge soldiers. They boarded. I don’t remember much after that.”

      “Devex?” Jack said, trying to catch Captain Morton’s wild eyes again.

      Morton’s gaze snapped back on to Jack’s. He nodded wildly.

      “Yes! Devex! Those beasts. It was them.” Morton leaned against his command chair. “I was in the center of the fleet formation when they attacked us the first time. Their massive warship came at the fleet. The Overlord engaged them along with a few destroyers and some support ships. The Blades engaged their raiders. The fleet threw everything at them. We got away. We watched the data streaming in. It was horrible. All those ships, lost.”

      “Is that when you fell out of formation?” Jack asked.

      “No. We ran with the remainder of the fleet. The Overlord held them off and we ran. I would have fought them. But I couldn’t fight. This is a civilian ship. I don’t have any weapons. We just ran. Then once we were clear, we had power distribution problems and dropped out of formation. We settled down on this planet. My engineering team was working on the problem… We nearly had it fixed and then they came. Krav it, we were only a few hours from rejoining the fleet.”

      “Do you know where the fleet is?” Jack asked excitedly, all other thoughts secondary. He had tried for weeks to locate the fleet. Maybe his search was nearing the end.

      “The fleet is running to clear Devex space. We were told to make repairs and rendezvous with the fleet when we get back underway. I thought we’d be hidden from the Devex down here. Some Mechs came in system. I tried to contact them for help. They didn’t even enter orbit. And then, the Devex found us. And then... And then...” The captain became agitated again. Jack gripped him by the shoulders and fixed him with a stare, forcing the captain to regain composure.

      “The fleet, Captain. Where is the fleet?”

      “I have the rendezvous coordinates here somewhere.” The captain climbed up into his command chair and started tapping on his armrest console.

      Jack felt a sudden surge of excitement. This was the closest he had been to the fleet since the last days of the Chitin War.

      “Yes. They haven’t completely abandoned us,” Morton said, “but then they didn’t know the Devex would find and attack us.”

      Others around the command deck were waking and climbing up off the floor. Command deck officers were groaning, some vomiting as the Dox vapor left their system.

      “Who are you?” Captain Morton said groggily. “Where did you come from?”

      “Major Jack Forge. Fleet Marines. This is Commander Sam Torent.”

      “Have you come in force? You’ll need an army to fight off those soldiers.”

      “No, Captain, just me and my colleague,” Jack said, indicating Sam. “Not much of an army, but I will offer assistance as I can.”

      Sam was at the engineering console. He called over.

      “Jack, the reactor looks in good condition.”

      “There is a problem with the power distribution,” the captain said, “but I can bypass some of the main power nodes and have this ship in space in a few hours, a day at the most.”

      “Sooner would be better, sir,” Jack said. “We are deep in Devex space. They appear to be rounding people up for some reason. Enslaving any they can capture alive. We have to get back into space and meet up with the fleet.”

      The captain smiled at Jack. “I think the first thing we should do is wake up all the passengers.”

      Jack shook his head. “The people are all unconscious. If we wake them now, we’ll have thousands of frightened people running all over the ship.”

      “I think they’ll be grateful to be awake,” Morton said. “Wake them now. I’ll address them and inform them of our situation.”

      “I think it’s best to leave everyone where they are and focus on fixing the ship,” Jack appealed to Morton.

      The captain looked at Jack and shook his head. “This ship is not under martial law, Major. You don’t give orders here. This ship is under my command, my authority, and I will make the decisions about what is best.”

      Jack turned to the captain. “Sir, this is your ship. You do have authority here. But you must attempt to return to the fleet immediately. We need to get out of here as soon as possible. There is a reason you were all left asleep. There is a Devex warship nearby. They are coming back.”

      The captain looked at Jack and then Sam. Morton nodded and said. “We repair the ship and rendezvous with the fleet.”

      Jack nodded. “Can you handle the job, Sam?”

      “No problem, Jack. I can handle it.”

      Captain Morton stood up again, still a little unsteady on his feet. “I know the ship better than anyone. I used to fix my own haulage vessel before they put me in command of this kravin’ flying city. And…I could use the change of scenery.”

      “No, Captain, I think it’s best if you remain on the command deck,” Jack said.

      “My command crew can handle the deck without me watching over them,” Morton said. “And I know these drive systems better than anyone else currently conscious on this ship. I’ll accompany Commander Torent to the drive room, unless you want to impose martial law and have me confined to the command deck, Major?”

      Jack glanced at Sam and gave a look that asked for Sam’s opinion. A simple glance between old friends and front-line brothers-in-arms conveyed the message of a hundred words. Sam shrugged. It was a slight, almost imperceptible gesture lost to those standing around the command deck, but a gesture that Sam would accept Jack’s decision, whatever it was.

      “Very well,” Jack said. “Get this ship running, Captain.”

      Morton walked toward a side locker on the command deck. It popped open in response to Morton’s command code, transferred from his ID chip. Morton pulled out an oxygen mask that he secured over his nose and mouth. Then he took a set of protective glasses and slid them on. After a quick adjustment of breather and glasses, Morton reached into the locker and drew out a pulse pistol and holster. He slung the holster strap over his shoulder and slammed the locker shut.

      As Sam left the command deck, following the captain, Jack spotted a young Marine on the deck climbing to his feet. Jack ran his ID. He was a squad leader from the Leo battalion, Tim Hawke.

      Hawke spotted Jack and came to attention unsteadily. He gripped a console for support.

      “At ease, Hawke,” Jack said.

      “Sir. Yes, sir.”

      “Who is the senior Marine aboard, Hawke?”

      “Me, sir,” Hawke hesitated. “But not anymore, not now you are here. Permission to speak, sir.”

      “Go ahead, Hawke,” Jack said.

      “You are Major Forge, aren’t you, sir? I mean, you are the Major Forge?”

      Jack felt the eyes of several officers turn on him, but he ignored the curious looks from the command officers and stepped forward to help the young Marine before he lost his balance.

      “Yes, Hawke, I’m Major Jack Forge. What are you doing here? Were you part of the evacuation?”

      “No, sir. I’m here with 8th Squad of Leo Battalion, posted here as security, sir.” Hawke turned away from Jack and vomited over the cold deck.

      “One squad?” Jack asked incredulously. “One squad to provide security for an entire civilian transport?”

      “Yes, sir,” Hawke said, turning back to Jack, looking pale and tired. “But we are not even at full strength, not anymore,” Hawke said apologetically.

      “How many Marines are aboard?”

      “Six, sir, including me. We were scattered all over the ship when the Devex attacked. I’d posted units at major corridor junctions.”

      “Good work, Marine. You used your resources well.” He looked around the command deck. Officers were shivering in the cold and attempting to power up their consoles.

      “We studied your defense of the Scorpio at training camp, sir. I just copied your plan, but we were too few.”

      “Well, you’ve got two more Marines aboard now, Hawke,” Jack said.

      Then Jack heard Lieutenant Ellen Ripa on a private channel.

      “Major Forge, sir. Have you seen this? A ship. I just detected it. It’s heading toward our location now. It’s moving fast.”
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      Jack moved about the command deck looking for any functional console to check the approach of the ship.

      “Is it Devex?” Jack said on the private channel with Ripa.

      “No, Sir,” Ripa replied. “It’s not Fleet either. It’s a cruiser. Some rich person’s private ship.”

      A command deck officer called Jack over. His console was coming to life, panels blinking on and off. Then as power was fully restored, it lit up.

      Jack instructed the officer to direct a sensor at the incoming ship. It raced over the surface of the planet at a suicidally low altitude, throwing up a whirlwind of dusty snow behind it.

      “Can anyone open a channel to that ship?” Jack called out. Jack walked over to the communications console. The officer there was working the console but was still half-asleep and looked like he would collapse at any moment. He looked at Jack and simply shook his head.

      Jack looked at the readout. The ship was ignoring the communication.

      “Jack,” Bale’s voice came over the private channel heard only by Jack. “My scanners show that the approaching ship is unarmed.”

      Jack ran to the tactical console. He checked the defensive systems of the civilian transport. There were no weapons, only the hull integrity field designed to protect against rogue asteroid impacts in deep space. It might be powerful enough to deflect some attacks, certainly a ramming attack from the incoming cruiser.

      “It’s bearing down right on top of the transport. It’s ignoring all my attempts to communicate. It looks hostile to me. We can get a shot at it with the frigate’s port battery.”

      Jack walked over to the command chair and picked up his helmet. “Negative. They can’t damage us. The civilian cruiser has a massive hull integrity field. It could withstand being rammed by that racer. Don’t engage it. A ship like that might not have our level of sensor nodes. It’s possible it hasn’t picked up our frigate next to this massive transport. If we are undetected, I’d like to keep it that way. I’m going to meet whoever they are.”

      Jack walked toward the command deck exit. “Send out a surveillance drone and stay alert for any other ships entering the system. Let me know if anything else decides to join us. And watch out for the Devex. I just know they are going to be coming along some time soon.”

      Jack closed the channel. He turned now to Squad Leader Tim Hawke.

      “I am going to meet this visitor. If you must, you will defend the command deck. That is an order. I know you have it in you, Hawke.”

      Hawke saluted Jack. Jack returned the salute and left the command deck.

      The corridors were dark, and the faceplate enhanced data showed Jack the way. The ship was coming in to land on the upper hull of the civilian ship. Jack located the nearest transit and climbed into the waiting pod. The door slid shut. Jack felt the sudden movement as the pod accelerated upward. He used his suit’s stability field to steady himself.

      The pod came to a sudden stop, and Jack felt himself grow lighter for a moment in the sudden deceleration. The door slid open and Jack looked along a dark corridor. He checked the map on his data overlay to find he was on the uppermost deck of the huge ship just meters from where the private cruiser was touching down.

      A hatch just ahead was clearly the intended point of entry. Jack ran toward it. He pulled his pulse pistol off his hip and held it at his side. He didn’t want to greet the visitor with pulse pistol fire, but there was something suspicious about the silent approach. Jack thought that the communications systems might be malfunctioning aboard the sleek cruiser, but it might be something more sinister.

      “The ship has landed on the upper hull of the transport,” Bale reported.

      Jack scanned the area above, but his suit’s scanners couldn’t penetrate the transport’s hull. He watched the hatch for signs of movement.

      Then the hatch opened. It fell inwards with a thump and a cold, snow-flecked wind came flying into the low-pressure environment of the transport ship.

      Jack took a combat stance, left leg forward. Pistol in his right hand cupped with his left, ready to be raised if needed.

      Then a small device dropped in through the hatch in the ceiling.

      Jack instantly knew what it was and turned to run away.

      The detonation slammed into Jack the moment he turned, and the blast threw him along the dark corridor. He landed heavily. His data overlay flickered as the suit’s power systems reset. The concussion grenade had delivered a heavy punch and momentarily disrupted his suit’s power. The medical readout showed he had sustained no injuries but a mild concussion that was already being treated.

      Jack rolled and pressed himself off the deck, rising onto his hands and knees. Before he could stand, he was violently pushed back to the deck. He rolled over and looked up at an industrial handheld laser cutter pointed at his chest. The tip of the cutter was fizzing and ready for work.

      He looked past the cutter to the face of the person holding it. It was a face covered with stubble, dark goggles over the eyes and a breathing mask covering the nose and mouth. A large, fur-lined hood covered the head.

      “Drop it,” the voice said from behind the breathing mask, barely audible over the howling wind. The laser cutter moved a fraction closer.
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      Jack let go of his pistol and slid it away. He suspected the cutter would burn through his tactical suit and chest cavity more easily than the rock and metal it was designed to cut. He was sure he could get a round off before the assailant could press the cutter forward, but the shot would kill the man, and the cutting blade would be still deadly in a dead man’s hands. Should he topple forward, Jack would be run through as the man fell forward. He thought it was best to play along, at least for now.

      “Okay. Okay,” Jack said. He held his hands out to the sides and showed he was surrendering to the man in the mask. “No one needs to get hurt, right?”

      “No one needs to get dead,” the man said.

      Jack scanned for identification using the suit’s scanners. The neural interface recognized Jack’s instructions and in an instant, the hooded man’s information flashed up on the enhanced display inside of Jack’s helmet.

      The man was an asteroid mining contractor named Lou Beretta. The file Jack had was incomplete, but a fractured resume showed that Beretta had worked for years transporting ore from the asteroid mines to the home world before the Chitin War. There was a period of incarceration for trafficking, followed by a long period where there was no data. Beretta had apparently left his profession and gone underground. Jack guessed he had taken control of the cruiser some time toward the end of the war and used it to escape. Now he was looking out for himself.

      “You were in the mining industry, right?”

      “You scanning my ID, soldier?”

      Jack pointed at the mining tool, the blade a few centimeters from Jack’s chest.

      “Just a guess. I’m Jack Forge. A Marine.”

      “I didn’t expect to find any soldiers here. I thought everyone was sleeping.”

      “You knew they were all unconscious? What do you know about that? Do you know how it happened?” Jack asked.

      “A soldier and a detective. You are a man of many skills, Jack.”

      Jack raised himself up off the floor a fraction.

      The laser cutter moved closer a fraction. “Oh, no you don’t, soldier,” Beretta said. “Just stay where you are. I didn’t come here to kill anyone, but I will if I have to.”

      The man kicked Jack’s pistol back with his heel and stepped back. “I’m just doing what I can to survive.” He stooped and picked up the pulse pistol.

      “I can help you,” Jack said. “You’ll stand a much better chance of surviving with some people around to help out.”

      The man laughed and took another step back. “Look around you, Jack. There must be twenty thousand people on this transport. They weren’t exactly stronger together, were they? They got knocked out easily enough. The Devex will be back to scoop them up before long. I’ve seen it before. They knock out the ship and wait for the big ships to come along. Have you seen the size of those things?”

      “Yes,” Jack said calmly. “I saw data from their first raid on the fleet.”

      The man stepped back again, laughing a single humorless grunt. “The fleet. Makes it sound like we are all in it together.” The man looked up to the open hatch and let out a shrill whistle. “Don’t fool yourself, Jack. That fleet is falling apart. Selfishness and greed will always win out in the end. You have to admire the Devex. They really know how to work together.”

      A second man dropped through the open hatch and landed next to Beretta.

      “Who’s that, Lou?” the second man said.

      Beretta handed the pistol to the big man. “Get to work.”

      The big man aimed the pulse pistol at Jack. Jack knew the suit would protect him from one or two poorly-aimed shots, but he braced himself to get away.

      “You want me to take care of him?” the big man asked.

      “No,” Beretta said. “I’ll watch him. Go and get what we came for. Go.”

      Then another person dropped in, a short, stocky, nasty-looking man. He looked down at Jack. Then he glanced at the man with the fur-lined hood.

      “Get to work,” Beretta said with menace. The stocky man took another look at Jack and then ran off, the big man following into the dark corridor.

      Beretta stepped forward. “Now you just hold still, Jack. We are gonna help ourselves to a few items to help us on our way and then you’ll be free to sit around on this cattle cart until the Devex arrive to scoop you all up. But if I were you, I’d try and get away from here as quickly as possible. Do you know what those Devex are doing with all these people they snatch?”

      “No,” Jack said. Maybe, he thought, this pirate knew. Jack was keen to know for himself.

      “No, me neither,” Beretta said, “and that’s what kravin’ terrifies me.”

      The snowy wind continued to blow in through the open hatch. Jack checked the vital signs on the masked man in front of him. He was beginning to show signs of cold. The heavy coat was able to protect him from the extreme cold outside but not indefinitely.

      “You were an asteroid miner, right?” Jack said.

      The man grunted with annoyance. “That chip was a requirement for any off-world miner. I hated taking it, and I hate it now. Scan me again and I’ll burn your head off.”

      “Don’t do that,” Jack said. “I like my head where it is.” Jack propped himself up on his elbows, still lying down and looking up at Beretta. “You were a hard-working man back before the Chitin War, right? You’re no pirate.”

      The two men returned from of the dark moving a small hover-loader in front of them. Jack scanned the pile. Rations and power cells from a supply hold. A cable dropped in through the hatch and the pair attached the loader. They climbed onto the loader themselves and started moving up through the open hatch.

      “Looking after yourself is not piracy, Jack. It is simply good sense,” Beretta said. “Staying here and trying to help these people is not good sense. You strike me as a clever guy. Why not come with me, now. I got room for one more.”

      Beretta stood back and showed Jack the way to the open hatch.

      “You got some skills, I bet. I could use a good hand in my crew. The offer is closing fast.” Beretta stepped back and stood under the open hatch. Snow and wind blowing around him.

      “We can’t leave these people to the Devex,” Jack said. “If we work together, I think we can save them.”

      “Save yourself, Jack,” Beretta said. Another cable dropped in through the opening and Beretta grabbed hold. “Good to meet you. Don’t get killed.”

      Beretta was pulled up through the opening. Jack jumped to his feet and ran to the open hatch, looking up. Only dark sky above with snow blowing through the sky. Then Jack saw the light from the cruiser’s drive system flash through the snow-filled dark.

      Jack jumped up and tapped the ladder release. A ladder dropped down and gave Jack access to the open hatch. He climbed up and saw the drive assembly of Beretta’s ship roaring away.

      He grabbed the open hatch and pulled it closed. The hatch lock was burned out, cut away by the mining cutter. It would not make a seal. With the hatch in place as well as he could get it, Jack dropped down. The air still rushed in through the narrow gap and created a shrieking whistle that was ear-shatteringly loud. Jack’s tactical suit filtered out the shrill frequency as he made his way back to the command deck.

      As he stepped into the transit pod, his communicator received a message from Tim Hawke on the command deck.

      “What is it, Mr. Hawke?” Jack asked as seconds later, he stepped back out of the pod into a public lobby and transit hub. The people lying around on the deck were stirring, shivering, and some were clambering up to their hands and knees.

      “There is a breach in the hull somewhere. Air is rushing in. It’s diluted the Dox vapor throughout the ship. People are waking up.”

      “Copy that, Mr. Hawke. See if you can contact any of your squad. Have them form up outside the command deck. Copy.”

      “Copy that, sir.”

      Then Jack heard a low rumbling noise. It grew louder by the moment, and it was coming closer. Jack stepped away from the transit pod and looked along wide corridor where people were stirring from their induced coma. A rush of people came pouring along the corridor, shouting as they came. Some were waving batons and clubs.

      Jack had seen panic on the faces of civilians before. It was worrying and dangerous for a mob to be afraid and angry. Without discipline to hold them in check, they could become extremely dangerous, especially in a delicate environment like a deep space transport ship.

      He checked the environment readout on his data overlay. The Dox vapor had been diluted by the fresh air rushing in from outside. The sleeping civilians were waking, and they were scared and angry.

      The mob rushed toward Jack. He turned to the transit pod door and pressed for it to open. There was no way he was staying here to confront a mob of club-wielding civilians.

      And then the power went out. Jack turned to face the oncoming mob. They were lit up by the enhanced data view on his helmet visor. The sudden loss of power made them scared and confused, but at least it slowed their approach for a moment.

      “This is Sam,” Jack heard over his communicator. “Sorry about that. Just a minor glitch while I reroute around the main distribution nodes. Should have power back up in a moment.”

      “No,” Jack said, “keep the lights off!”

      But it was too late, and Sam was too quick. The lights came up to full intensity and the briefly-stunned crowd came to life again—angry, snarling life. One man with a pool cue looked at Jack with fury. He rushed at Jack, his mouth wide open, bellowing a war cry filled with anger and fear.
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      The fat end of the stick came down on Jack, the heavy blow delivered by the wild man at the head of the mob. His eyes were red and fierce. Jack recognized the huge amount of fear backed up behind the wall of anger. Jack raised his arm and the cue stick snapped over his forearm. The enhanced data recorded the impact. No damage.

      “Hold,” Jack shouted. He used his helmet’s amplifier to increase the volume of his voice and address the crowd.

      The mob closed in, more frightened and angry men and women armed with a variety of clubs and batons, mostly domestic implements now repurposed as rudimentary weapons. They fought to get forward, to close in on Jack and add their weight to the attack. The blows rained down. His tactical suit recorded every impact from the blunt objects. The faces of the crowd pressed in on Jack, and he was forced back against the closed transit channel door.

      Jack fended off the blows, his tactical suit easily absorbing all the force the mob could deliver. He shouted again, but the mob was wild. This was becoming tiresome. Jack had more important things to do than stand here facing a mob. He had to save them.

      The tactical suit’s thruster was an obvious choice for escape, but the exhaust jets would burn and choke many in the crowd. It could even kill an unprotected civilian. Jack calmly adjusted the local gravity field around his suit and made himself extremely light. He dodged the next blow and pushed himself off the deck with both feet. He rose above the mob.

      Hovering just out of arm’s reach of the clawing mob, Jack looked at the hate-filled faces as they reached up to drag him down. He kept just out of reach.

      Jack opened a channel to the Captain Morton. “Captain. Your passengers are awake. They are afraid and are rioting down here.”

      “Major Forge, I’ve got you on the surveillance feed up here. I don’t have any security personnel to offer assistance. Can you hold position for now?”

      Jack rolled his eyes. He didn’t have time to hover over an angry mob. “Captain, can you seal all internal hatchway covers and doors? Let’s at least kettle this riot until we can restore some calm.”

      Jack waited for a reply. It came in the form of a closing hatchway off the lobby. The mob turned from Jack and rushed to the closed doorway. Handheld mêlée weapons were now directed against the door.

      Jack used a short burst from his thruster to push himself to the lobby’s high ceiling. He accessed the transport ship layout data and searched for a route out of the lobby and back to the command deck. A maintenance access hatch for the transit channel was his best chance. He maneuvered himself over to the cover and removed it. Once inside, he levitated up to the command deck level.

      As he passed each level, Jack could hear more raised voices beyond the access doors. People were waking up all over the ship and were in a state of fear. If he opened any transit channel access with no pod in place, he had no doubt that many civilians would fall into the channel, pressed by their panicking fellows.

      Jack eventually made it to the command deck level. A transit pod would have made the trip in seconds. He was slower, relying as he was on his suit’s thrusters, but he had made it. There was no sound from behind the door. Jack scanned through the composite and confirmed the corridor was clear.

      Jack opened the transit channel door and stepped out. He reset his suit’s gravity field and felt the weight of local natural gravity take hold. He took a few steps to become accustomed to it then walked over to the command deck door and it opened.

      The command deck officers were busy working at their consoles. The image of Captain Morton was on the holostage projected from the drive room to holostages all over the ship. He began speaking, and Jack realized he was addressing the ship.

      “Attention all passengers. This is the captain. I am here to assure you that all is well.”

      “All is not well,” Jack muttered to himself. “They are rioting all over the ship.”

      “I know you have many concerns and many valid questions that you need answered. But let me assure you that we are safe.”

      “We are not safe,” Jack said, striding toward the holostage.

      “Ship systems are currently being repaired and will soon be restored to provide you with security and comfort.”

      Jack shook his head. Morton was not just a ship’s captain, he was a politician, and he was running off a series of promises based on what the people wanted to hear rather than any facts.

      Morton finished his address with a few promises of immediate action. Jack opened a channel to the captain.

      Jack had seen enough of battle to know fear. He had felt it in himself and seen it on the faces of his fellow Marines. But the Fleet Marine Service was a disciplined force and the Marines were trained to manage their fear. The passengers were not a trained and disciplined force, they could not handle the fear they were feeling, and it was exploding in a wave of uncontrolled anger and violence.

      “Captain,” Jack said as Morton’s image reappeared on the holostage, speaking now only to Jack. “We need to get the civilians under control. They are going to hurt themselves or damage the ship. The best thing we can do is knock them all out again,” Jack said.

      “Now just wait a moment,” Morton said with a condescending tone. “This is a civilian ship. I have authority here.”

      “These people don’t know what’s going on,” Jack responded. “They are afraid, and it is safer for everyone if we just send them back to sleep. We need to seal the hatch on the upper hull and then pump in some kind of soporific. That is the best and easiest way to restore calm.”

      “You are talking about assaulting thousands of innocent civilians. I won’t allow it. I will restore calm. Once they know I am back in charge of this ship, they will calm down. They will listen to me.”

      Jack tapped a panel on the side of the holostage, selecting a surveillance feed at random. The holostage was suddenly filled with images from a wide corridor along a row of personal cabins. The doors were all flung open and people were rushing about, frantically trying to find a way out.

      Jack sent the feed to the captain’s location. “Look,” Jack said. He selected another feed almost at random. The same scene was playing out, people in fear and panic. “They know the ship was attacked. They know they were knocked out. Now they think they are in mortal danger and they don’t know what to do about it. It’s chaos.” Jack walked over to the command chair. “Send them back to sleep so we can save them.”

      Jack climbed up into the command chair and opened a channel to the frigate.

      “Ripa. Bale. Get a drone up to the transport’s upper hull. There’s a hatch that needs to be sealed.”

      Ripa replied immediately, “Copy that, sir. Drone away. We’re almost done over here, sir. All damage has been…” Ripa hesitated to say repaired. “Let’s just say we are as ready for action as we’re going to be, sir. Ripa out.”

      Jack accessed the control panel on the chair. “I don’t know how well this will work. I really need a medical officer to authorize this... Pumping soporific into the air supply.”

      “Some might say this is an assault on our civil liberties, Major Forge,” Morton said.

      “If we make it back to the fleet alive, you can report me,” Jack said. He watched the environmental controls show the change in air chemistry as a soporific was slowly introduced to all levels and all sections except the drive room and the command deck.

      Jack tapped the armrest console. The civilian transport command system was almost identical to the system Jack was familiar with. He accessed storeroom information and checked the supplies that had been raided by Beretta. He sent the information to Morton.

      “The group who forced their way in, the pirates— They took several power cells and ration supplies. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “That could be a problem,” Morton said. “For them,” he added with a smirk. “They were configured for this transport, coded to our systems. Not sure it’ll suit a private craft, not without extensive modification and a few clever hacks. They might have been better off if they’d snatched the civilian cabin power cells, lower power but compatible with any system.”

      “Then they might be back for more,” Jack said. “We need to get underway before they return. Next time, they might take something we are relying on. How soon can we get off the ground, Captain?” Jack asked. “My frigate is ready to escort you back to the fleet.”

      “We might be some time, Major,” Morton said. “The drive system is not responding. It looks like there is a problem with the reactor. It wasn’t apparent while the power distribution was malfunctioning.”

      “How long?” Jack repeated. He accessed the ship’s sensors and projected a system-wide image on the holostage. Danger was nearby and could arrive at any moment.

      “I’m working as fast as I can,” Morton said. “But we’re not leaving any time soon.”
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      Jack watched over the environmental controls as the soporific was pumped into the air supply. Within moments of the concentration reaching critical level, the passengers began to slow, stumble, and collapse. The surveillances feeds showed an eerie sight. In places where the people had gathered, the floor was covered with bodies. The images of a deserted ship in the areas that had been vacant were even more eerie.

      Jack plotted the route to the drive room of the massive civilian ship and transferred the route to his wrist-mounted holostage. The holographic arrow over the 3-D map of the immediate area pointed the way.

      Announcing to the command deck crew that he was going to the drive room, Jack stepped through the sliding double doors and out into the ship.

      Most of the corridors were empty. Turning a corner into a public area, the sight of dozens of people collapsed to the deck was disconcerting. Jack stopped to adjust the position of a woman who had ended up in an uncomfortable-looking position. A few steps along, Jack came to a transit pod.

      Stepping inside, the pod door closed behind him. The pod’s movement was barely perceptible, even though it was moving at tremendous speed. He arrived at the aft section of the massive ship in moments. The transit pod door slid open and Jack stepped out into an industrial-looking area.

      Sam was waiting a few meters away.

      “I think we’ve found the problem, Jack,” Sam said. “But the fix is not so easy. This way.”

      Jack fell in step alongside Sam, who was looking at his upper right arm. The black composite tendrils that had once connected his cybernetic arm were twitching.

      “Is that you making them do that, Sam?” Jack asked, watching the thick tendrils squirm like a knot of snakes.

      “No,” Sam said, perplexed, “and I’m sure they are getting longer too.”

      Jack took another look. He could not see for certain that they were looking any longer than usual. “You want to get it checked out?” Jack asked. “There is a med facility on this ship. Fully equipped. Med drones, the lot. Go and check yourself.”

      Sam shook his head. “No,” he said, still looking at the remains of his cybernetic prosthetic. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Let’s get to work.”

      Jack nodded. He agreed, for now, but if Sam started to look like he was having some sort of reaction, or his arm’s endcap was malfunctioning, he would order his old friend to the med facility and have the drones examine him. He suspected that Sam was reluctant to visit a med facility because he would possibly be given a new cybernetic arm. The prosthetics had always given Sam a bad time. Jack knew he found them to be uncomfortable and irritating. Sam had always preferred to remove the arm at any opportunity. Now that there was no cybernetic arm available, no one, not even Jack, could insist he attach it. Sam managed just fine with the one arm, but Jack knew that the moment they returned to the fleet, the Marine authorities would insist on Sam having a new arm attached. Jack didn’t see why Sam should have to suffer that any sooner than necessary.

      “Okay, Sam,” Jack said. “But if having one arm starts to impede your performance, I will have to insist you get down the med facility and have the drones check you over. I might even rouse a doctor. There must be one on this ship somewhere.”

      Captain Morton was standing at the primary maintenance console. It was alive with blinking red lights all across the wide panel. Jack stepped up and began to switch them off, from least vital system moving up to the most important until he found the single biggest problem. A fused reactor couple and drive assembly shunt.

      “That’s the problem alright,” Morton said. “That and a hundred other minor problems. It all adds up to a week in drydock with a full engineering team and then we’ll be good to go.”

      “We can bypass some of these safety protocols,” Jack said, “and we can deactivate others. Most of these minor problems can be ignored. Others we can run in parallel with some other systems.”

      Morton checked Jack’s assessment. “There is no way we can let this ship take off like that. We would have to circumvent a dozen safety systems. It is not just against regulation,” Morton said, “it is criminally negligent. We could all die.”

      The fleet ships had all been in a battered and sorry state toward the end of the long and bitter Chitin War. Jack had become accustomed to fixing and mending and making do. He was not surprised to hear this civilian captain take a different view. Too often, the civilian ships were grounded for the slightest system error, while the military had to fight on. Jack had feared Morton would refuse to attempt take off without having fully functioning systems across the board. His fears were realized. He had to insist the ship would take off regardless of the captain’s reservations. The lives of the passengers were at stake.

      Jack stepped away from the panel. “Yes,” he conceded. “It will be dangerous to run the ship in this condition, but we will certainly all be lost if we stay here on the planet. I don’t want to act without your agreement, Captain, but we are in mortal danger. Every moment we lose brings that danger closer. Let’s assemble an engineering team and get to work,” Jack said.

      Morton folded his arms and looked at the console. “Even if I agreed to deactivating all safeties, we are still dead in the void, Major. This is not just a simple patch-up job here,” Morton said. “The fused reactor coupling will have to be replaced and reconfigured to the drive assembly shunt. We will need replacement parts.” Morton turned to Jack. “We could strip out the frigate. The reactor coupling is practically identical.”

      Sam looked at Jack but said nothing. Jack looked at the console in front of him. It might be easier to strip the frigate, but it was a big job moving that much hardware. And the frigate was the only ship in the system that could fight. Jack would not reduce his fighting strength without very good cause.

      “I worked maintenance on a Fleet destroyer. I can repair the fused coupling. I’ve done it before on Marine tac boats. Practically the same design, just smaller. A good maintenance team should be able to get it done. Do you have a workshop, Captain?”

      Morton nodded as he flicked through the damage reports of all minor systems. “Yes. We have a workshop and a maintenance team. They’ll be asleep somewhere because you knocked them all out. We’ll have to find them, wake them, and put them to work. I’ll get the command crew to assist.”

      Jack was already tapping away at his wrist-mounted holostage. He selected the crew list and selected the maintenance team. He found the locations of the members of the unconscious maintenance team scattered about the ship. He sent the information to Squad Leader Hawke on the command deck and opened a communication channel.

      “Hawke here,” the young Marine responded as his image appeared on Jack’s wrist.

      “Muster your team and locate these individuals. Escort them to the workshop in the aft section. On the double, Squad Leader.”

      Hawke responded positively to the order, a job to take his mind off the boredom of doing nothing.

      Then Bale’s voice came over Jack’s communicator, distressed and garbling his words.

      “Just calm down, Mr. Bale,” Jack said. “Say again.”

      “A group of Devex raiders have been detected. They are heading directly for the planet, directly for the civilian transport.” Bale became agitated, clearly afraid. “They are coming for us.”
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      Jack watched the approaching Devex raiders on his wrist-mounted holostage. They had already entered the upper atmosphere and were heading directly for the upper hull of the transport and one of the many entry points there.

      “Sam, you keep a handle on things down here. I’m going to hold off these Devex.”

      Sam grabbed Jack’s arm as he turned to leave. “Jack,” Sam said. “You can’t go alone. You haven’t even got a weapon.”

      Captain Morton unclipped his pulse pistol and handed it to Jack. “I can take charge down here, Major.”

      Sam drew his pistol and nodded at Jack. “Ready?” he asked.

      Jack looked at Sam and then the captain. He trusted Sam to get the work done on the drive more than he trusted the captain. The captain was too cautious. If this transport ship was to survive, there would be some risks. Jack knew Sam would judge the risk and get the ship running. But Jack trusted Sam in a battle more than any other Marine alive, and battle was fast approaching.

      “Okay,” Jack said. “Get this ship ready to fly, Captain. Nothing pretty, we just need to get moving. Sam, you’re with me.”

      Jack ran along the smooth, curved corridors and took up a position near a central transit channel. He was ready to move quickly to intercept the raiders when they boarded.

      “It’s a bad idea, Jack,” Sam said. “We can’t fight them off alone.”

      “You didn’t say anything in the drive room.” Jack checked his pistol. It was a Fleet pistol, very similar to the Fleet Marine weapon he was used to. Only difference was this pistol did not have an electron blade. He would have to manage without it. He hoped he wouldn’t get that close to this enemy.

      “I didn’t say anything in the drive room because if I told you it was a losing battle, I knew you would insist on going alone.”

      “Maybe I should have. What’s the good of us both dying?”

      “It’s a bad idea,” Sam said again. “Who’s going to protect this ship if we fail?”

      Jack watched the raiders approach. They were already in the inner system and moving in on the ice planet fast.

      “There is only us,” Jack said. “So, we had better not fail.”

      The sound of footsteps in the corridor caught Jack’s attention. It was the sound of a squad of Marines moving quickly on a tactical advance into battle. Squad Leader Hawke came around the corner followed by five Marines in full Marine tactical suits, pulse rifles across their chests. The equipment looked battered and worn, but clean. Hawke had not let his squad stand idle. They had clearly used their time productively.

      “Hawke. You had orders,” Jack said, standing in front of Hawke as the squad came to a halt.

      “Sir. Yes, sir. All engineering personal have been woken and moved to the drive room. The captain has taken charge and is directing the repairs.”

      Sam leaned over to Jack and spoke quietly in his ear. “We need to protect the maintenance team, Jack. If the drive room is taken...”

      Sam didn’t need to finish. Jack understood that getting the ship mobile was the best way to win. If they lost control of the drive room, they would surely fail.

      But Jack also needed to repel the Devex warriors when they boarded. The thought of them moving through the ship snatching sleeping passengers was horrible. Jack checked the locations of the main entry points on the upper hull. He checked the location of the sleeping civilians. There was a concentration of civilians near a forward entry point. Jack showed Sam and Hawke the image on his wrist-mounted holostage.

      “That’s where the Devex will enter. That’s where they’ll go to snatch their captives, where the life signs are most concentrated.”

      Sam nodded. “So, what are we going to do?”

      Jack zoomed out and selected an image of the entire ship. It was enormous and impossible for a handful of Marines to defend. He had to make a decision.

      “Sam, you take two Marines and protect the drive room. Defend the repair crew. I’ll hold here and move to repel the Devex when they board. Okay?”

      Sam nodded. He stepped over to the squad of Marines. “I am Commander Torent,” Sam introduced himself. “Company commander of the Scorpio Battalion. Now it’s my good luck to have a chance to fight side by side with you.” Sam reached out with the stump of his right arm and jabbed the two lucky Marines in the chest.

      Sam turned to Hawke. “With your permission, of course, Squad Leader,” Sam said with a mischievous grin.

      Hawke nodded and then repeated the order to the two selected Marines.

      “With me, Marines,” Sam said and ran off. He called over his shoulder as he went. “Good luck, Jacky. Don’t get killed.”

      Jack shouted back. “Try not to lose any more limbs or I’ll start to think that you are trying to get out of the service a little piece at a time.”

      Jack turned to Hawke and the remaining Marines. They seemed surprised to hear two senior Marines talk to each other in such a familiar manner. Jack realized he had been alone with Sam and away from the rest of his battalion for such a long time, and because he and Sam were such old friends and brothers-in-arms, they might have become a little too familiar.

      A gentle beep from his wrist-mounted holostage alerted him to the Devex raiders’ proximity. He called up an image relayed from the ship’s passive sensors. The three Devex raiders were slowing their descent and maneuvering to land. They would be on top of the transport in moments.

      Jack watched patiently. He glanced up at the squad. The data on his helmet display showed the life-signs of the small squad. Their pulse rates were elevated. All, including Hawke, were showing signs of stress and anxiety. He did a quick service check on them. All were fresh from the training base, their only active service included supervising the boarding of civilians onto this transport during the evacuation, and the action against the Devex raiders when they first boarded the ship, which they had comprehensively lost. Now they were fewer, and their fear greater. Jack checked the data on the squad’s encounter with the Devex. It had been brief and bloody. The Devex had killed the few Marines they had encountered, captured the civilians nearby, and laced the ship’s air with the Dox vapor. Hawke’s small squad hadn’t really stood a chance against a hostile, well-equipped, and determined enemy.

      “Listen up, Squad,” Jack said, deactivating the image of the approaching Devex. “You are on home ground here. You know the lay of the land, so I’ll be following your lead when we move. We need to move to intercept with speed. When we encounter the enemy, we will engage with all force. The Devex are a powerful enemy, and they are coming. You are well aware of their capabilities. They won’t be a surprise to you this time. We know what to expect of them. You are ready, and we are going to stop them. Copy?”

      The squad all responded in the affirmative, but Jack could hear they were still nervous. He knew they needed focus, but the thought of a fight left them feeling uncertain and afraid.

      “Equipment check. Double-time, Marines!” Jack barked. The squad hesitated for a fraction of a second.

      Hawke found his voice and called out, “You heard the major. Equipment check.”

      Before Hawke had finished speaking, the three Marines were checking their tactical suits, hands moving down their suits from helmet over their chests and down to hips in a regimented pattern, checking it over. Then they checked the backs of the suit of the Marine next to them, signaling the check complete with a heavy pat on the shoulder. Once all suits were checked, they checked their pulse rifles. And as the last part of the standard procedure for an equipment check, the Marines fired up their electron bayonets. The white fizzing blade, a meter long, burst into life at the end of their rifles. Then the Marines deactivated the bayonets and came to attention.

      Jack was satisfied that at least the small squad was well drilled. He turned to Hawke.

      “You keep your squad on top of their drills, Squad Leader.”

      “Yes, sir,” Hawke said. His voice failed to deliver the words with confidence.

      “You will be happy that you kept your equipment in good order, make no mistake.” Jack received a final alert from his holostage. He held up his arm and displayed the image. The Devex warriors were exiting their raiders and moving toward an upper service hatch.

      “There they are. Combat spacing. Move, move, move!”

      He watched as Hawke led his pitifully small three-man squad into battle against a dozen Devex warriors. The only positive that he could find was that the Devex were probably expecting all occupants of the ship to be in a coma. They were surely not expecting resistance this time.

      Jack drew his pulse pistol out of his holster and fell in step behind the Marines.

      The transit pod brought the squad within earshot of the Devex warriors. The fall of their heavy boots filled the corridor. Jack noticed the heart rate of his squad leap as the shadows of Devex fell along the corridor.

      He silently directed the squad to take cover along the corridor. One team of two Marines at the end of an adjoining corridor, a second two-person team, including Hawke, took cover in an open doorway to a luxury passenger compartment. Jack held back, taking cover around the gentle curve in the corridor.

      He sent a message to each Marine, heard only by the recipients on their helmet communication circuits.

      “Ready to fire. Pour it on them when they come in sight. We’ll hit them hard and drive them back. Stand by.”

      The first Devex warrior came into view. He stooped to fit in the corridor, his three-meter height hampering his ability to move freely. Jack couldn’t help but feel in awe of the massive warrior. Its exoskeleton, much like a Marine tactical suit, was impressive, along with its massive rapid-fire blaster.

      The Devex opened fire. A stream of tiny white dots of energy raked the corridor. The energy bullets came fizzing from the blaster and slammed into the composite of the corridor and exploded, throwing chucks of material out from the walls

      “Open fire!” Jack said. He pressed himself against the side of the corridor.

      The Marines in the open corridor let loose with a few pulse rounds. The familiar sound of the Fleet Marine’s primary weapon filled Jack with a hundred memories. He fought back those memories, since few of them were good. Rifle fire was too often accompanied by shouts of fear and pain. Jack put fear from his mind and urged his Marines into action.

      “Maintain the fire!” Jack called.

      The Devex warrior dropped to the deck, and a second warrior came lumbering behind. The two Devex delivered a sustained stream of white energy bullets onto the open doorway where Hawke was taking cover.

      The stream of burning energy from the Devex blasters came with a high-pitched fizzing, and with each hit, the corridor walls and doorframe erupted with burning explosions. The Devex maintained a steady stream, tearing chunks out of the corridor and pouring fear into the small squad of Marines.

      The two Marines at the end of the adjoining corridor broke cover and ran back toward Jack. Jack, alert to the deadly danger, dropped and rolled across the corridor to give him a line of sight on the two Devex. He gave covering fire with his pulse pistol, striking the stooped Devex in the faceplate. The Devex head jerked back as the pulse round struck.

      The prone Devex turned his blaster on the retreating Marines. They were both flung toward Jack as the energy bullets slammed into their backs. Both fell dead. Their time of death transmitted automatically from their tactical suits to Jack’s.

      The prone Devex propped himself up on his elbows and turned his blaster toward Jack. Jack rolled aside and found just enough cover around the slight bend. The bullets tore into the deck plating at Jack’s elbow. He scurried back and pressed himself close to the edge of the corridor.

      “Pulse grenade out!”

      Jack heard Hawke’s call. He heard the tell-tale sound of a grenade hitting the deck.

      The Marine stationed with Hawke came running back along the corridor in a disorderly retreat. He was running for his life.

      “Cover!” Jack said, the instruction intended for the fleeing Marine. Checking his enhanced display, Jack discovered that the Marines was several meters back along the corridor already and steadily retreating, his bio signs off the chart, fear and stress flooding his system with a chemical cocktail that was difficult for even a seasoned Marine to endure, and clearly too much for a novice.

      The blast from the pulse grenade ripped along the corridor. Jack braced himself and leaned into the residual blast wave. He risked a glance around the bend of the corridor. At that point, Hawke came running toward Jack. Out of the clouds of dust thrown up from the pulse grenade came the minute white energy bullets from the Devex blasters. They raked the walls of the corridor, exploding and tearing chunks of smooth composite out of the corridor and leaving charred, rough marks and smoldering scars.

      “Take cover!” Jack said and directed Hawke to a nearby doorway.

      “Where’s Webster?” Hawke said as he took cover across from Jack.

      “He lost it and ran.”

      “Not Webster!” Hawke lamented. “He was always so tough.”

      Jack fired at the dark shape in the white dust that filled the corridor. “Open fire. Heavy fire. Hold them back.”

      “We can’t hold them!” Hawke said.

      A stream with energy bullets zipped past close to Jack’s head. The flash of the white bullets, brighter than a neutron star, flooded his helmet, the flare shielding not reacting in time to completely protect Jack’s vision. The brightness flashed across his eyes, temporarily blinding him on the right side. He returned fire, knowing that a few centimeters more and he would have had his helmet blasted away, a good deal of his skull and brain along with it.

      “Pulse grenade out!” Hawke called and stepped into the corridor, grenade primed and ready to toss.

      A stream of white energy cut across Hawke’s right shoulder, tearing a chunk out of the suit. Hawke toppled to one side, his legs crumpling under him. The grenade tumbled from his hand and his fingers uncurled.

      Acting on instinct, Jack reached for the falling grenade and tossed it toward the Devex. He checked Hawke’s life signs. The young Marine was alive but falling into shock.

      “Fall back, Hawke!” Jack shouted. He grabbed Hawke and turned to run. The stream of energy bullets slammed into the deck, walls, and ceiling all around them. Every bullet was almost too small to measure, each one burning fiercely, every one slamming into the composite and smashing out chucks with a deafening explosion. And each one mercifully missed Jack and Hawke.

      The grenade detonated. The stream of pursuing bullets stopped, for a moment.
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      Jack strode onto the command deck, Hawke and Webster close behind. The doors slid shut behind them, closing with a dull thud as he pulled off his helmet.

      Captain Morton was standing at the central holostage. He looked up at Jack.

      “The Devex have taken one hundred and fifty passengers. Their ships lifted off a moment ago.”

      Jack placed his helmet on a console. “I thought you were supervising the work at the drive section.”

      “The maintenance team can handle the repair. I’d rather not watch, to be honest. I still think repairs are a bad idea. I still think it’ll kill us all.”

      “It’s a robust piece of hardware. It’ll take more abuse than you know, Captain.”

      “That’s what the maintenance guys said,” Morton replied. “I hope you are right.”

      Morton turned to the holostage. The image showed the section that had just been cleared out by the Devex. “What do they want with these people?” Morton asked, looking at the holoimage, his shoulders slumped.

      “Can you track the raiders?” Jacked asked, instead of speculating, as he stepped up to the holostage.

      Morton tapped a few controls and showed the three raiders racing away from the planet. They moved at high speed toward the distant Oort cloud that surrounded the system. They moved away at forty-five degrees to the ecliptic.

      “Is that the direction they came from?” Jack asked.

      Morton nodded. “I’ve traced their movements and searched for residual traces of their drive. Since they first put us all to sleep, they have made six trips, each one to and from the same location. Every time, three Devex raiders come, and they take around one hundred and fifty passengers.”

      “I know where they’re taking them,” Jack said. “We spotted a Devex warship outside the Oort cloud. The cloud is too dense for it to move through. They are creating a path through the cloud so they can come and scoop everyone up, but they are sending the raiders to start collecting their prize.”

      Morton turned away from the holostage and looked up at his command chair. “They have been on board many times while we we’ve all been asleep, before you arrived.”

      “And they will be back,” Jack said as he tapped the holostage and called up an image of the civilian transport. “Now they know we are awake, more will come next time. They aren’t going to leave this ship alone until it is emptied of passengers or destroyed.”

      Jack marked the locations on the upper hull where the largest entrances were. “I think we should run as soon as we can, but if we can’t get away before the next raid, I think we should fight. I don’t want them snatching any more civilians.”

      Hawke was standing to one side of the command deck, Webster crumpled on the floor at his feet. Hawke shouted, “We can’t fight them. They’re too strong. We just got our kravin’ asses kicked, again. I just lost two more of my squad. How are we going to fight them?”

      Jack stepped away from the holostage and walked over to Hawke. He spoke softly in Hawke’s ear. “When you address an officer, you say ‘sir’.”

      Hawke’s head dropped. “Sir. Yes, sir,” he said quietly.

      “You are a Marine, Squad Leader. You will fight and maybe you will die, and so will your Marines. We are here to protect these people and that obligation does not disappear because we are outnumbered. Copy?”

      “Copy that, sir.”

      “Now get on that passenger list and find every ex-military, every cop, anyone with weapons training. When you find them, go and wake them. If we are going to hold back the Devex, we are going to need volunteers for a militia force. Do you copy, Hawke?”

      “Yes, sir,” Hawke said.

      Morton stepped over to Jack. He looked hesitant. “I volunteer, Major,” Morton said. “It’s my duty to protect my passengers. I should be the first to volunteer for your militia.”

      Jack realized his voice had been rising and saw the entire command deck crew looking at him, nervous and uncertain. He felt a rush of embarrassment that he let his emotions get away from him, but he was feeling frustrated and guilty for the loss of two Marines and a hundred and fifty civilians.

      Jack put his hand on Morton’s shoulder. “No, Captain. You are needed here. As soon as the drive repairs are complete, you need to get us to that Oort cloud as fast as possible. I can’t have you in a running battle with the Devex when you will be needed here.”

      Morton nodded. “I’ll break out the small arms. The command deck crew will be ready to defend the deck.”

      “Good. Keep the scanners active. We need to know when the Devex are coming back.”

      Jack surveyed the command deck as an officer opened a locker and distributed pulse pistols to the other dozen deck officers. Hawke was at a console, the nerve-shattered Webster standing at his side.

      Jack stepped over to Hawke. “Progress?” he asked.

      “We have a hundred and thirty cops on board. An entire precinct was evacuated on this ship.”

      Jack looked at Hawke, studying the young Marine’s mood. He seemed composed and focused on his task. Webster looked calmer but was distracted.

      “And you, Marine?” Jack said. “How are you holding up?”

      Webster looked nervously at Jack. His eyes were red from tears, his face pale from fear.

      “I ran, sir,” he said weakly. His lip quivered. “I was afraid.”

      Jack fixed Webster with a firm stare. “We are all afraid, Webster,” he said.

      The sound of his own name gave the Marine a jolt of confidence. He nodded, and Jack thought he saw some color return to the young man’s gaunt cheeks.

      “Everyone on here is afraid.” Jack cast his arm about the command deck. The officers were prepping their pulse pistols and getting on with their jobs at the various consoles around the deck.

      “Go with Hawke and wake those cops. You need to look confident when you do that. Can you do that, Marine?”

      Webster nodded.

      Jack turned to Hawke. “Ask the cops for assistance. If I know cops, they’ll be ready to help. Give them each a pulse weapon and oversee some fire practice. Be quick, though, we don’t know how long before the Devex will be back.”

      Jack grabbed his helmet off the console where he’d left it and stepped over to the command deck doors. “Captain Morton, I’ll go and check on the repair work. Call me the instant anything happens.”

      Jack pulled on the helmet and stepped out into the quiet corridor as the door slid shut behind him.

      Opening a private channel, Jack took a few steps into the dark corridor. “Sam,” Jack said.

      The channel opened and Jack heard the sounds of the repair work in the drive room. “Yeah. What is it, Jack?”

      Jack walked with more confidence. “How are the repairs?”

      “Progressing. How’s the Devex?”

      “Not good. I’m coming to the drive section. See you soon.”
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      With the ventilation shut off to prevent the soporific filtering into the drive room, the air was becoming hot and heavy. The teams worked in their underclothes, sweat dripping from them as they fought to replace a huge part of the main drive.

      Jack pulled off his helmet as Sam stepped over. His sleeves tied around his waist. His body dirty and sweaty.

      “You’re out of uniform, Marine,” Jack said.

      Sam pushed Jack out of sight of the maintenance team. He waited until he was out of earshot before his smile turned to a frown. “I am guarding this section, but I might as well lend a hand too. If the Devex break in, I’ll kill them all, but I’m not standing around waiting for that to happen. I am working. But what is your excuse? What are you doing here, Jack?”

      Jack looked at the floor. “Two Marines got killed, Sam.”

      Sam fixed Jack with a firm stare and then softened. “Hard luck. We’ve lost people before, Jack, people we knew. Why you so bothered about these?”

      “And the Devex took a hundred and fifty passengers.”

      “Hard luck for them too. Good luck for the rest that are here. We will save the rest. Right?” Sam pushed Jack hard.

      “But it was my call, Sam. I took those Marines. It’s my fault they are dead.”

      Sam pushed Jack again. “It’s the kravin’ Devex’s fault they are dead, Jacky. You didn’t shoot them.”

      “I might as well have.”

      Sam shoved Jack one more time. “Stow that kravin’ talk, Marine. Copy?”

      Jack clenched his fist and tapped it against the bulkhead.

      “I should have known more about my team. I didn’t know if they were ready for it.”

      “No one is ready for an encounter with an enemy like this, Jack. We’ve faced battle a dozen times. Have you ever felt ready for it?”

      Jack shook his head. Every time Jack faced danger, he felt afraid. He prepared the best he could, but no preparation was enough once the weapons fire began, once Marines started to fall.

      “They were Marines, Jack. You took them to battle. They died. End of story.”

      “It’s not the end of the story, Sam. The Devex will be back. We’ve got to fight them off again. I’ve told Hawke to wake a bunch of cops. They are not Marines. What if I get it wrong again, Sam?”

      Sam shoved Jack in the shoulder. “So, you get it wrong. People will die. Hard luck for them, and hard luck for you. You are a Marine officer, Jack. We don’t follow you because you always make the right call, you just make the call. We follow you because you can formulate the plan. Half of all battle plans fail, right? Of course, they do, or else both sides would win every time. Maybe you are overdue a failure. Maybe you need to learn to accept failure before you can win.”

      “You know how to cheer a guy up, Sam.”

      Sam shoved Jack again. “I shouldn’t have to cheer up. You’re the kravin’ boss. So, boss the kravin’ situation or stand down and let someone else make the call. But I’ll tell you this: they won’t be as a good a tactician as you. So if you’ve lost your nerve, you need to stand aside and let someone else call the shots. We can’t have you second-guessing your every move. We’ll be sure to fail if you can’t make decisions, good or bad. You copy, Major?”

      “Copy that,” Jack said with a weak smile. “Thanks, Sam.”

      Sam looked Jack up and down and saw Jack was standing a bit taller. “Was it bad?” he finally asked.

      “The Devex?” Jack asked. “Yeah. They came in hard. Took two of my Marines down fast. One Marine ran. I only just got away. I should have stayed and fought.”

      “But you made the decision to fall back. A tactical retreat, right? And here you are, ready to smash them next time.” Sam punched Jack in the shoulder.

      Jack nodded.

      Sam stepped next to Jack and leaned against the bulkhead. He pulled a hydration pack out of his pocket and took a sip before handing it to Jack.

      “Cops?” Sam said with mocking incredulity.

      “Yeah, a whole precinct is aboard. Over a hundred.”

      Sam shook his head disapprovingly. “I don’t have a good record with cops.” He held out his right arm. The composite tendrils hanging from the endcap were still twitching. “They keep doing that,” Sam changed the subject. “I used to be able to control them, even pick things up, but right now, they seem to have come alive. Maybe it’s this air.”

      Jack looked. The composite tendrils were there to connect Sam to his cybernetic arm as a nerve and neural interface. Now they seemed longer and even a bit fatter than before.

      “Does it hurt?” Jack asked.

      “No, it doesn’t hurt, but you’ve got bigger things to think about than the remains of my old prosthetic.”

      Jack pushed himself off the bulkhead. “Get that drive up and running. If we can get away before the Devex come back, so much the better.”

      Sam pocketed the hydration pack and pushed himself away from the bulkhead. “Lead them, Jack. Get us out of here. If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      The captain’s voice came over the communicator. Sam looked at Jack.

      “Major Forge. Devex raiders detected crossing the Oort cloud. They are heading back into the system. A dozen raiders in total. They are on a direct course to us.”

      “Copy that, Captain,” Jack said with a strong, steady voice. “Keep me informed.” Then Jack opened a channel to Squad Leader Hawke. “Hawke, you got those cops awake yet?”

      “We’re in a cargo hold on fifth deck." Hawke’s voice was lost under the sound of pulse rifle fire.

      “Hold there. I’m on my way to you now.”

      Jack paused and patted Sam on the shoulder. “They’ll hang you for striking an officer,” Jack said.

      Sam punched Jack in the chest then patted him on the side of the head. “You’ll have to get us out of here first, Jack.”

      Jack smiled. He turned and ran from the drive section, pulling on his helmet and checking the fastest route to the cargo hold where his hastily-formed militia was waiting.
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      Lou Beretta sat in the cockpit of his cruiser. Feet up on the console, hands tucked behind his head. He watched the scenes on his flight console’s small holostage.

      “What’s the plan, Lou?” Lars Crooke stood behind Beretta, hovering uncertainly.

      “Watch,” Beretta said. “And wait.”

      The holostage showed the six Devex raiders swooping in toward the inner system. Beretta hadn’t calculated their heading, but it seemed clear. They were heading for the civilian transport on the surface of the ice planet.

      “We need those power cells, Lou,” Crooke said, his inaccurate speech was almost childlike, but the deep voice was clearly that of a grown man.

      “You need to take it easy.” Beretta shifted his weight in the seat. “Go and grab me a drink.”

      “You want water, Lou?” Crooke asked, jabbing his fat thumb over his shoulder toward the untidy galley to the rear of the small cockpit.

      “No. There are still a few bottles of Amber. Bring me one of those.”

      Beretta brushed some dirt off the leather armrest. The pilot’s chair and everything in the cruiser was the best. He was proud of his ship, but his crew was making it untidy. He had never had such a high-end ship before, and he wanted to keep it clean for as long as possible.

      Crooke returned with the squat, square bottle of Amber. He handed it to Beretta.

      “You want a glass, Lou?”

      Beretta took the bottle. He held it up to the light coming from the flight console. He swirled the rich liquid around the bottle, the liquor sticking to the sides and running back to the bottom in thick fingers.

      “You touched this, Lars?” Beretta said.

      “No, Lou. I never touched nothing.”

      Beretta twisted in his seat. “You drink this?” he said.

      “No, Lou,” Crooke’s voice becoming lighter and slower.

      Beretta fixed Crooke with a stare then suddenly twisted back into his seat, feet up. “Good. I need you alert. Okay?”

      “Yes, boss,” Crooke said.

      “What are those guys doing back there?”

      Crooke glanced over his shoulder. Beretta looked at their reflections in the shiny console. Snatch and Darran were standing in the plush, white leather-covered saloon. They were talking quietly. Beretta didn’t like the look of these criminals talking quietly together.

      “They want to know if we are going back for those power cells now.”

      Beretta stood up out of his seat and squared off against the big man’s chest. Crooke stood head and shoulders above Beretta, and he was almost twice as wide across the chest. Beretta stepped close to Crooke. The big man stepped back.

      “We will go when I say we go.” Beretta spoke with a sharp and pointed tone, every word a dagger. He reached up and clasped the back of Crooke’s neck. Beretta smiled. “Relax, Lars. There’s no rush. Let’s go and put their concerns to rest. You with me?”

      “Always, Lou,” Crooke said.

      Beretta let his hand slide away from Crooke’s neck and stepped into the saloon of the cruiser where Snatch and Darran were talking.

      A luxury cruiser of this kind hardly needed a crew to run it, but it needed a few determined thieves to steal it, even during the chaos at the end of the Chitin War. The cockpit could be managed by one person. The onboard AI could handle most of the piloting and navigation. Micro-drones could take care of routine maintenance and even semi-major repairs. Beretta would not have left Crooke behind during the evacuation. Snatch and Darran were distant associates and had just been in the right place at the right time when Beretta had made his move for the cruiser. They had been helpful in securing the craft.

      The saloon was a shambles. The silver covers torn from ration blocks lay strewn about the place, along with discarded clothing on the white leather sofa and chairs. The mess caused by the small group was too much for the small team of micro-drones to keep up with. If there had been a full complement of drones, it might have helped matters, but in the first hours aboard, Darran and Snatch had used a few for target practice, calling them out to clean up minor spills and then smashing them with an autographed bat they had found in a display case in the saloon.

      When Beretta had first set foot in this saloon, it was the most luxurious sight he’d ever seen. After years in asteroid mining camps and backstreets, and a few stretches in custody, Beretta had become accustomed to basic living. But the clean, plush interior of the cruiser was a new world only seen on VR entertainment feeds. The previous owner would surely have been dismayed to see his luxury pleasure craft in such a sorry state.

      “You guys really need to learn to clean up your trash,” Beretta said.

      Bill Snatch spat on the floor and glowered at Beretta. “What you going to do about the power cells, Lou?” A dribble of spit hung off his stubbled chin and refused to drop. “We better go in and grab some cells that kravin’ work, and you can do the heavy lifting this time.” Snatch’s voice rose in volume the angrier he became.

      “Yeah.” The small, stocky Tal Darran stepped in front of Snatch. “You can go on your own this time. And you better get it right, Lou. I’ve had enough of skulking around in deep space. I want to catch up with the fleet so I can grab me some high and some…company.”

      Beretta picked up the bat. There were few swingers who could go by a single name and the simple ‘Al’ on the bat told everyone who the bat had once belonged to. The previous owner of the cruiser must have been exceptionally rich to afford such a trophy for his ship. The cord around the bat’s handle was worn and polished with the famous swinger’s sweat. Beretta felt the harsh thread under his palm.

      “We can’t wait any longer,” Snatch said. “These Devex are going to strip that transport clean. It was your call to grab those power cells. A bad call, Lou. You better make it right.”

      “Yeah,” Beretta said. “I will put things right.”

      Beretta swung the bat one-handed in a wide arc that connected with a sickening crunch to Snatch’s chin. The big man staggered back, gripping his smashed jaw bone.

      The pulse pistol shot rang out and Darran collapsed to the deck, clutching his guts in pain. Lars Crooke stepped over to the crumpled body of Darran, the pulse pistol held at his side. He watched Darran squirm for a moment and then delivered another pulse round to the back of Darran’s head.

      Beretta had not liked or trusted either Snatch or Darran. This was all for the best. A lifetime of backstreet dealing had taught Beretta many things, and no matter how many times Beretta heard about pacts and oaths and codes, he knew one thing for sure: there was no such thing as honor among thieves.

      Snatch staggered backwards, one hand on his broken jaw, the other held up to ward off Beretta, who came forward slowly, twirling the bat in circles and kicking some trash aside.

      “Who makes the calls?” Beretta said.

      “You do,” Snatch said through his broken jaw.

      Beretta grabbed the bat two-handed and brought it around in a wide swing. The bat connected with Snatch’s head and knocked the man to the plush carpeted deck.

      “That’s right,” Beretta said, throwing the bat onto a leather sofa.

      Crooke stepped over to Snatch and fired a round into the unconscious man’s head.

      “Clean up that trash.” Beretta pointed in the general direction of the saloon as he walked back to the cockpit. “Dump it out the airlock.”

      Crooke grabbed Snatch by an arm and dragged him away. Beretta saw the smear of blood left behind on the white fur carpet. He threw his hands in the air.

      “My rug. Lars, I swear I will airlock your fat ass if you keep messing up my cruiser.”

      “Sorry, Lou,” Crooke said, an innocent look on his face. Then Crooke’s face twisted in a bitter grimace. “He ain’t going to make a mess no more, Lou.” Crooke’s voice rose in volume as he spoke and ended with a strange giggle that was almost childlike but for its dark edge.

      “Guess not,” Beretta said. Back in the cockpit, he dropped into the captain’s chair and took a deep swig from the bottle. The Amber was sharp and sweet, and it sent a shiver down his spine. He watched the Devex raiders move in on the ice planet and the civilian transport.

      “Hey, Lars. Get up here.”

      Crooke came over, his heavy footsteps thudding over the thick carpets.

      “Those Devex are going in force this time. I bet that Marine gave them a fight.” Beretta took a drink and handed the bottle to Crooke.

      “We’re not stupid enough to get into a fight, are we, Lou?” Crooke took a swig and finished the bottle. He pulled off with a gasp.

      “No, we aren’t,” Beretta said. “Those Devex are only after the passengers. Those Marines are going to be busy with the Devex. So, let’s go and help ourselves to some power cells while they’re both busy. Yeah?”

      Crooke laughed.

      “Go and get ready. We’ll go in quietly once the Devex are on board. We’ll land away from the raiders and sneak in, grab some power cells while they are busy killing each other, and get out of this system. Is that plan good enough for you?”

      Crooke laughed. “I don’t know.”

      Beretta laughed. He reached out and snatched the bottle back. He saw it was empty.

      “Krav it, Lars. You finished it.”

      Crooke laughed. “Yeah. It’s horrible.”

      “Yeah,” Beretta agreed. He threw the bottle over his shoulder and back to the saloon, where it fell amongst the trash and the dead. “I would kill for a beer.”
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      Jack sat against a pillar in a wide-open public area near the center of the ship. Sleeping passengers were all around him. The holoimage from his wrist-mounted holostage was projected on the deck and showed the civilian transport and approaching Devex raiders.

      The militia had been split into three teams to cover the three main entrances on the upper hull. Jack posted Hawke and the two Marines to each team of cops. Jack held back to direct the defense and swoop in on any area that needed support. Sam Torent and the nervous Webster completed Jack’s three-man reaction force.

      Sam was looking at his arm, the missing one. He lifted the upper arm and watched the composite tendrils as they moved.

      “Are you sure that’s alright?” Jack said.

      “I don’t know, Jack. It doesn’t hurt. It feels better than ever, really. But it’s growing.”

      Jack looked away from the holoimage. “It’s what? Growing? How?”

      Sam held the arm out for Jack to see. The black composite that had once connected to Sam’s hated cybernetic arm were much thicker. There was a dull gray material apparently growing over the tendrils. Near the endcap, the mechanical cap that covered Sam’s flesh and bone stump, the tendrils had clumped together with the material.

      Jack recognized the material, it was similar to the metal that covered the head and bodies of the Mechs.

      Sam moved his arm about to look at it from all sides. “It’s where that Mech grabbed me when we encountered them. I think I’m growing a Mech arm.”

      Jack felt his mouth fall open. “Is that…” Jack hesitated. “Is that good?”

      Sam shrugged. “Feels good. Hope I don’t strangle myself with it.”

      Jack laughed a nervous, slightly frightened laugh. The Mechs had good reason to distrust Jack and Sam. And for all their close contact with the Mechs, they remained an unknown species, a powerful and potentially dangerous species. Jack had more than enough reason to be wary and suspicious of them.

      He looked back to the holoimage. The Devex were only a few minutes away.

      “Game time, Sam.” Jack opened a channel to the Marines posted with the cops. “Devex approaching. Stand by to activate the first stage of our plan.”

      The passengers had been moved from the entrance points, but there had only been time to move them a few dozen meters behind the cop’s defensive line. If the Devex burst through the defensive line, it wouldn’t matter if the passengers were a hundred meters away. The aliens only seemed to be interested in one thing: taking prisoners. They would kill anyone who stood in their way. Jack knew they were fighting for the lives of everyone on board.

      The Devex ships touched down on the upper hull. Jack spoke on an open channel to the entire defense force.

      “Hold them back. The longer you stand your ground, the better the chance that the Devex will withdraw. We need time before the ship can escape the planet. Give us the time. Front ranks, standby to activate defensive measures. Good luck.”

      Webster paced in front of Jack and Sam. Then the sounds of battle came over Jack’s open channel. The Devex at the aft entry point had dropped into the upper corridors.

      Webster looked at the holoimage. The red points indicated weapons fire. The tiny dots flashed in a small area that represented a narrow corridor.

      “Take it easy, Webster,” Sam advised.

      The aft section was under Hawke’s. The young squad leader’s voice came over Jack’s communicator.

      “Devex have breached the hull and are entering in force. Activating localized gravity increase.”

      The sounds of pulse fire filled the background. Among it, Jack could hear the telltale fizzing and popping of the Devex energy bullets raking the walls of the corridor.

      “It’s working,” Hawke said. “The deck plates are at maximum gravity. The Devex are trapped. They are stuck.”

      Sam leaned in toward the projection. “Pour the fire on them Hawke,” Sam said quietly. “Give them a wall of fire.”
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        * * *

      

      Beretta watched the sensor readings on the flight console. The Devex had landed on the transport. Energy readings from just inside the hull looked to his untrained eye to be weapons fire. He activated the cruiser’s drive and set a course.

      “Okay, we’re moving in. Lars, you ready?” Beretta turned in his seat

      Crooke was reclining in the saloon, his feet up on the sofa and a virtual reality hood over his eyes. Beretta grabbed an empty bottle from under his seat and threw it at Crooke. It flew, tumbling end over end, and cracked Crooke on the back of his head.

      Crooke pulled the hood from his face and rubbed his head. He turned to look at Beretta, a heartbroken expression on his big face.

      “What’d you do that for?”

      “Get ready, you lazy, scroat,” Beretta said. He turned back to the flight console. “We are going in. There is a nice quiet spot on the lower section right by the civilian-grade power cells.”

      “But you said the military ones were better,” Crooke said, sitting up on the sofa.

      “Yes, but they weren’t compatible, were they?”

      Crooke gave Beretta a blank stare.

      “They didn’t fit,” Beretta explained.

      Crooke grinned. “So we get the right ones this time, Lou?”

      Beretta nodded, feeling a little irritated that his old friend was reminding him of his earlier mistake, a mistake that had cost Snatch and Darran their lives, in a roundabout manner.

      “Yes, Lars, we’ll get the right ones this time. And we can get in and out, and no one will even know we were there.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack zoomed in on the central entrance and the courageous defensive effort. The images on the holodisplay showed Devex warriors dropping into the upper corridors. The high gravity field on the deck plates slowed the Devex to a crawl, some literally so, and they came scrabbling forward on all fours, partly to move their massive three-meter-tall frames through the corridor, partly to press themselves forward in the high gravity field.

      The cops were in cover behind hastily-built barricades. Sections of composite erected across the width of the corridor gave enough room for three or four defenders to take cover. They fired their pulse pistols at the approaching Devex.

      The report from the forward section was delivered by a worried Marine.

      “Major Forge. Forward defense station here. The Devex have nearly cleared the grav traps. Our weapons are having little effect. We are going to fall back.”

      “Negative, Marine. Hold,” Jack spoke calmly and firmly. If the Marine and his team of cops fell back, then the Devex would move in and begin snatching the sleeping passengers. They had to hold them back a little longer. “Concentrate your fire on the closest Devex. Its fallen body will make it more difficult for those behind to advance.”

      The frightened Marine replied in the affirmative.

      Webster was still pacing and drifting further away from Jack and Sam. Sam spotted the Marine’s nervous and subtle withdrawal. He jumped to his feet and marched over to the man.

      “Fall in, Marine,” Sam shouted. “Stand at attention. You may move when I tell you to move. Copy?”

      “Sir. Yes, sir,” Webster said uncertainly.

      A communication from the drive room flashed on Jack’s communicator.

      “The drive components are all repaired,” an engineer reported. “Assembling the drive now. We’ll be powering up the reactor in a matter of minutes.”

      Jack zoomed out on the deck in front of him and focused on the aft section. The Devex were held by the grav trap and had stopped entering through that way. The middle section was holding well. The defenders on one flank had fallen back to their second positions, but the enemy assault was faltering. Jack spotted the Devex warriors in the mid section returning to their craft.

      The forward entrance was not fairing so well. The Devex were pressing in greater numbers at the forward flank, the local gravity field strength not holding as strong as at the rear. Jack was worried that if the Devex broke through at that location, the command deck might become their primary target.

      Jack rubbed his chin. “Sam,” Jack called.

      Sam hurried over to Jack, leaving Webster standing at attention. “What is it, Jack?”

      “Take Webster and move to this location.” Jack indicated the forward position. “Hold them back. We can’t let them break through here.”

      Jack looked a Webster. The Marine was going pale. Sam jogged over to him.

      “Fall in, Marine. Tactical advance, on the double. You know what that means, Marine. Draw your weapon and follow me. Keep up or you will discover I am more terrifying than the kravin’ enemy. Do you get me, Webster?”

      Webster shouted his reply and there was even a hint of confidence in the tremulous voice.

      Jack watched Sam run to the nearest transit pod, Webster in close formation behind. Sam gave Jack a casual salute as he stepped in the open pod, then the door closed, and he was gone.

      Jack looked back to the holoimage in front of him. He zoomed in on the rear section. The Devex from the mid-section attack were lifting off in their ships, and Jack allowed himself a moment of elation. He had beaten them back. But then the first raider to take off merely drifted back toward the rear section of the civilian transport and landed with the raiders already there.

      Jack called up the locations of all the passengers. He noticed the concentration of passengers near the aft section, a few decks down from the upper corridors.

      Jack opened a channel to Hawke.

      “Hawke. Status.”

      “We’re holding them back, but only just. They hit us with some wave blast, and it knocked out my front rank. Trying to disorientate them by oscillating the grav field from the deck to the ceiling plates.”

      Jack got to his feet. “That’s good thinking, Hawke. You must hold them. There are more on the way. I’m sending reinforcements.”

      “Reinforcements? That’s great news. Thank you, Major. How many?”

      “One,” Jack said as ran to the nearest transit pod. “Me.”
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      Jack stepped out of the transit pod onto the upper level to the sounds of weapons fire. The smell of charred composite filled the corridor as he moved cautiously toward the sounds of battle. He came to a line of cops, all with pulse pistols and breathing masks, all giving nervous glances around the bend toward the approaching Devex.

      The cops turned and aimed their pistols at Jack as he stepped into view. He pressed himself to the wall and just out of sight of the cops just in time. A hail of pulse rounds came along the corridor.

      “Hold your fire. I’m a Marine. I’m coming out.”

      Jack stepped away from the wall. He could see just around the bend. The cops were still aiming. Jack held up his hand and took a step forward. He walked over to the team, confident they would not shoot at him again.

      He walked past the team and toward the front line of the defense. A composite barrier across the corridor at chest height stood between him and the Devex. The gravity trap was working and held the Devex like they were wading through thick mud. They still came forward, though, pressing their way through the high gravity, moving in slow motion, their massive energy weapons firing streams of white as they went.

      Jack took cover next to Hawke. A cop lay dead next to him and two others were alternating between firing and taking cover. One stood and fired a few times before dropping while the second stood and fired.

      The first Devex warrior cleared the grav trap. He stood and took a long step forward, his rapid-fire blaster pouring a stream of bullets. The stream ripped through the head and shoulders of the cop who was standing, sending him flying back along the corridor.

      Hawke leaped up and fired a blast from his pulse rifle. The rounds struck the Devex in the faceplate. The warrior toppled backward, firing as he went. The white energy bullets flew in a stream along the corridor walls to the ceiling. The weapon continued to fire as it fell from the warrior’s grip, falling silent at its dead owner’s side.

      Behind the fallen Devex warrior came another bursting free of the gravity trap and moving more freely. Then another.

      Jack glanced over the barrier. The two Devex filled the corridor. Their bulk made it difficult to move but they came on, two abreast, firing as they came.

      Jack ducked into cover as a stream of bullets slammed into the barrier just by his head. Hawke and the remaining cop looked to Jack.

      “You fire left,” Jack said to Hawke. “You fire right.” He pointed at the cop. “Wait for my command.”

      Jack stood up and fired a blast, hitting the first Devex in the chest and the second a glancing blow on its helmet. Then Jack let himself fall back as the Devex turned their rapid-fire blasters on him. The rapid stream of energy bullets targeting him from both Devex raced over his falling body, just millimeters from his chest. Before he hit the ground, he called out his command.

      “Fire!”

      Hawke and the cop stood and fired. Their targets took a sustained blast, their own weapons still targeting Jack as he fell back to the deck.

      Jack saw the rounds hit and the Devex fall just before he himself landed on the deck. He scurried forward and chanced a look. The two Devex were down but another one was breaking out of the heavy gravity field.

      Jack fired and several shots struck the warrior, knocking it backward, but it was not enough to stop the heavily-armored warrior. The Devex slung its energy weapon and drew a smaller device. It fired and a wave spread out from the device, filling the corridor and creeping forward.

      Hawke and the cop broke cover and fired at the Devex. The pulse rounds slowed in the energy wave.

      Jack had seen this before. It would incapacitate anyone that the field came into contact with. He added pulse fire of his own to the sustained assault from Hawke and the cop. The pulse rounds eventually disrupted the wave and it shattered, leaving tortured strands of energy slowly dissipating and creating lines of rainbow light in the corridor, like oily traces in water.

      The report from the far end of the corridor on Jack’s communicator was cut short.

      “They are breaking through! They are—”

      Jack called forward some cops that were holding at a section of barricade behind the forward defensive position. They came forward and laid down a sustained volley of pulse pistol fire, allowing Jack to fall back. He withdrew a few steps, taking cover around the curve of the corridor and behind a composite barrier. He checked the holoimage from the surveillance network and checked the other side of this defensive position. The cops were falling back.

      The Devex were breaking through.
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      The exit panel on the side of the cruiser opened and the leather-covered wall slid up. A frozen wind laced with ice crystals blew in from the surface of the ice planet.

      The ramp slid away noiselessly from the side of the cruiser, down to the snow-covered ground. Beretta pulled his heavy jacket closer to him. His breath vented through the breathing mask and crystallized in the air, creating a tiny cloud of ice crystals that rained to the ground in a sparkling, silver shower.

      The civilian transport towered overhead, vanishing in the dark, snow-filled sky. A landing strut four hundred meters away was his target. Beretta activated a wrist-mounted holostage and scanned the surrounding area.

      The civilian ship was too large to fit on the small holoimage at this scale and it dominated the image. Behind Beretta, parked on the snow about another four hundred meters away, was the Fleet frigate he’d seen entering the system hours before. The Marine he’d encountered on the first power cell grab was probably a member of its crew.

      Beretta knew a Fleet frigate had a dozen strong crew. If the frigate also had a few Marines on board, it was worth giving it a wide berth. He wished he had time to plant a few demolition charges on the outer hull of that Fleet ship, just as insurance should they try and stop him from completing his smash-and-grab. He needed power cells if he was going to make it to a habitable planet.

      Beretta had an image in his mind of the planet he was going to settle on—a warm, geologically stable world with no creatures more dangerous than a feral domestic cat. He would park his cruiser near a coast, within walking distance of a beach, and live out his days as if on an extended vacation. An unpopulated planet, a world all his own. He’d need a companion, of course. Maybe he would need to make a trip back to the fleet to find someone willing to share a lifelong beach vacation with him.

      “It’s kravin’ freezing,” Crooke said

      “Quit your whining,” Beretta said. “Follow me.”

      Beretta trudged through the snow toward the civilian transport’s landing strut. The lower section of the transport was far from the action Beretta knew to be taking place in the upper corridors. That was hundreds of meters and dozens of decks above where Beretta needed to be, which was at a small storage locker underneath the drive section, filled with enough power cells for thousands of passengers, more than enough for Beretta and his old friend Lars Crooke.

      Reaching the bottom of the landing strut, Beretta began to climb. The secondary access beside each strut was a perfect entry point now that the upper decks were filled with Devex warriors and weapons fire.

      Beretta popped open the outer hatch on the underside of the transport’s hull. Lights blinked on and showed the ladder leading up to the inner hatch. His wrist-mounted holostage showed the route to the power cell storage.

      “Get up here,” Beretta called out in a harsh whisper, a force of habit after so many clandestine raids on businesses and warehouses back home, in the last days of the war, before the evacuation.

      Crooke looked up and shook his head.

      “You’ll freeze if you stay out there, you idiot.”

      Crooke shook his head. “I’ll wait and take the cells back to the cruiser.”

      Beretta turned his back on Crooke. They had known each other since they were boys and that short period in juvenile detention. Beretta liked Crooke better than anyone else alive, but if the fat idiot wanted to freeze to death, he wasn’t going to stop him.

      The inner hatch slid open and Beretta climbed up into a service duct. It was warm just to be out of the screaming wind, but the moisture from his breath through the facemask still froze in the air. Beretta checked the map and moved toward the inner door, the power cells only a few bulkheads away.
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        * * *

      

      Jack ran along the corridor. The route to the far side of the defenses took him down to the deck below, under the corridor where the fighting was taking place and up again. The Devex were moving back toward the rear of the transport and had cleared several defensive barriers. Once they cleared the next, they would have multiple access points to the rest of the ship. Jack would have to hold them there, or all was lost.

      A message came in from Morton on the command deck.

      “Major, the internal sensors show a breach in the lower hull. Someone had entered through a hatch at the rear starboard landing strut. It looks like it’s just a lone individual. Sending the surveillance feeds to you now.”

      Jack glanced at the image. A hooded figure in a dark corridor. Jack recognized him immediately—Lou Beretta. The thief was back.

      “We can’t hold them,” Hawke said to Jack, fear almost overwhelming him as weapons fire slammed into the corridor wall nearby. Hawke looked to Jack for help.

      “We must hold them.” Jack looked at the location of the intruder. He was almost directly—and a short transit pod trip—underneath the fight going on in front of Jack. The corridors below were free from passengers, either none had fallen there or the Devex had cleared them out already. Jack had an idea, but he would need help.

      Jack activated the communication system in the lower corridors near the intruder.

      “This is Jack Forge. I am talking to you, the person moving in the lower decks. Lou Beretta, respond please.”

      Berretta kept walking.

      “Those power cells weren’t what you’d hoped for, were they?” Jack said. “I guess you’re looking for a better fit this time.”

      Beretta walked on.

      “The civilian ones will be compatible, but will they have the sort of power duration you will need? It’s a long way out of Devex space. Maybe I can help you with that. But you know nothing comes without a price, right? I’m not asking for much, but you are in position to help me with a small Devex problem.”

      Jack looked at the schematic of the immediate vicinity. The Devex were in danger of breaking out. If they made it into the main ship, they would snatch passengers for some cruel end. If they made it to the drive room, they could permanently disable the ship and pick off their bounty at leisure.

      But if Beretta planted power cells primed to overload on the deck below the Devex, an explosion could put an end to their invasion in that part of the ship. The explosion would tear a hole in the middle of the transport, tearing deck composite for several levels of the ship, blocking access and ending the Devex threat to the drive room. He hoped there were no sleeping passengers hidden from the surveillance feeds in that area, and he hoped the detonation wouldn’t breach the outer hull. He hesitated, and then berated himself for the hesitation. He needed to act. He was making a call. It was a risk, but a calculated one. It was a case of succeed or die.

      “Major Forge,” Bale said, communicating from the frigate. “I’ve located Beretta’s holostage. He’s using a civilian device. I hacked it easily. I can link you to his holostage.”

      “Do it,” Jack said. He lifted his wrist and looked at the image of the thief he’d met just hours before.

      “Hi there, Jack,” Beretta said cheerfully. “Changed your mind about joining my crew? A few vacancies have come up all of a sudden.”

      “Listen, Beretta. You can help me save these people. Then you can take whatever you want. I’ll even help you load it.”

      Beretta activated the small laser cutter and began burning through the hatch over the power cell storage.

      “Or I could take whatever I want and save myself. Let me think about your offer for a while.”

      Jack clenched his fist. Selfishness had never been a very successful strategy in Jack’s opinion, and it drove him almost to anger to see a man, who appeared in all other respects to be a clever person, take such an idiotic course.

      “You can try and go it alone, but you’ll get further with some allies,” Jack said as diplomatically as possible.

      “I won’t get anywhere if I am dead, Jack. I might make it into your roll of honor, or I might make it out of here with a stack of power cells and my life ahead of me.” The door popped open in front of Beretta and he deactivated the laser cutter.

      “Or I might come down there and drag you to a cell,” Jack said, giving in to his anger.

      “Now that sounds like you mean it,” Beretta said. “You do have some emotion in you, don’t you, Jack?”

      “Listen, all you need to do is plant some power cells at the locations I’ve sent you. You’ll save the lives of thousands of passengers.”

      Beretta grabbed a power cell. He dropped the heavy rectangle block into his bag and then grabbed another.

      “What’s the bigger number, Jack? One or a thousand?”

      “Will you help?” Jack asked, ignoring the ridiculous question.

      “One,” Beretta answered his own question, “when that one is me. Good luck with the Devex. They won’t stop. They will keep coming until they have enslaved every single one of these chumps. If I was you, I’d find a way to get out of here. One last chance to join my crew.” Beretta hesitated. “See you later, Jack. Or not. Probably not.”

      Hawke came along the corridor, walking backward and firing as he came. The stream of white energy bullets tore through a cop who had turned to run.

      “Major, we can’t hold them any longer. We need to fall back.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam urged the cops forward to the defensive line. Webster was shuffling nervously about, mumbling to himself, glancing nervously toward the sound of gunfire.

      “Steady, Webster,” Sam said calmly. “Ready your weapon."

      A sudden blast rocked the deck plates, and a concussion wave threw Sam off his feet. A stream of defenders came along the corridor, staggering, crawling, bleeding from their ears, nose, eyes. A shocked and stunned expression was on every face.

      Sam knew the effects of a concussion wave. He felt the throbbing in his head and nausea welling up in his stomach. He picked himself up off the deck and felt the pulse pistol in his hand.

      Then the Devex fire came and ripped through the retreating defenders. Sam took cover behind a sheet of defensive composite. He readied his pulse pistol.

      “Jack,” he said into a private channel. “I’m about to be overrun. We need to protect the command deck. Get us off the surface, Jack. I’ll give you as much time as I can.”

      Sam looked up at Webster, and he was surprised to see the timid Marine still holding position. The sounds of heavy footsteps in the corridor beat at Sam’s heart. He activated the electron blade on the end of his pistol and prepared for close-quarters combat.
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        * * *

      

      Lou Beretta dragged his load of power cells to the exit. He looked down the ladder. It was a long drop to the snow-covered surface. The air was filled with billowing snow so thick that Beretta could not see the ground. He looked more closely, hoping to make out the form of Crooke.

      “Lars,” Beretta shouted. “Where have you gone? Lars, you scroat.” Beretta started down the ladder, the bag of power cells held clumsily in his grip. He struggled down, adjusting the unwieldy bag as he went. Just before the outer hatch and only halfway to the ground, Beretta lost control of the bag. The bag tipped, opened, and fell. Power cells dropped from the bag, and the whole lot disappeared into the swirling snow.

      “Lars,” Beretta shouted, his frustration and anger spilling over. “I swear I will kick your kravin’ ass all up and down this snow-covered planet, you fat, lazy scroat!”

      Beretta reached the bottom of the ladder and dropped into the snow. The power cells were scattered around the open bag. Most of the cells were still inside, fortunately. He began to pick up those that had spilled out.

      “Lars!” Beretta shouted again. What was the point of having a stupid, fat lummox like Crooke around, Beretta thought, if he had to carry his plunder himself?

      Beretta pushed the last cell into the bag and stood up. He spotted a shape in the snow, standing a few meters away.

      “Lars?” Beretta said uncertainly.

      And then, the wind dropped for a fraction and the snow cleared a little, the shape becoming clearer. It was a tall, rounded shape, covered in white fur. A small head broke the line of the shoulders. Huge arms, massive paws, and in one of the paws, a limp form.

      “Lars?” Beretta said softly.

      Then the beast came forward, dragging the limp body of Lars Crooke with it. Short legs stepped forward, and a mouth in the fur-covered face opened. After another step, Beretta saw that it wasn’t a mouth but a beak, a short and wide beak, white like the fur save for the blood frozen to it.

      The creature dropped onto its upper limbs and bounded forward. Beretta had drawn his pistol and as the first shots were fired, the wind whipped up again. The furry beast was partially lost in the swirling snow. The pulse rounds flashed and lit up the outline of the beast as it came ever closer.
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        * * *

      

      Jack walked backward with his pulse pistol trained on the bend in the corridor. He fired well-aimed rounds at the Devex that came around the bend and into his line of fire.

      Captain Morton spoke over Jack’s communicator. “Report from the drive section. We are ready to spin up the reactor. We should have full power in moments. What’s your status, Major?”

      Jack took cover around the edge of an adjoining corridor. A line of defenders filled the corridor and fired at the advancing Devex. The warriors soon fell to a hail of pulse fire. Another came and another, and the corridor was filled with Devex dead.

      “We are holding—just—but the Devex are past our defenses. They can access the entire ship.” Jack checked the Devex positions on his wrist-mounted holostage. The surveillance feed showed him the location of every Devex, small points of red on the flickering image of the ship.

      The enemy had pressed past the defenses and were already moving sleeping passengers back to the Devex ships sitting on the upper hull. The passengers’ bodies levitated in a Devex capture field.

      “We have power,” Captain Morton said. “I am initiating takeoff procedures. I’d rather try and run than sit here and get picked off like cattle.”

      Then the pulse fire slackened off and finally stopped. Jack took a cautious step forward. The Devex were pulling back and covering their retreat. Jack ducked into cover as a retreating Devex fired a stream of energy bullets at him. Jack checked the surveillance feeds and all across the transport’s upper levels, the Devex were moving back toward their points of entry.

      “Looks like they’re falling back.” Hawke was crouched behind Jack looking at the holoimage over Jack’s shoulder.

      “For now,” Jack said. “They must have all the captives their raiders can hold. It must be dozens, probably a few hundred passengers taken.”

      Jack noticed the Devex recovering their dead, levitating them in the same Devex capture fields. They floated back toward the entry point unaided.

      He saw the pile of dead Devex in the corridor seemingly come alive. Their limbs untangled from each other and they began to float away. The cops pressed forward and poured fire in to the dead as they drifted away.

      Jack noticed that the Devex warriors were using their dead like a shield for themselves and their captives. The Devex exoskeletons took round after round of pulse fire, the bodies becoming soft as they were pulverized within their armor.

      Jack couldn’t let them get away without a fight. “Advance,” he ordered.

      Then Bale’s voice spoke over the private channel. Jack heard the anxiety in his voice.

      “Major. Sensors detecting movement in the Oort cloud. It’s the Devex warship. They have blasted through the asteroids. Their warship is coming through. I don’t think we have very long.”
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        * * *

      

      Beretta fired at the beast as it came closer, ever closer. The ground shook, and Beretta could hear the grunting with every bounding step the beast took. With the beast in spitting distance, a pulse round to the face finally finished it, dropping it and sending it plowing through the snow, coming to a halt at Beretta’s feet.

      The beast let out one last grunt and then quivered. Beretta poured another round of pulse fire into it, then looking around for Crooke, he realized the horrible truth.

      Bloodstains on the snow led Beretta away from the landing strut of the civilian transport. In the billowing snow, he found his friend, face up, his jacket ripped from his body, slash marks from the snow beast’s beak on his chest. Beretta dropped next to Crooke. The left shoulder was crushed, and the arm was almost completely severed.

      Then Crooke gasped.

      “Lars,” Beretta said excitedly.

      Crookes eyes flickered. “Lou. A bear. It got me.”

      “I know, Lars. Take it easy. I got it. it’s dead.”

      “Did we get the cells?”

      “Yeah, we got the cells. We got plenty.”

      “It’s cold, Lou. Very cold.”

      Crooke shuddered, and his body convulsed before going stiff. The snow settled onto the blood on his bare chest. Beretta wiped the snow away and revealed the chest, ripped open, ribs bared, flesh and blood, and a stilled heart.

      Beretta stood up. He checked the surrounding area with a glance, then ran to grab the bag of power cells.
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        * * *

      

      Sam risked a look. The Devex warriors were falling back. He crept forward along the corridor and checked. The few dead Devex were floating, and in between the floating bodies Sam could see the Devex retreating.

      Webster became wild and started shouting. He stepped forward, growing confident and crazed with every step. “Yeah, get off my ship!”

      “Take it easy, Webster,” Sam said.

      Webster fired up his electron bayonet and began to stride along the corridor toward the retreating Devex.

      Sam called again. “Stand down, Marine!”

      Webster let out a wild cry and charged forward. He slashed at the floating bodies, the electron blade slicing through the exoskeleton and the Devex inside with ease. The body parts floated independently, spilling gore as they went.

      “Webster, get in line! Fall in, Marine!”

      Webster pressed on, jabbing and slicing. Sam saw him disappear through the floating dead.

      “Krav it all, Webster,” Sam said, and he ran after the wild Marine, Webster’s battle cry ringing out.

      Pushing through the floating body parts of the dead Devex, Sam saw Webster attacking a massive Devex warrior. The Devex warrior struggled to avoid the thrusting and slashing of the long electron bayonet, and it fell as it raised its massive rapid-fire blaster, ill-suited for close-combat in a confined space.

      Webster dropped the Devex with a thrust to the faceplate. Sam watched the Devex crumple to the deck, revealing a pair of warriors standing just behind. They filled the corridor, their blasters raised and aimed at Webster. They poured a stream of white energy bullets, the tiny, white, deadly points of energy. They tore into Webster mid-stride.

      Webster fell. The electron blade sliced into the deck plate before it deactivated, the pulse rifle recognizing that the Marine who held it had fallen.

      Sam fired at the pair of Devex, scoring a direct hit on one at the shoulder. The pair fell back, the dead Devex floating up and creating a shield that blocked Sam’s fire.

      “Sam,” Jack’s voice came over Sam’s communicator. “The captain is preparing for takeoff. Follow the Devex. Make sure the access points are sealed before we get into orbit. It looks like they are leaving. Don’t put yourself in any unnecessary danger. Copy?”

      Sam looked down at Webster’s body. A group of defenders moved up cautiously.

      “Copy that, Jack.” Then Sam urged the defenders after the retreating Devex.
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      Jack entered the command deck to find the officers busy at their consoles. Captain Morton sat in the command chair looking down at the main holostage.

      Jack looked at the holoimage. The planet was at the center of the image, with a point of light indicating the civilian transport, rising into space. At the edge of the image, the Devex warship was moving through the Oort cloud, blasting a few small asteroids that still lay in its path and throwing debris in all directions like a deadly shower of rock and ice. The small points heading to the warship were the Devex raiders, returning from their latest raid on the civilian transport.

      “Guess the warship is here to take over the prisoner grab,” Jack said.

      “I saw these warships in action before,” Morton said, “when they attacked the fleet. They captured civilian transports, clamping on with huge grappling arms. They can pour hundreds of Devex warriors into the captured ship. They’re coming to finish the job their raiders began. They’ll end it all in one big hit.”

      “They are not going to hit us, Captain. We’re getting out of here.”

      Jack stepped aside and opened a channel to Bale on the frigate.

      “Get the frigate off the planet, Commander,” Jack said. “Take up position off the starboard side of the transport. That’ll put you between the civilian ship and the Devex warship. Copy.”

      Bale replied with a simple acknowledgement of the order. Jack knew it was impossible to expect a Fleet frigate, even a well-stocked and fully-armed one, to hold off a massive Devex warship. It wouldn’t even slow an assault, but the Fleet needed to be in between the civilians and danger. Jack knew that Ripa could pilot the frigate, but with only Bale left to crew the guns, it would not be able to put up any sort of challenge for the warship.

      Sam came into the command deck. He nodded to Jack and then reported to the captain.

      “All Devex are off your ship, sir.”

      Morton tapped at his armrest control panel. “Not for long, I fear.”

      Jack stepped over to the holostage. He adjusted the image to show the Devex warship and the transport. The warship was on an intercept course. Jack had seen data from the Devex attack on the fleet. The warships clamped onto the transports like a massive spider gripping its prey, then scores of Devex warriors poured in through the clamping arms that had punched through the hull, seizing and taking prisoners.

      Jack wondered again what purpose the Devex could have with humans. The Devex clearly possessed advanced technology, surely they had drones or automated servants for menial tasks. Why would they need slaves?

      It was a horrible question, and there could be no pleasant answer. The Devex killed to secure their prize. They weren’t taking the humans away for a life of luxury. Only servitude, or possibly death, awaited the captives. Jack entertained the thought that the Devex might use the humans as entertainment of some kind. Probably death was the most pleasant end for those captured by the Devex. Jack hoped he would never live to learn what their purpose was.

      Captain Morton called out to his navigation officer to plot a course through the Oort cloud. Jack checked the cloud directly ahead. The dense mass of asteroids was moving at incredible speed. Most Oort cloud formations drifted lazily around the star. Some strange phenomena in this system caused the Oort cloud to wheel about as fast as an innermost planet. It would be a challenge to move a massive ship like the civilian transport through it while trying to avoid collisions. It would be much harder for the much bigger Devex warship. Even blasting its way through would slow its pursuit, maybe long enough for the transport to escape.

      “Captain,” Jack called over his shoulder. “I’ll send my frigate ahead and clear a path for the transport.”

      Jack opened a channel to Ripa and Bale on the frigate. “Follow these coordinates. Try and clear a path for the transport. Nothing so big so the Devex can’t follow us easily.”

      Jack zoomed out. He spotted one other ship in the system, moving away at high speed. Jack tried to identify the ship. It wasn’t Devex. It had to be Beretta’s ship. Jack opened a communication channel to the ship and broadcast to those inside.

      “Beretta?” Jack said. “Don’t try and go it alone. You will be better off sticking with us. You won’t make it far on your own. This is Devex space, hostile space. If they find you, they will take you captive.”

      The channel crackled in silence for a few moments.

      “I’ve always managed on my own before,” Beretta said.

      “Is that the thief?” Morton asked. He climbed out of his command chair and put the channel on the holostage.

      Beretta appeared on the display, life-sized as if he was on the command deck himself. He was sitting, relaxed and reclined, a bottle of Amber in his hand.

      “Bring back the power cells and I’ll not press any charges,” Morton said.

      Beretta tipped his head back and looked at the ceiling of his cockpit.

      “I don’t think you’ll be pressing anything. The Devex will be on top of your ship before you can make it to the Oort cloud. I can see you are trying to get away. I wish you good luck, just as long as it doesn’t get in the way of my escape. You see, the Devex are following all those juicy life-signs on your ship. They will hardly notice me all on my own. If I formed up with you, I’d probably get captured too. I think I’ll take my chances on my own.”

      “You selfish little rat…” Captain Morton leaned toward the holoimage.

      Jack turned his back on the image. Maybe Beretta was right—the Devex were pursuing the juiciest target in the system. As the captain traded insults with Beretta, Jack deactivated the channel. He walked over to the command chair and climbed up.

      “What are you doing, Major?”

      “I’m going to transfer all our passengers over to Beretta’s ship.”

      “What?” Morton walked over and stood looking up at Jack.

      Jack tapped a few controls on the command chair armrest before jumping down. He ran to the environmental console. “We can copy the database of bio-readings from the sleeping passengers and the crew. Then…” Jack ran to the communications console. “We can send them over to Beretta’s ship. If we run them remotely through his environmental systems...” Jack turned to the captain. “In the Fleet, we are able to run almost completely dark, no power output, completely invisible. Can your ship do that?”

      Morton nodded. “Yes, but we are heading toward the Oort cloud. If I power down, we’ll run into something.”

      “Trust me, Captain. The crew on the frigate can get us through. Stand by to transfer life-signs to Beretta’s ship.” Jack opened a channel to Bale. “I’m going to be pulling some maneuvers over here, Mr. Bale. You have to get in front of the transport and stay there. I can’t give you my heading, so you’ll have to work the problem on the fly. And when we get to that Oort cloud, we’ll be unable to maneuver. You’ll have to make sure there is nothing in the way. Copy?”

      “Copy that, sir,” Bale replied. “Upper and lower laser assembly fully functional, but we probably only have a few shots. Hail cannon loaded and fully powered, both batteries. We’ll get through. Lieutenant Ripa is already matching your course and speed, sir. We’ll watch for your moves. Bale out.”

      “Okay, Captain Morton,” Jack called out over the command deck. “Plot an intercept course with Beretta’s ship. I want us to cut across his drive section no more than fifty meters out. Can you do that?”

      “I’ll pilot the ship myself, Major. I’ll put us right on top of his drive assembly.”

      The positive response from the captain gave Jack confidence that his plan would work. The captain joined the officer at the navigational console and got to work. Jack walked over to the holostage and watched the ships in the image. He held his hands behind his back to stop himself from fidgeting nervously as he watched the plan unfold, hoping that it would work.

      The Devex warship was closing in on the transport. The transport was moving to intercept Beretta’s ship. The transport was only a few minutes away from cutting across Beretta’s wake.

      Sam stepped over to Jack and stood close to his old friend. “You going to make Beretta a target?” Sam said quietly. “The Devex will be after him. Are you happy setting all those Devex after that one man?”

      Jack mumbled to himself, his hands gripped firmly behind his back. “What’s the bigger number, Sam?” Jack asked. “One or twenty thousand?”

      “One, if the one is me,” Sam said.

      “And if the one is Beretta?” Jack asked.

      Sam nodded and watched the trajectories of the ships.

      “He won’t be able to defend himself.”

      “No,” Jack said. “But if he is as devious as I think he is, he will find a way out of it.”

      “And if he can’t?”

      The transport moved within fifty meters of Beretta’s wake when Beretta hit the drive, punching it up another thirty percent. The ship pulled away from the course the transport was on.

      “Now,” Jack said. “Transmit data.”

      “Transmission underway,” the communication officer called out. “Fifty percent complete. A few more seconds… Done.”

      “Cut all power,” Jack said. “Go dark, immediately.” He marched around the command deck watching all the officers powering down their systems. In a moment, it was done.

      “We are dark, Major,” Captain Morton said. He moved from one console to another, checking the work. A Fleet ship could go dark in an instant. A civilian crew took a bit longer, but Jack was pleased with how quickly they managed it. After all their trials in the last couple of hours, the command deck officers had performed excellently.

      “Confirmed,” Morton said. “The ship is dark.”

      Now there was nothing Jack could do but watch. The holostage showed the transport racing away on momentum alone toward the wall of spinning rocks that was the inner face of the system’s Oort cloud. Beretta’s ship racing away at ninety degrees to the transport’s heading. And the Devex warship, moving in on the point where the two ships had crossed paths.

      Jack zoomed in on the Devex warship. It held its course.

      “Hey, Jack,” Beretta’s voice came over Jack’s communicator. “Were you trying to ram me? That’s not very nice of you. But you should have known a big old bus couldn’t get close to a racer like my little ship.”

      Jack wanted to respond, to send a warning to Beretta, but a signal to Beretta’s ship would give away the civilian transport ship’s position to the Devex.

      Jack spoke quietly to himself. “Sorry, Beretta. Good luck.”

      “Approaching the Oort cloud now.” Captain Morton climbed up into his command chair. He put the forward view on the holostage. A wall of spinning rocks lay ahead. The frigate, tiny compared to the civilian transport, was thousands of meters ahead with its drive systems powered.

      Jack watched the point ahead of the frigate as it approached the Oort cloud. The rocks appeared to be nudged aside as the frigate moved closer. A narrow gap in the spinning rocks opened just enough for the transport to squeeze through.

      “Plotting the route ahead, passive scanners only,” Morton said. “Looks clear. We might just sneak through. It’ll take a while at this speed, though.”

      Jack called up the view of Beretta’s ship on the holostage. The ship was arcing away at speed, the Devex warship curving to match him.

      Jack watched and willed Beretta to escape.

      “Thank you, Major,” Captain Morton said. “You did it. You saved us all.”

      The command deck erupted in a cheer that the captain quickly silenced.

      “Thank you, Captain,” Jack replied. But inside, Jack knew he had lost many civilians and set up another as bait to lure the Devex away. Jack didn’t feel like a hero. He felt like he had failed.

      Sam patted Jack on the back.

      “Good work, Jack.”

      “Couldn’t have done it without you, or Beretta,” Jack said.

      “No need to thank him,” Sam said. “He’d sell his last friend for a slice of pie. It was him or us. I’d choose us any day.”

      Jack watched the image on the holostage flicker away as the Devex warship and its target, Beretta’s cruiser, drifted out of passive scanner range.

      “We’re not out of this yet,” Jack said. “The fleet is still a long way off. But if we work together—” Jack patted Sam on the shoulder. “—we will make it.”
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        * * *

      

      Beretta yelled in frustration as he realized that the Devex were in pursuit of his ship. He pushed the drive to its max.

      “You kravin’ scroat, Forge!” he yelled as he worked the flight console. He aimed the ship at the nearby moon of an outer gas giant and threw the cruiser into a dive.
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      Jack finished checking Sam’s suit and then patted his friend on the shoulder. Sam checked Jack’s suit and delivered a heavy pat of his own. Jack turned to Captain Morton.

      “Permission to leave your ship, Captain?” Jack said.

      “You are welcome to stay aboard, Major. We’ve got all the home comforts here, and you’ll be my guest for the rest of the journey. I’d be pleased to have some experienced Marines on board.”

      Jack smiled to himself. He held a hand out toward Hawke, who was standing at Morton’s side.

      “You have an experienced Marine aboard, Captain. Squad Leader Hawke is one of the best Marines I’ve served with.”

      Hawke stood a few centimeters taller and swelled with pride. He saluted Jack smartly.

      “It is an honor to have served with you, sir,” Hawke said.

      Sam stepped over and shook Hawke’s hand. “The honor is ours. You make sure you keep those cops in line.”

      Jack opened the inner hatch to the airlock. The frigate was holding position a few dozen meters away. From the outside, the little frigate looked battered and bruised, and incredibly small. But Jack knew it was where he needed to be.

      Sam stepped into the airlock alongside Jack and pulled the hatch closed behind him.

      “Who’d want to give up a military frigate for all the leisure and pleasure amenities on this transport?” Sam asked sarcastically.

      “Long way to go, Sam, and we’ve got work to do. Evacuating atmosphere from the airlock.” Jack hit the control and the air began to drain away, a high-pitched squeal indicating that the last of the air was drained.

      Jack opened the outer hatch and stepped toward the edge. Black space all around and ahead of the frigate and an open airlock, waiting for Jack to cross the void between the ships.

      “With me, Sam.” Jack stepped out into the void, his suit’s thruster jets nudging him toward the frigate. “Let’s go.”
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      Sitting in the command chair and looking down at the image on the main holostage, Jack Forge had an overview of his two-ship flotilla—his frigate and the civilian transport—as they moved across the interstellar void. The frigate was positioned a few kilometers above the civilian transport’s upper hull, a small guardian to the massive civilian vessel.

      All was well, relatively speaking. Jack was relaxed for the first time in what seemed like forever; the two-ship flotilla moved easily across the wide expanse; and speed was constant, power distribution performing well. Although the gravity drive was pulling his ships across spacetime at almost unimaginable speeds, the two craft looked stationary, adrift in the black of the void.

      The frigate’s drive was functioning at eighty percent efficiency, an impressive number given the beating the little ship had taken. Even though the civilian transport was operating at peak efficiency, its drive was running at low power, only two of its multi-core reactors currently delivering power to the drive systems. At this speed, the frigate could easily hold formation. The two lost ships were doing everything they could to find and catch up to the fleet.

      The heading was straight and true, but the fleet rendezvous position was still many lightyears away. Relaxed as he was, he grew more anxious the closer they got. He had been lost for so long and endured so much, it was hard to believe he was so close to rejoining the fleet.

      After having been cut off from the fleet and the Fleet Marine service, following the evacuation of Eros, Jack had fought and worked tirelessly to find them. Now that he was so close he felt even more nervous that it might be snatched away, that he might be lost indefinitely, adrift among the stars.

      Jack shifted his position in his command chair as the holoimage flickered on the main holostage. The image of the massive civilian transport and the relatively tiny fleet frigate above cut out for a moment before flickering back with jagged lines of a distorted hologram scarring the image. The empty black space around the ships churned with holoshadows.

      The holoimage flickered again, the image disappearing for another fraction of a second. With all the action the little ship had seen, Jack was not surprised the systems were getting a little worn out.

      “Mr. Bale, check the emitters and the scanner feed to the holostage,” Jack said to Commander Gerat Bale, standing at the sensor console. He was wearing a pair of holospecs and possibly using some recreational program. He took the specs away and set them on the console.

      The image flickered again, disappearing before returning with a poor-quality image. Bale ambled over to the central holostage, shaking his head in frustration.

      “Surprised anything still works on this ship,” Bale said. “Sooner we get back to the fleet...” Bale let the sentence trail off as he leaned heavily onto the holostage control console. He tapped a few controls and shook his head again as he tried to fix the image.

      “Minor course correction from the civilian transport, sir,” Lieutenant Ripa said. She looked up at Jack. “No confirmation from the transport command deck.”

      Tapping a few controls on his small armrest holostage, Jack checked the flotilla’s heading. The data displayed in a holoimage just above the armrest. Jack confirmed that the civilian transport had shifted heading slightly. It was not a crime by any means, but Captain Morton aboard the transport usually informed Jack of such maneuvers.

      “Match course and speed, Lieutenant,” Jack said. He tapped the armrest control and an image of Captain Morton appeared on the main holostage. It flickered and disappeared as Bale adjusted the settings, attempting to restore the image to its best quality.

      “Captain,” Jack greeted Morton.

      “How can I help you, Major?” Morton replied.

      “You changed course. Everything okay over there?”

      Morton looked mildly surprised. “I didn’t order any adjustments.” He tapped away at his own command chair armrest. “Oh, yes. One arc second to port. Maybe a minor asymmetry in the drive. It can sometimes happen when running on a partial core reactor. I’ll check it out. Everything else okay, Major?”

      “Yes, just making sure everything was okay. Forge out.”

      “The civilian transport has reset its heading, sir,” Ripa said.

      “Match her again,” Jack said and leaned back in his chair.

      That was the most action Jack had seen in days. He was grateful for the lack of danger, but the monotony of the long-distance flight was becoming tedious. The minor course adjustment just reminded him of how bored he was. Jack climbed down from the command chair and stepped over to the main holostage at the front of the deck.

      Having given up trying to restore the image from the control panel, Commander Bale was now sitting on the deck and removing a panel from the base of the holostage so he could access the internal circuitry.

      “There is an image display problem,” Bale said. The image flickered again, and the transport and frigate vanished entirely for several seconds before appearing again, the image scarred by poor projection accuracy.

      “Let’s take it offline and run a full system diagnostic,” Jack said.

      “What? Everything?” Bale said with a sigh.

      “Everything, Mr. Bale,” Jack said gently. “From the primary scanner inputs to the secondary holoimage stability matrix.”

      Bale rolled his eyes before nodding agreement. “I’ll have to deactivate it for a moment and then reinitialize before I can run the diagnostic.”

      Jack knew that Bale just wanted to coast back to the fleet and play holoadventures to pass the time. He was bored and frustrated too, but he knew that during slack times, concentration was even more important. It was too easy to become lazy and distracted when there was little to do. And that made them vulnerable. It was much easier to remain focused when there was a lot to think about, when battle rang in the ears, and danger closed in on all sides. Jack knew from bitter experience that the life of a Marine consisted of long periods of boredom followed by sudden moments of frantic action and complete terror.

      Bale shut off the power supply and the image on the holostage vanished.

      “It’ll take a few minutes, but we should know the problem by then,” Bale said. “But if you want my best guess, the sensor suite needs a service. Bet some of the nodes need replacing too.”

      Jack nodded. The frigate had performed beyond all expectations and was well overdue for a full service. The holostage was a vital tool for the command deck, displaying sensor data as a large 3-D image above the round holostage. With the sensor drones deployed at their maximum range, they could detect a fist-sized object at over a hundred million kilometers away. The holostage could display the image and allow the command deck operator to zoom in and rotate the image. It was a living, evolving map of the surrounding space. It could also display any number of images or data files in the frigate’s main data core. It was the main communication interface providing face-to-face communications with other ships, too.

      The holostage was a standard piece of kit. Jack could make it to the rendezvous without it, but he wanted to hand over the ship in as good of condition as he could.

      Bale reactivated the holostage. The image of the two ships appeared clean and crisp for a moment and then flickered repeatedly.

      “Sir,” Ripa said. “The civilian transport has just made another course adjustment. Three seconds of arc to starboard.”

      Jack looked up at the flickering holoimage.

      “Turn off that mess of an image, Mr. Bale. Lieutenant Ripa, match the civilian transport’s course and speed.”

      Jack walked over to the command chair. As he stepped up, Ripa called out, her voice edged with concern.

      “Transport is changing course again, sir. One minute of arc to starboard.”

      “Match her, Lieutenant,” Jack said. He opened a channel to Captain Morton on his command chair holostage. The small image above the armrest was flickering and barely watchable.

      “Major Forge, we’ve got navigational and sensor issues across the ship.”

      “Same here,” Jack said. “We need to scan the surrounding space for any phenomena that might be throwing us off course and interfering with our scanner data.”

      No sooner had Jack finished speaking than a sudden collision threw him forward violently. The command chair’s stability field activated just in time and held Jack in place.

      “I’ve got it,” Bale said, gripping the sensor console. “Sensor drones show a gravitational anomaly and high-energy particle waves.”

      Another collision. Jack felt himself drift in a sudden moment of freefall and then fall back heavily into his chair. Ripa had been knocked off her feet, but she was clambering back up and reaching for her console.

      “We’ve run into a massive gamma ray burst,” Bale called out. “Spacetime turbulence is off the chart! What could have caused such a phenomenon? Must be a high-speed collision of a couple of black holes.”

      The ship lurched again.

      “High-energy particles are frying our sensors. We’ve lost several sensor drones, but I’ve got a pretty good map of the burst.” Bale looked up to Jack. “Sending the data to your command chair now.”

      Jack looked at the flickering holoimage data on his armrest. A beam of high-energy subatomic particles with associated turbulence was streaming across space like a raging river of tortured spacetime. It was racing to the frigate from high above on the port side.

      The frigate lurched again. Jack heard the shouts of pain from the main deck behind him. Sam Torent had been taking a timeout in a crew bunk. He was now awake and in pain. Jack couldn’t deal with Sam right now, but he knew Sam could take care of himself.

      “We have to get across the burst,” Jack said. “We’ll ride it downstream and make for the far side. Lieutenant Ripa, take control, manual piloting. Try and ride the ripples.”

      The frigate lurched again. Again, Sam Torent cried out. The cries were prolonged and sustained. Jack had to check on his friend.

      “Mr. Bale, send all sensor data to the navigation console,” Jack said, climbing down from his command chair, stumbling as the frigate shook violently. “Recall the sensor drones. We don’t want to lose any more. Use onboard sensors only and find us a smooth path through the spacetime eddies. Assist the lieutenant if you can.”

      Jack staggered across the command deck to the exit.

      “Sync all our data with Captain Morton. Tell him to follow us down the gamma ray burst. I’m going to check on Commander Torent. You have the command deck, Mr. Bale.”

      Jack heard the anguished cries of his old friend. He had never heard Sam cry out in such distress before. They had been through a long and bitter war, they had been attacked by wild animals, beaten by aggressive aliens, but Sam had never before cried out in such pain and torment.

      He staggered off the command deck. A collision with another spacetime eddy threw Jack from one side of the corridor to the other. The grav field fluctuated in strength, pulling Jack to the deck and then releasing him, sending him adrift like a helium-filled balloon before restoring the gravity field and pulling him back down again. Jack crawled, floated, and rebounded along the corridor, drawn to the tortured cries of his old friend.

      The crew bunk was set in a recess along the side of the main deck, an area reserved for the hail cannon crew to operate. It had been converted into a crew bunk to provide a little privacy. The rough blanket that hung was drifting upward and outward as gravity failed again. Jack saw Sam in his bunk. He was face down, his left arm hanging over the side of the bunk.

      As he approached, Jack could see the sweat all over Sam’s bare back, glistening beads that drifted upward as the frigate hit another pocket of spacetime turbulence. Sam looked up at him, his face contorted in pain.

      “What is it, Sam?” Jack said.

      Sam rolled over onto his back and held up his right arm.

      Since Sam had lost his cybernetic arm, all that remained had been the endcap over his residual limb, with the composite neural-cyber connective tendrils hanging uselessly. But after an encounter with a mechanical species of aliens, the Mechs, the tendrils had seemed to grow longer. Now there could be no doubt.

      The arm had grown. The neural-cyber composite tendrils were becoming more like the gray sinews of a Mech arm. They were now almost an arm’s length, and they were writhing and thrashing around. The strands appeared metallic, but just like the Mechs, they also had a strange, flesh-like quality.

      The frigate lurched again in the spacetime turbulence. Jack saw the gray Mech tendrils grow in another surge as the frigate was bathed in rush of high-energy particles.

      Sam grabbed his upper right arm, just above the old endcap that connected him to his old, hated, cybernetic prosthetic. He gripped the arm, trying to squeeze off the pain that wracked his body.

      Jack put a hand in Sam’s shoulder. Sam looked up at him in pain and fear. The ship rocked again, and Sam yelled again. The gray tendrils straightened out and grew in another surge. Sam looked at his Mech arm as it grew another fraction.

      Sam looked up at Jack, his eyes red with fear.
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      “Hold on, Sam,” Jack said, pressing him back down to the sweat-soaked bunk. “You need a med-pack. I’ll get one now. Just hold on, I’ll be as quick as I can.”

      Another quake hit the ship as Jack ran to the stairway down to the lower deck. The med-bay on the lower deck was well equipped. It was fortunate that Jack and his small crew had not needed to use the facilities too frequently.

      Jack staggered into the med-bay. He opened a cabinet and pulled out a few med-packs. One should be enough, but he wasn’t taking any chances with the safety of his friend. He grabbed as many as he could carry and then dashed out of the med-bay, a haul of med-packs in his arms and the sound of Sam’s pained cries echoing through the frigate, drawing Jack on as quickly as he could go.

      Back at the bunk, Jack tore a pack open. Sam looked longingly at it, knowing it would at least bring pain relief.

      Jack held the pack above Sam’s arm. The med-pack let out its mass of fine tendrils from the bottom. He moved it into position over Sam’s arm but wasn’t sure where to apply it. He decided on the joint between Sam’s own arm and the rapidly growing gray tendrils of Mech tissue.

      “Major, this is Ripa,” Ripa’s voice came over Jack’s personal communicator. “We are entering the central part of the gamma ray burst. Turbulence is lower, but the particle stream is about to get even higher.”

      “Proceed,” Jack said.

      And then Sam shouted with renewed distress. The arm grew several centimeters in a single surge and the tendrils became fuller and fatter. As the growth surge subsided, the tendrils threaded around each other before unraveling and growing in another burst.

      Sam yelled in agony. His body bucked in pain and he almost threw himself from the bunk. Jack pushed him back down and slapped the med-pack onto his arm.

      The fine tendrils from the med-pack were deflected by the gray Mech tissue. A dull gray strand of Mech tissue grew out from Sam’s arm around the place where his bicep would be. The tendrils grabbed the med-pack out of Jack’s hand, wrapping around it in a tightening coil and crushing it before dropping the broken device to the deck. With the med-pack gone, the tendril merged back with the others and joined in their wild thrashing.

      Jack and Sam watched in horror as the thickening strands began to form the shape of a human arm, formed from the dull Mech tendrils that increasingly took on the appearance of gray, metallic flesh.

      Sam looked at his arm and yelled as a hand formed. He looked up at Jack helplessly. Jack tore open another med-pack and slapped it onto the back of Sam’s neck. The tendrils from the base of the pack found their way to Sam’s neck, burrowing into to his skin and pulling tight.

      Sam fell to the bunk in a state of induced sleep. The Mech arm fell still. Jack hoped his old friend wasn’t still experiencing the pain and fear in his unconscious state. For now, he appeared to be calm.

      The frigate lurched again. Jack felt himself pulled to the deck as gravity fluctuated wildly. They were through the central beam of the burst and out into the surrounding turbulent spacetime.

      Strapping Sam into the bunk, Jack glanced at the gray Mech flesh arm with a mixture of suspicion and horror as it twitched and writhed. With Sam secured and unconscious, Jack headed back to the command deck.

      “Is Sam okay?” Ripa said as Jack stepped up to the command chair.

      “He is sedated,” Jack said. “Get us through this and back on track as quickly as possible. We need to take Sam to the medical facility on the civilian transport.”

      The spacetime turbulence suddenly died away, now little more than a rumble that could have been overlooked under normal circumstances.

      The image over the holostage was clear now. It showed the two ships, blown off course by the gamma ray burst and spacetime turbulence. They were converging and resuming their course to the rendezvous coordinates. The burst stream had thrown them almost a lightyear off course.

      Jack opened a channel to Captain Morton.

      “How are your people, Captain?” Jack said.

      “We’ve got a lot of frightened civilians over here, Major. They thought we were under attack by the Devex again. Fortunately, there’s only a few minor injuries. Nothing we can’t handle. Looking forward to getting back to the fleet. We’re a bit off course, but we shouldn’t be delayed by too long. How are your people?”

      “One serious case here, Captain. I’ll need access to your best medical facilities. I’ll bring him myself once we back in formation.”

      Morton shook his head slightly. It was barely noticeable, but Jack could tell Morton was not happy.

      “A problem, Captain?” Jack said.

      “I’d be happier with you in command of the frigate. I know you have a skeleton crew as it is, and if the Devex attack...” Morton trailed off.

      “If the Devex attack, one frigate is not going to hold them off. Our best hope is to reconnect with the fleet as soon as possible.”

      “Yes,” Morton agreed, “and we should be back with the fleet very soon. I’ll send over any medical supplies you need for your injured man. That should be sufficient until you can get him to a fleet medical facility.”

      “I don’t know if Commander Torent will survive that long without the best medical care we are able to provide. Your med-bay, med drones, and doctors are far better than a stack of med-packs.” Jack took a breath. “Permission to come aboard, Captain.”

      Morton fidgeted in his seat. Jack could read his hesitance.

      “Is there a problem, Captain?”

      “I have a surveillance link with your ship, Major. I’ve seen what happened to Commander Torent. I don’t know if he should be allowed over here.” Captain Morton leaned in closer to his holostage. “What is happening to his arm, Major?”

      Jack leaned closer to his holostage. Although the two ships were still hundreds of thousands of kilometers apart, Jack and Morton were nose-to-nose.

      “You are spying on a military craft?” Jack said. “We are under constant threat of attack and you are spying on my ship. That might be considered a treasonous act, Captain.”

      “Take it up with Fleet Intelligence when we get back to the fleet. If they order me to take Commander Torent then I will. But until then...”

      Jack had heard enough and spoke over Morton, cutting him off mid-sentence.

      “Prepare to receive me and Commander Torent at the airlock nearest to your best medical facility. You had better open when I knock, Captain. We’ve been friendly until now. Let’s not fall out.”

      Morton stiffened. “I’ll take the patient, Major, but my records will show that I did so against my express concerns for the safety of my passengers.”

      “Noted,” Jack said. He deactivated the call. Stepping down from the command chair, he walked over to Commander Bale.

      “Mr. Bale, find out how Captain Morton is spying on us and stop him.”

      Bale nodded, but before he could reply, Jack had marched off the deck.
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      Jack hauled two tactical suits up to the bunk where Sam was still mercifully asleep, and he began to dress Sam in the suit. His right arm was fully formed from the Mech tissue now, though it appeared to be completely lifeless. Jack slid the suit over the arm, trying to avoid touching it himself. With Sam fully suited, helmet in place, Jack climbed into his own suit.

      The tactical suits were the fastest means of traveling between the two ships. Jack used his command codes to take control of Sam’s suit, set his gravity field to zero level, and carried his weightless body toward the lower airlock, down the steps to the lower deck, and down to the lower airlock.

      Drifting out into space was always exhilarating. Jack had never traversed the void for recreational purposes, though. It was usually in response to some hostile action. He wasn’t going out because of an attack this time, but it was still dire.

      During the Mechs’ first encounter with Sam Torent, they had linked to his mechanical endcap, a black composite band around his severed upper arm that housed the dark composite tendrils that linked Sam’s neural systems to his cybernetic arm, a junction between hardware and human. The Mechs had probed it briefly during their final encounter.

      Jack remembered the attack. At the time, it had appeared the Mechs were merely interested in the device. Soon after, when the black composite tendrils had grown and taken on the Mech’s gray color, Jack realized that Sam had been infected somehow. The violent energy of the gamma ray burst had simply activated it and pushed it into a phase of sudden, aggressive growth.

      He was used to making difficult choices. As a Marine, he had been told what to do, but as an officer it had been his responsibility to make life and death choices, to give orders, and to live with the consequences. Jack had decided the best course of action now was to take Sam to the medical facilities on the civilian transport. Jack hated not knowing what was going to happen to his friend, but he had to trust he was making the right choice.

      The civilian transport filled Jack’s view. He was drifting slowly toward an opening in the massive hull, the city-sized craft dominating Jack’s view. Behind him was the frigate, a powerful warship in its own right but nothing like the size of the civilian transport. Jack risked a glance back at the frigate. It was receding fast, a glinting speck lost in the sea of the endless void.

      A message came over Jack’s tactical suit helmet communicator. Jack opened the channel. The voice of Bale sounded clear and close. Jack looked back at the distant frigate.

      “Yes, go ahead, Mr. Bale,” Jack said.

      “Major, I’ve redeployed the sensor drones to their maximum range. I’m detecting something moving in on our position.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Jack asked.

      “It could be a sensor shadow. It might be that the gamma ray burst has thrown my sensor calibration right out, but…”

      “What is it, Commander?” Jack pressed, but in his gut, he knew.

      “A number of objects approaching at speed. They’ll be on top of us in under an hour.”

      Jack looked at the airlock racing closer. He adjusted his suit’s gravity field and reached out to the hull. His grav field connected with the transport’s hull and he drew Sam and himself slowly and carefully toward the opening, maneuvering them both safely inside.

      “Keep a close eye on those objects and inform me when you have a clear signal. Copy?”

      “I’ve just received a fresh data stream from the drone net, Major. Sensor reading is conclusive.” Bale’s voice was muted, afraid. “It is a Devex warship.”

      Jack looked up at the frigate above him as the civilian transport’s outer airlock door closed.

      “Get the frigate ready for combat, Mr. Bale. Stand by for my orders.”
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      As the pressure in the airlock increased with a high-pitched whine, Jack moved to the inner door. He jabbed at the release panel until the door finally slid open. A crewman was waiting inside.

      Jack walked Sam out of the airlock and over to the crewman.

      “Take him to the med-bay. Make sure he gets there safely.” Jack fixed the crewman with a hard stare. The crewman nodded emphatically and hooked Sam’s left arm over his shoulder, walking him along the curving white corridor.

      “I need to get back to my ship,” Jack said and stepped back inside the airlock. He sealed the inner door behind him. Walking across the airlock, Jack looked out through the small porthole in the outer hatch. The frigate was falling behind and slipping from view.

      “Commander Bale. You are not holding position. Report,” Jack said into his suit’s communicator.

      Bale’s voice was angry and flustered. “The transport is pulling away. She must have spotted the Devex and she’s running. We can’t keep up. The frigate is at breaking point. I’ll burn out the main reactor if I push any harder.”

      Jack watched as the frigate slipped further behind, out of Jack’s limited view. He considered briefly contacting Captain Morton and telling him to slow down, to maintain the formation, but he realized he did not have authority over Morton’s ship, and what’s more, the captain was clearly running for his life. Jack would never be able to convince the captain while fear was in charge.

      “Commander Bale,” Jack said as he turned away from the outer airlock hatch. “Get out of danger. Run. Hide. Just don’t get caught. Get back to the fleet if you can. I’ll remain on the transport.”

      “But, Major,” Bale said, “the transport can’t outrun the Devex ships. The transport will surely be captured. We can’t prevent it, but if you leave now, I can collect you from space.”

      “Negative, Commander,” Jack said. He sealed the inner airlock behind him. “Sam needs medical attention. He has to stay here. I’ll remain on board and organize the defense over here. Get clear. Stay safe. The frigate is yours, Commander Bale. Forge out.”

      Jack ran along the corridor and caught up with the crewman carrying Sam.

      “Hurry it up there, Crewman,” Jack said. “There is a Devex ship approaching fast and it will be on us in no time. We will need Commander Torent up on his feet if we hope to survive an attack.”
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      The medical bay was almost as large as the main deck on the frigate. It was long and divided by clear composite partitions. A short, human-shaped drone with a white composite shell and friendly synthetic face came down the central aisle and looked up at Jack.

      “Bring the patient this way,” the medical drone said in a friendly voice and then turned to lead the way.

      A second medical drone joined them at the bunk, and the drones began to remove Sam’s tactical suit and deposit it carefully on a nearby unit. Once undressed, a series of straps deployed across the bunk to hold Sam in place. One long probe from a drone was slid into Sam’s ear, another in his mouth. A probe pierced Sam’s arm and drew blood.

      Jack watched the medical drones perform the swift procedure. One of the drones removed the med-pack from Sam’s neck.

      Sam woke immediately, his eyes wide and frantic. He began jerking and thrashing about, constrained by the straps across his body.

      “It’s okay, Sam,” Jack said, touching Sam’s shoulder.

      Sam turned and stared as Jack. His eyes were dull and gray, yet they burned with an intensity that Jack had seldom seen in him.

      Then the straps snapped. Sam reached out to Jack with his Mech right arm, perfectly formed from the gray tissue. The fingers gripped Jack around the throat. A drone reached for Sam’s right arm, to restrain him and free Jack from the crushing grip.

      Sam’s forearm seemed to unravel, and a series of fine gray strands erupted from the surface. They reached out and wrapped themselves around the drone’s arm. The drone lost power, the synthetic face going limp and even more lifeless. Then the strands threaded into the drone.

      Jack grabbed Sam’s Mech wrist. He managed to speak. “Sam. It’s me. It’s Jack.”

      The threads were whipping out of Sam’s arm and enveloping the drone’s arm. The second drone scuttled back. A containment wall came crashing down around the small bay containing Jack, Sam, and the disabled medical drone.

      “Sam,” Jack pleaded again.

      Sam looked from Jack to the drone. The threads pulled out of the drone and merged seamlessly back into Sam’s Mech arm. They left the medical drone unpowered, its head lolling to one side. Then Sam turned his fierce gaze on Jack. The fine threads spun out from the wrist and headed toward Jack’s face. Jack felt the tips of the threads skate over his skin, touching his eyes, inside his nostrils. They were cold and hard, even though they were fine as a strand of spider web.

      Jack pulled and loosened Sam’s grip enough to speak without impediment.

      “Commander Torent,” Jack shouted. “Stand down, Marine. That is an order.”

      The hand around Jack’s throat slackened. Jack pulled it away and gasped for breath. Sam’s arm hovered just within reach, the pair contained in the isolation bay.

      “Stand down, Marine,” Jack said as he massaged his throat. “Do you copy?”

      Sam spoke. He sounded confused.

      “Jack? Jack? Where are we?”

      “I said do you copy, Marine? Answer the question.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sam said. “Stand down, sir. Copy that.”

      Sam looked around, confused. Jack leaned against the composite wall.

      “At ease, Sam,” Jack said, eying his old friend with a hint of fear.

      “What happened?” Sam held his gray arm up and studied it, clenching and unclenching his new gray, Mech fist, turning the wrist, bending the elbow. Fear and wonder on his face. “What’s this?” He looked at Jack with fear and anxiety. “What happened? What’s going on?”

      Jack didn’t know where to begin, and then he heard the beat of boots in the med-bay. Jack turned to see Marine Squad Leader Hawke and a small squad of militia running in. Hawke slowed as he spotted Jack.

      The containment walls of clear composite were tough and reached from deck to ceiling, but Jack could hear Hawke’s voice through them.

      “Major Forge?” he said in surprise and confusion. “There are reports of an attack in the medical bay.”

      Jack nodded toward Sam, sitting up on the medical bunk, studying his new right arm.

      “Commander Torent had a bad reaction to his…” Jack hesitated. “His new cybernetic arm. He hasn’t had one for a while.”

      Hawke pointed at the medical drone, deactivated and slumped against the containment wall on the far side of the med bunk.

      Jack glanced over his shoulder. The drone had been deactivated by the gray threads from Sam’s arm. Jack looked at Sam. He appeared calm, if a little confused, and was still studying his arm.

      Jack turned back to Hawke. “Guess some of the equipment is not at its best,” Jack said with a shrug. He tapped on the composite with his knuckles. “What do we have to do to get this removed, Hawke?”

      Hawke looked uneasy. He didn’t want to disobey a superior officer, and one who he held so much respect and admiration for, but he also didn’t want to release Sam, a man who had just destroyed a medical drone.

      Jack read the young Marine. He guessed the reason for his hesitation. A sharp order might snap him out of his indecision, Jack thought, but he decided to try a different, softer approach.

      “He’s okay,” Jack said, nodding to Sam. “I can vouch for him and I will guarantee his conduct. Now do you want to remove this containment so we can deal with the real problem?”

      Hawke nodded. He contacted the command deck and spoke to the security officer there.

      “You can release the containment shell in the med-bay. It’s Major Forge. It’s just a misunderstanding.”

      The walls retracted, drawn back up into the ceiling. The deactivated med drone fell over as the composite wall was removed.

      Stepping toward Hawke, Jack opened a channel to the captain on the command deck.

      “This is Forge. How long do we have?”

      Captain Morton sounded flustered. He was a civilian captain, not used to combat situations. He was doing his best, but Jack could hear the tension in his voice.

      “The Devex are closing fast, Major. We don’t have long.”

      Jack gestured at Hawke and told him to wait. He walked over to Sam, still sitting up on the side of the bunk.

      “And the frigate?” Jack asked Morton.

      “The frigate has disappeared from our sensors. I think it has been destroyed. We are defenseless.”

      Jack guessed Bale had followed his orders and had switched to silent running so the little frigate could remain hidden from the Devex.

      “We’re not quite as defenseless as you think, Captain.” Jack looked at Hawke, the young squad leader, with a knowing smile. “We have some experienced Marines on board. Permission to join you on your command deck, Captain?” Jack said.

      “Whatever you think is best. We are relying on you now, Major. You are the only thing standing between us and the Devex. Morton out.”

      Jack slapped Sam hard on the shoulder.

      “Sam,” Jack said firmly.

      Sam looked away from his arm to Jack and then back to his arm again.

      “Commander Torent,” Jack said more firmly. “Get up. Suit up and fall in. Do you copy?”

      Sam looked at Jack in a daze.

      “I said, do you copy, Marine?”

      Sam seemed to wake from his reverie. “Yes. I heard you, Jack. Get up.” He looked at his arm again. The gray hand and fingers moved as naturally as a human arm.

      “I gave you an order,” Jack shouted.

      Sam was off the bunk. He stood before Jack at attention. “Yes, sir. Suit up and fall in, sir. Yes, sir.”

      Jack nodded, then patted Sam on the shoulder. “Hurry, Sam,” he said more softly. “We don’t have much time.”
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      The command deck was a buzz of activity, and Jack could feel the tension coming from all the command deck officers. Captain Morton was in front of the central holostage looking at an image of the pursuing Devex warship.

      The warship sat in the center of a squadron of a dozen Devex Raiders. The massive warship dominated the holoimage. Captain Morton stared at it, transfixed.

      Jack walked over to the holostage and stood next to the captain.

      “How long before they get here?” Jack asked casually.

      Morton’s head dropped for a moment. He picked it up and looked at Jack. He shook his head slightly and then looked back at the image. The huge black slab of a Devex warship with the sleek raiders like tiny flies around a huge beast was an ominous sight. Jack and Morton both knew what it meant.

      “I’m trying to outrun them,” Morton said.

      “We can’t outrun them, Captain. We need to prepare.” Jack tapped the controls on the side of the holostage. The image zoomed out and showed the Devex warship on the tail of the civilian transport. The transport ship was bigger, but with no offensive ability, it was at the warship’s mercy. Jack had encountered the Devex enough times to know that there would be no mercy.

      The distance between the two ships was less than a million kilometers and shortening by the second.

      “Have you seen these Devex warships in action, Captain?” Jack asked. He tapped the controls and called up a set of data taken from the first Devex attack on the fleet.

      “Yes. I was in the fleet when they first attacked.” The captain stared blankly at the holoimage. “They clamp on,” he said in a distant voice. “They deploy those boarding arms and puncture the sides of a ship.”

      Jack called up the sensor data from a civilian transport that had been attacked during the fleet’s first encounter with the Devex. The holoimage showed the civilian transport with the Devex warship above. Huge arms extended out from the side of the black warship, arcing around to puncture the side of the transport. A dozen arms gripped the ship below.

      “Show internal sensor reports from the transport,” Jack said.

      The holostage showed the data from the transport. The arms punctured the ship’s hull at intervals all along the sides of the ship.

      Jack tapped on the holoimage at one point where the Devex warship had clamped on. The smooth white corridor of the civilian transport was smashed, and a dark opening was there at the end of the puncture arms. And through the arms came a stream of Devex warriors.

      “It’s how they both trap a ship and get their warriors aboard.” Jack pointed at the structure. “It’s ingenious, really.”

      It was not the first time Jack had watched this hologram data from the previous attack. He watched again now, hoping to find some weakness in the Devex attack. They were a powerful enemy. Jack was facing an impossible challenge.

      Out from the puncture arms came the Devex warriors armed with the massive, rapid-fire blasters they preferred. They poured a stream of energy bullets in all directions along the corridor, swiftly taking down the small Marine response that had rushed to counter the threat.

      Captain Morton watched in horror before turning away.

      “This is how they will attack,” Jack said. “We can’t hold them. We need to draw them in and fight them deep inside the ship. Maybe then we can outflank them. We might have a chance.”

      “I’ve ordered all able-bodied men and women to the armory,” Captain Morton said. “We will fight them off.”

      Jack canceled the data stream and returned to the image of the pursuing warship. In the few moments Jack had been making his defense plans, the Devex had closed in another few hundred thousand kilometers.

      Jack looked back at Sam and Hawke with the small squad of militia, all former cops. It was a small force. It was all they had. It would have to be enough.

      “I don’t think you should be arming civilians at this time.” Jack said.

      “What, and leave them defenseless?” Morton said.

      “All you will do is put lethal weapons in the hands of a hoard of frightened and untrained civilians. They will be a danger to themselves and others. Better they withdraw to the inner sections of the ship and let the professionals do their job.”

      Jack zoomed in on a few of the larger areas of the massive civilian transport looking for a place big enough to move the civilians and keep them safe.

      “The central arena,” Hawke said, stepping up next to Jack and tapping the controls to show the central arena. It was big and centrally located. “It is the largest single space on the transport. And it’s deep in the center of the transport.”

      “But it won’t hold everyone,” Morton said. “And what are they going to do in there? Sit and wait for your little group of militia to get wiped out?”

      “Don’t underestimate our ability, Captain,” Hawke said. “The militia is trained and ready to defend this ship. And we have Major Forge in command. The major has faced tougher enemies than a single Devex warship.” He turned and gave Jack a hopeful look.

      Jack maintained his stony expression. He didn’t feel as confident as the young squad leader, but he wasn’t going to shatter Hawke’s confidence by revealing his uncertainty. A confident Marine could overcome huge odds. It was a powerful ally. Jack wasn’t sure, on this occasion, if confidence would be enough, though.

      Morton laughed. “A few retired cops and a handful of Marines. Don’t misunderstand me, Hawke,” Morton said, “I don’t doubt your resolve, or your ability, but the Devex are coming in numbers. You will be lucky to hold them for even ten minutes.”

      Morton looked at Jack as if for confirmation of this doom-laden prediction.

      Jack could not disagree. It was a hopeless situation.

      “If I have your agreement, Captain, I will start making preparations for the defense of the ship.” Jack said.

      Morton waved dismissively. “Do whatever you can, Major.”

      “Okay, first, we stop arming civilians. The militia is in enough danger without having to worry about a frightened civilian taking a shot at them. Next, order as many people as possible to the central arena. Everyone else is to remain in their quarters. Seal all the doors and sit tight. I’ll need the run of the corridors if I’m going to hold off this attack.”

      Sam wandered over to the holostage and stood next to Jack. He could sense Sam was distant, dreamlike, not quite his usual focused self, but Jack was pleased to have his old comrade by his side. He had fought with Sam on more occasions than either of them cared to count. If there was one person on board this transport he could trust, it was Sam Torent. Even a half-asleep Sam Torent was a better military asset than any dozen of the militia.

      “I’ll need a couple dozen high-yield explosive charges. Demolition, seismic charges, whatever you have on board,” Jack went on, “and I’ll need a dozen volunteers.”

      “What are you planning, Major?” Morton asked. He pushed himself away from the holostage and stared at Jack. “I won’t have you strapping bombs to my people.”

      “Calm yourself, Captain,” Jack said. “That’s really not my style. I’m not saying it won’t be dangerous, but I’d like as many of us to come out of this alive as possible. Now, Captain, do you have ordnance of any kind?”

      “Power cells. That’s all I can suggest. Set them to overload and they can pack a punch.” Morton looked at Jack, still suspicious.

      “Big enough to destroy those Devex puncture arms?” Jack asked.

      Captain Morton looked back to the holostage. He selected the data from the first Devex attack and selected the internal sensor data from one of the captured civilian transports. He focused in on one of the puncture arms where it had burst through the hull. The data from the internal scans gave details of the entrance diameter and an estimation of the Devex material strength.

      “We should be able to blast the puncture arms,” Morton said, turning to Jack with a slight smile. “Maybe take two power cells for each arm just to be sure, and I reckon they’ll destroy those puncture arms.”

      Jack nodded and clasped a hand on Morton’s shoulder. “If we can cripple those arms after they deploy them, I think we have a chance to save the ship, and your passengers. With a good plan and accurate execution, we can overcome the odds.”

      Morton nodded. He turned to the holostage and zoomed out to show the Devex warship clamped brutally to the civilian transport.

      “I knew the captain of that ship from before the evacuation,” Morton said. “We worked the outer system haulage runs for a couple of years. It was monotonous and dull work, running in convoy, a few civilian captains, each with a few million tons of asteroids. But he was always such fun. Happy. A real joker. Kept the lot of us entertained.” Morton watched as the data recording played out until the transport began to explode from the inside, pushing the warship away as the blast slammed into the Devex shields.

      “We lost a lot of ships in that attack, and a lot of people too,” Morton said as he canceled the data playback with a sigh. He returned the holostage to show the current data of the Devex warship closing in on his ship.

      “I don’t know why the Devex are attacking us,” Morton said. “I don’t know why they are snatching civilians, but I for sure don’t want to find out firsthand. If you fail, and if it comes to it, Major, I will make sure I go down with my ship.”

      Jack nodded. “I understand, Captain. I’ll do my best to make sure it doesn’t come to that.”
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      Jack sat in a corridor near the outer hull of the civilian transport. A couple of power cells hooked onto his Marine tactical suit. A pulse pistol in his hand. A small group of militiamen stood around the corridor talking quietly, nervously.

      The entire militia force was suited up. Some were in Marine tactical suits from Hawke’s supply, others were in civilian fleet suits designed primarily for extravehicular activity. Others wore maintenance units, for use inside or outside the ship in any hazardous or deadly environment. However, no environment would be deadlier than these corridors the moment the Devex arrived.

      Even though the basic maintenance suits lacked the functionality of the tactical suits, they were useful enough. They would keep the wearer safe from the vacuum of space, and that was Jack’s primary concern. If his plan worked, the transport would be left with a dozen gaping holes along its sides. Anyone not sealed in their quarters, or in the central arena, would be blown out into space. If any of the militia were lost to the void, at least they would be protected for a short time while they awaited rescue. If one could be mounted.

      Jack checked his team. He had no time to get to know them, but they were a determined and brave group. He couldn’t access their vital signs—the basic suits weren’t equipped with the bioscanners of the Marine tactical suit—but Jack didn’t need scanners to know these brave men were afraid. Only a fool would have been anything other than afraid before a battle.

      Checking the positions of the Devex ships on his wrist-mounted holostage, Jack could see the Devex warship moving into position above the transport. The Devex ship was matching every move of the massive civilian transport as Captain Morton did what he could to evade the attacking ship, to buy a little more time, and to hold off the inevitable.

      Jack checked in with his militia team leaders, stationed along both sides of the transport. Hawke led one group, one was led by a retired police lieutenant, others by police sergeants, and the rest were led by regular cops, elected by their own group to lead.

      Jack would have preferred Marine officers—or even Fleet officers—to lead the groups, but he had to trust and hope that the best leaders for each of the small teams were in place. These teams all waited to take on the most powerful enemy any of them had ever encountered. The teams all needed strong and fearless leaders who would hold their groups together for as long as possible if the plan was going to work.

      It was all about the plan and executing it quickly.

      The team nearest Jack’s own was led by Sam Torent, though Jack had concerns about Sam’s current ability to lead effectively. His old friend was only just out of the medical bay, and he was dealing with the growth of a Mech arm. Jack would have had no hesitation in trusting Sam before, but now, with so much changed in such a short time, Jack had a doubt. But he had little choice.

      He opened a private communication channel to Sam.

      “Standing by, sir,” Sam said.

      “You going to stick to formalities, are you, old friend?” Jack said.

      Sam chuckled. “You all set?”

      “Yeah. Not long now.”

      “Copy that, Jack,” Sam said. “It’ll be over soon, and we can kick back with a couple of beers.”

      “When this is over, I think we all deserve a bottle of Amber, at the least.”

      Sam chuckled again.

      “The arm?” Jack said. He left the question hanging.

      “Strange,” Sam replied. “Feels…almost normal.”

      Jack found it was his turn to have a chuckle. “There is one thing that arm isn’t, Sam, and that is normal. It’s a Mech arm. You’re a cyborg, Sam.”

      “Cyborg Sam,” Sam said. “Sounds like an action hero. I’m a kravin hero, Jack.”

      “You sure are,” Jack laughed. Then, with a more serious and sober tone, he added, “If this thing goes badly...”

      “Ever known a situation like this to go well?”

      “Just make sure you get away, get back to the frigate. Bale is not far away, I assume. I ordered him to go dark and run silent. If you have to abandon the civilian transport, send out a distress call and I’m sure he’ll pick you up.”

      “And I suppose you’ll be the first to abandon ship if the plan fails, right?” Sam said

      Jack said nothing. He would not give up on this fight. He was in it to the bitter end, whatever end that might be.

      “Thought as much,” Sam said. “If you aren’t going to run, I sure as krav won’t. Don’t think I could stand to be stuck on that frigate with Bale in charge, anyway.”

      “You’d choose death over that?” Jack said.

      “I’d never choose it, Jack, but to be honest, I can’t believe we’ve lived this long. Everything we’ve been through. We’ve been on borrowed time for too long. Maybe this is the end of the line for you and me, Jack.”

      “And just when you got your arm back too,” Jack said with a dry chuckle.

      “And it’s a good arm. It’ll probably survive even after we’ve all been blown to bits, or worse.”

      Jack felt a creeping sensation of dread, one he hadn’t felt since his first encounters with a hostile enemy at the end of his training. He’d hardly had time to think about the danger from one moment to the next, his time as a Marine had been so fast and relentless. He had fought more battles than he could remember. He’d made friends, and enemies, he’d climbed the ranks from a Marine recruit to an officer and lost Marines under his command, and he’d had a rough time of it. But now, here in the calm before the most one-sided battle he’d faced, he had a moment to remember it all.

      He wished he could forget.

      The communicator came alive with the frightened but determined voice of Captain Morton.

      “I can’t evade them any longer! The Devex warship is extending its puncture arms. They’ll be breaching our outer hull any moment!”

      Jack checked the surveillance feed on his wrist-mounted holostage. The puncture arms were extending from the massive Devex warship, arcing around and lining up along the sides of the civilian transport beneath it. Like a giant spider catching its prey. The arms held position, poised to strike, and then they stabbed inward suddenly and gripped their prey in a deadly embrace.

      The creaking of the hull as the puncture arms took a solid grip filled Jack’s ears. His suit filtered out the deafening noise, but he felt the massive vibrations of the ship quake through his boots. Jack stood ready.

      A few meters ahead, the wall of the corridor exploded inward as the Devex puncture arm burst in. The black Devex material melted over the smooth white composite of the civilian transport corridor, flowing out like liquid metal before fixing in place and making a seal. A new black oval entrance was formed.

      The Devex were here.
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      The new opening in the side of the white corridor led down the center of the huge puncture arm that had pierced the side of the civilian transport, locking it in place and giving access for the Devex warriors to storm aboard. The sound of boots echoing along the dark entrance heralded their approach.

      Jack had encountered them before. Massive warriors three meters tall, heavy exoskeleton armor of drab silver over their enormous frames, and a helmet faceplate, completely opaque with a narrow horizontal slit presumably at eye level. There was one drawback for the massive Devex warriors attacking the civilian transport: their massive size made it difficult for them to move along the corridors.

      Jack called his team to order. It was time to put his plan into action. It was time to fight off the Devex attack.

      “Stand ready to activate gravity traps. Remember the markings along the corridor. Don’t get caught yourself. Hold the line until the signal to withdraw. Here they come! Weapons ready!”

      The first Devex to charge in hit the gravity trap and collapsed to the deck. The localized gravity field pinned the warrior, but Jack noticed immediately that this warrior was not the expected three-meter-tall giant. It was closer to human size.

      Jack opened fire, his pulse rounds slamming into the Devex exoskeleton at close range. It was impossible to miss. The Devex armor soaked up the damage as Jack’s squad poured fire and fury onto the trapped warrior, the armor glowing white hot as it absorbed the punishment from the pulse rounds.

      And then another Devex came, and another, all hitting the gravity trap and collapsing to the deck. They came forward, crawling on elbows and knees. The forward Devex, the one taking much of the defensive fire, raised its blaster and a stream of fierce white energy bullets raked the corridor.

      A defender was snatched back by the stream of bullets, thrown along the corridor. Jack half-expected a med report to flash up on his suit’s HUD, but the militiaman who had just been hit was wearing a maintenance suit. Jack glanced at the fallen man and saw him staggering back to his feet. The suit had a burning scorch mark on the upper chest. It had taken a hit. It wouldn’t stand many.

      The first attacking Devex finally succumbed to the punishment it was taking and slumped to the ground under a hail of fire. Its body began to slide along the deck in a jerky motion until it reached the puncture entrance. Once free from the gravity trap, the body lifted and floated away back along the Devex puncture arm.

      The body hung in the air briefly before being pulled away. It looked almost human. Jack opened fire on the next nearest Devex crawling along the deck. They came in numbers, slowed by the gravity trap, but pressed forward by the Devex coming behind.

      Jack saw a three-meter-tall Devex step out of the arm. It kneeled in the corridor and looked toward Jack’s defensive line and then the other way, into the undefended corridor. More human-sized Devex came and pressed into the gravity trap, where they received concentrated fire from the small group of defenders.

      Jack noticed a militiaman step forward as he fired round after round from his pulse pistol into a Devex crawling along the deck. The frustration in the man was clear. The Devex were taking everything the team was throwing at them. And still they came.

      Another Devex fell still. Then another. Once the Devex fell, their bodies drifted back to the puncture arm and were pulled away. But still more came. The corridor was filled with crawling Devex warriors, and behind them all kneeled the giant Devex, pushing the smaller warriors forward into the gravity trap and the storm of pulse pistol fire.

      They were going to break through. It was inevitable. Jack knew he couldn’t hold them, but that wasn’t his plan.

      A Devex warrior on the deck came another centimeter closer to the edge of the high gravity field. Jack knew it was time to move his plan to the next stage.

      “Fall back,” Jack shouted. He repeated the order, but the team was already running. “Move to second position.”

      Jack was on his feet. He saw the Devex warrior reach the edge of the gravity trap just as he turned to run. The jolt in his upper left shoulder threw him forward and he staggered, slightly off balance. His suit reported the energy bullet strike. A stream of bullets raked the corridor alongside him, hitting the outside of the gentle curve of the walls as he ran around the bend and into cover.

      He was relieved and proud to see the militia standing at the second position. A barricade erected across the corridor at waist height would provide some cover. A second gravity trap would slow the Devex advance.

      “You know what to do?” Jack said to his team.

      They nodded as one. A portly old sergeant spoke up in a gruff city accent.

      “We’ll hold them as long as possible. Then we’ll fall back to final position. I’ll be the last to leave.”

      Jack nodded. He felt as if a speech was in order, but the white energy bullets came fizzing along the corridor and struck a militiaman in the chest.

      They responded by taking cover and returning fire. The gravity trap was activated. Jack glanced at the fallen militiaman. He gave Jack a weary thumbs-up and moved to join his team.

      Jack hated to leave these poorly-trained, poorly-equipped militiamen to do the hard work, but he needed to move to the next stage of his plan. That meant he had to abandon them. It was the only hope for any of them. As much as he hated it, he needed to move. After a final blast from his pulse pistol in support of his team, Jack turned and ran.

      The sounds of the Devex blasters and pulse pistol fire echoed along the corridor. Jack came to the internal transit channel access. He opened the control panel and sent a maintenance override code to the transit system. The pod was sent away along the channel and the channel access opened. Jack adjusted his suit’s gravity field and then stepped into the dark, empty channel.

      A map on his wrist-mounted holostage showed him the way with a red arrow on a dark green outline of the surrounding transit system. He followed the fastest path to the puncture arm where his team was fighting off the Devex invaders.

      Now he was on the attack.

      The suit’s gravity field moved him swiftly and silently along the channel until he was in a space just above the corridor where the Devex were entering into the ship. Jack readied a power cell and then checked the status of the other teams.

      The holoimage showed the red dots where the other volunteers were, all armed with power cells set to overload. Jack was in position. Hawke was in position on the far side of the ship. Several others were proceeding toward their positions. The plan was working.

      Sam Torent was not in position. Jack opened a silent channel to Sam.

      “Progress, Sam?”

      “The grav trap is failing intermittently. I haven’t been able to hold them. I’ve lost half my team. We are about to be overrun.”

      Jack understood Sam’s reluctance to leave a team that was taking a beating, but the plan had to work as a whole.

      “Leave them, Sam. We have to hit the puncture arms in a coordinated strike or this is not going to work. Leave your team and proceed with the plan. Copy.”

      “Copy that, Jack.”

      On silent communication, he could not gauge Sam’s tone but if Jack knew Sam at all, he guessed he would not leave until he had at least tried to balance the odds and give his team a chance.

      “Proceed on task now, Sam. That in an order.”

      Jack checked Sam’s marker. He was moving. He was getting into position. The others all sent their ready status to Jack. He would initiate the attack so that it would be a combined effort and hit the Devex all at once.

      Sam was nearing his attack position. Jack set his first power cell to overload and made ready to deploy the device.

      Then Captain Morton’s voice burst over Jack’s communicator.

      “Environmental controls detect Devex Dox vapor entering the ship. I’m sealing off the command deck. Good luck, Major.”

      The Devex appeared intent on capturing the civilians alive. They would all be unconscious in moments. It did not interfere with Jack’s plan and he initiated his attack.

      Pulling up the panel below him, Jack looked down into the corridor at the site of the Devex puncture entrance, where a massive Devex warrior was kneeling. Jack was in the perfect spot. Smaller Devex warriors were marching in twos and then splitting, one heading left, the other right, flooding into the ship in a steady stream.

      Jack dropped the power cell into the corridor and closed the panel. He heard the clatter of energy bullets on the panel. The super-heated spots where the bullets hit were slowly burning through the composite material.

      And then the power cell detonated.

      The panel was flung upward, turning end over end. He jerked away as the panel narrowly missed him. The blast wave knocked him back, but his suit’s stability field kicked in and held him steady.

      The panel fell back down with a clatter. Jack moved it aside and aimed his pulse pistol into the corridor.

      The massive Devex was lying on the corridor deck, smaller Devex warriors around it. Jack was unsure if they were simply stunned, but then he noticed they were already being lifted off the deck by an unseen force and were drifting back along the puncture arm. A sure sign to Jack that these Devex had been overcome by the blast. The Devex always collected their dead.

      Jack dropped down into the corridor. The smooth white walls were peppered with dark debris. More Devex were floating back along the puncture arms. Jack’s enhanced view showed him Devex lying in the corridor, but more were marching forward with their rapid-fire blasters raised.

      He took cover behind a floating Devex as it was drawn into the dark corridor and followed it into the puncture arm. The walls were dark and rough. The ceiling was three meters above him and was large enough for two of the three-meter-tall Devex warriors to walk side by side. The floor had a sticky texture and it kept his feet on the ground as he walked. No gravity field in the puncture arm, just the tacky grip surface.

      Then the Devex fire came on in a stream of the small but powerful white energy bullets fired by the advancing warriors. The bullets slammed into the massive Devex that Jack was taking cover behind. He walked a few steps into the corridor, then broke cover and popped up over the floating Devex and opened fire. His pulse pistol rounds slammed into the faceplate of the short, lead Devex. The pulse round forced its head back and knocked it off balance. Jack ducked back into the cover of the floating Devex just as a stream of fizzing energy bullets poured toward him.

      Six meters into the black Devex puncture arm, Jack set the power cells. The overload was primed, so he would only have a few seconds to clear the area. He dropped the cells and they drifted in front of him. The local gravity was zero. Jack pressed the power cells against the floating Devex warrior and turned.

      The white walls of the civilian transport lay ahead. He made to run, but his feet stuck on the tacky flooring and slowed him. He activated a maneuvering thruster on his suit and pushed himself forward. More dead Devex were drifting back into the puncture arm from the transport corridor. They came one by one, an indication that the defense was still holding and the Devex were fighting for every centimeter of ground.

      Jack came to the opening and stepped back into the transport. A civilian came drifting along the corridor. The Devex had already started snatching civilians and sending them back toward the massive Devex warship, carried by the same energy field they used to retrieve their fallen.

      He ran to the floating civilian, a young woman with a pregnant belly, and pushed the woman back away from the Devex puncture arm and along the white corridor. The energy field drawing her to the Devex ship was strong, but Jack pushed his suit’s thruster harder. He was not only running for his life, he was trying to save as many lives on the transport as possible. But right now he had to save these two lives, a woman and her unborn child, lives that were completely in his hands. It turned the abstract notion of saving the civilians into a tangible one.

      Throughout the Chitin War, Jack had known he was fighting for the people on his home planet, to save them from a determined and merciless enemy. But it had always been abstract. They were distant, and most of the time it was easy to forget them. He had fought his hardest for the man next to him, and so often that man had been Sam Torent. But now, alone, with a power cell set to explode any moment in the dark Devex puncture arm behind him, Jack held the reason he fought in his arms.

      Pressing further along the white corridor, Jack saw a steady stream of civilians drifting toward the puncture arm, fallen Devex among them. All floating in that lazy way that appeared so peaceful and so disturbing at the same time.

      Jack felt the seconds slice away. He pushed his thrusters to their max and grabbed as many of the floating civilians as he could—an old man here, a young boy there—but he could not grab them all. Time was up.

      The detonation roared along the corridor, blown out of the puncture arm like a shot from a cannon. It slammed into the opposite corridor wall and smashed the white composite panels to bits. The blast raced in all directions. Jack was flung violently forward, and he lost grip of the old man, keeping the pregnant woman and young boy, only just, in his grasp.

      His suit’s stability field kept Jack orientated as he was thrown forward. The blast raced around him, and he was engulfed in a cloud of dust.

      As the blast settled, Jack fell to the deck. He laid the two he had rescued in a small cabin to the side of the corridor and turned back to the site of the blast. He crouched and advanced back toward the Devex puncture arm entrance. He activated his electron blade, raised his pistol, and walked into the billowing dust thrown up by the power cell detonation.
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      The dust adhered to Jack’s tactical suit as he walked into the cloud. The bodies of fallen Devex, and the bodies of civilians too, lay on the deck. He stumbled forward, his helmet’s enhanced view showing him the way. He approached the corner of the Devex puncture arm.

      Jack looked inside. The wide corridor of the puncture arm was intact. Jack ran to the site of the explosion and checked the walls of the arm. The suit’s scanners analyzed the walls. There was no damage. The arm should have been smashed apart by the blast, cut away from the civilian transport.

      Frustration welled up in Jack and he plunged his pistol’s electron blade into the wall. The short blade slid easily into the dark material. As he withdrew the blade, the walls closed up easily.

      Jack saw movement in the dark distance along the corridor. The Devex were marching toward the transport again. He grabbed a stun grenade off his hip and tossed it along the corridor. It would at least cover his retreat.

      Their attack had failed. His plan to smash the Devex puncture arms had failed. Now he could only retreat.

      “All squads, report.” Jack dashed back out of the puncture arm into the corridors of the transport, past the limp, sleeping bodies of civilians floating toward the puncture arms, carried by some Devex energy field.

      The reports came in from all over the ship. The explosives had failed. Several squads did not report in at all. Jack knew they were lost—the explosions at those locations had possibly not even happened, or, just as likely, they had taken the team along with it.

      “Hawke here, sir.”

      Jack felt his spirits rise a little to hear the young squad leader’s voice, even though Hawke sounded anxious.

      “Detonation in the puncture arm failed. I’m moving to the drive room. I’ll try and keep the power on as long as I can.”

      “Copy that, Hawke,” Jack said. “All other militia teams, fall back to the last defensive position.”

      “It’s no good, Jack,” Sam said over a private communication channel directly to Jack. Both knew no one could hear. “We can’t hold them. We should evacuate to the frigate.”

      Jack ran along the corridor toward the final position, a defensive area deep in the center of the ship: the central arena.

      “We can’t evacuate all these people to the frigate, Sam,” Jack said, but he knew what Sam meant.

      “We can take Hawke, he’s a good kid,” Sam said. “Maybe some of the militia. They’ve got suits and can survive outside the ship while we wait for the frigate to pick us up. Everyone else is lost, Jack.”

      “Not yet,” Jack said. He turned a corner. Two short Devex were walking along the corridor, their backs to Jack.

      Jack ran at the two Devex. They weren’t much taller than Jack himself.

      Jack ran up to the one on his left. He held his right arm across his chest, the electron blade fizzing on the end of his pulse pistol. He brought the blade around in a wide arc and sliced through the back of the Devex warrior’s exo-armor at the base of the helmet.

      The Devex fell forward, face down on the deck. The second Devex was turning as the blade came around in the same arc and sliced across the faceplate. The blade traveled through the front of the helmet, slicing a line through both the helmet and whatever the Devex had for a head.

      The Devex warrior fell to its knees and toppled forward. Jack continued his run along the corridor. Long leaping strides, light and silent in his heavy duty Marine tactical suit

      “Meet me at the final defensive position, Sam,” Jack said. “We can still fight these Devex bastards off before they take everyone.”

      “I’m already on my way, Jack,” Sam said. “Watch out for the Devex. They are everywhere. You might run into some.”

      Jack carried on at a quick pace. “Copy that, Sam. I’ll see you in the last stand.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Morton dashed from one console to the next. The internal sensors were being blocked slowly as the Devex moved into the ship. They had entered in force through every one of the puncture arms that had smashed through the outer hull.

      The civilians were succumbing to the Dox vapor. Only members of the militia and those in environment suits were not falling to it. The command deck was sealed and on its own power.

      The detonations had been detected and the puncture arms were still in place. Morton knew the plan to shake the Devex free had failed.

      He heard sounds from beyond the command deck door. Silence fell over the command deck.

      Morton climbed up into his command chair. He checked the surveillance feed from the other side of the command deck door. A Devex warrior was attempting to open it. It would take them some time to break the door’s lock. Morton hoped that the major, the famous Jack Forge, could snatch victory from this disaster.

      “Break out the small arms,” Morton said. “Everyone take a pulse pistol and be ready to defend the command deck.”

      Morton tapped the control panel on his armrest, where a small panel slid aside. A pulse pistol was inside. Morton drew it out and checked the weapon. Satisfied it was primed, charged, and ready to fire, he stepped down from his chair and faced the command deck door.

      The Devex were attempting to break in. Morton was going to defend his command deck to the last. There was no other choice.
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      Jack ran around the corner toward the last defensive position, the last stand. A pair of militiamen were crouched behind a hastily-erected barricade, a forward observation post watching for the Devex that would surely come. They tensed as Jack came around the curve of the corridor and clumsily presented their pulse pistols.

      “Hold your fire,” Jack said, ducking aside. “It’s Major Forge.” Jack risked a glance, peeping around the curve. The two militiamen were aiming their weapons still. Jack called to them again.

      “I’m coming out.”

      Jack walked out in front of the pair looking over the panel of dark composite that lay across the corridor. A double door behind them led into the central arena. A space for theatre, holoadventure, sports or civil meetings. It was now to be the site of their last stand.

      Jack stepped over the barricade. He gave both militiamen a friendly pat on the back.

      “We don’t have long. Hold here. Good work.” Jack walked past the frightened but determined men of the militia and into the arena.

      The civilians that had managed to make it there were all asleep, rendered unconscious by the Dox vapor. The few militiamen with functioning environment suits were joined by a few civilians with improvised breathing apparatuses. One, a doctor wearing a clear breathing mask and dragging an oxygen tank with him, was checking the sleeping civilians.

      Jack walked over to the doctor.

      “When they get here, stay out of the way, okay, Doctor. Assemble your team and be ready to offer assistance to any militia who need attention. Okay?”

      The doctor looked at Jack. He was calm and relaxed, with a hint of a smile.

      “How are you feeling, Marine?” the doctor asked. He grabbed Jack’s arm and tapped at the sleeve panel. He read the biosigns, then he looked at Jack with a degree of concern.

      “I’m fine, Doctor. Thank you. How are you feeling?” Jack looked at the relaxed, carefree expression with suspicion.

      “I’m just fine. I took a few meds just to take the edge off the fear. Think I may have overdone it a bit.” The doctor let out an involuntary laugh. “I definitely overdid the meds a bit, but I can still perform my duties, better than if I was soiling my pants in fear.” The doctor pulled a small med-pack from his pocket. “Do you need a little dose of something to take the edge off?”

      “No,” Jack said, pushing the med-pack back toward the doctor. “I’m just fine.”

      “You are not fine, Marine,” the doctor said, slipping the pack back into his pocket. “You are tired. You are under stress. I would suggest a week off and some rest and relaxation, but since I can’t prescribe that, I’ll have to suggest you instruct your suit to apply a stim shot for the fatigue or a sedative for the stress.”

      Jack nodded at the doctor. “Thank you. But I had better keep a clear head if I can.”

      Jack heard someone run up behind him. The doctor looked to the newcomer. Jack saw it was Sam.

      “It’s the Marine with the Mech arm,” the doctor said, stepping up to Sam. He grabbed Sam’s wrist and checked the tactical suit’s readout.

      “That new arm of yours had us all quite intrigued—” The doctor checked the readout and confirmed Sam’s name. “—Commander Torent. If we get out of this, I’d like to study your new arm if I can?”

      Sam sent a private communication the Jack.

      “They are moving in fast. We will be cut off if we don’t get away now.”

      Jack spoke up.

      “I am not leaving these people to die, Sam,” Jack said. He realized his harsh tone too late.

      The smile fell from the doctor’s face for a moment. Jack thought he saw beyond the doctor’s med-induced calm to the underlying, well-contained panic. It rose to the surface briefly before the doctor suppressed it again.

      The doctor looked at Sam.

      “You are extremely tired. The effects of suddenly developing that mechanical arm, no doubt. Take a stim shot and try not to exert yourself too much.”

      The doctor nodded a farewell and then went to check a sleeping civilian lying on the thinly-padded floor nearby. He dragged his oxygen bottle with him. Jack saw the pressure gauge. It was nearly empty. The doctor would soon be taken by the vapor too.

      “Call Commander Bale,” Sam said. “Have him target the puncture arms with the laser assembly on the frigate. Maybe the detonations from the power cells have weakened them enough that a blast from the frigate’s laser...”

      Sam trailed off as he saw Jack shake his head slowly in disagreement.

      “The instant Bale shows himself he’ll be attacked. The warship has a squadron of raiders in support. Bale wouldn’t last five minutes on his own.”

      “That frigate could take out a dozen raiders, no problem,” Sam said.

      “Yes, maybe, with a full crew and fully armed. We are on our own. If we don’t defend this ship, then all is lost.”

      The sound of pulse pistol fire from a doorway caught both Jack and Sam’s attention. A militiaman ran across to support the fight at the door. He fell back almost instantly as a stream of white energy bullets blasted into his chest.

      Jack looked for the doctor to instruct him to assist the fallen man, but the doctor was slumped on the floor, his mask still on and attached to the empty oxygen bottle.

      “Hold them,” Jack said. He waved another militiaman over to the fight at the small entrance through the short, narrow corridor.

      He called up an image of the arena on his wrist-mounted holostage. There were dozens of doors on multiple levels, all leading into the central arena. Even with most of them mechanically sealed, Jack realized he could never hold the Devex off for long.

      A Devex warrior stepped into the arena from a corridor on the far side from Jack and pointed a device at the sleeping civilians. They began to levitate and drift away. Jack ran at the Devex, pistol aimed and firing. He struck the Devex with a number of well-aimed shots to the helmet, the Devex head jerking this way and that as the helmet took the hits. The Devex holstered the small levitation device and swung up the blaster that was slung across its back, but Jack rained shots in on the Devex and finally delivered a telling shot that dropped the enemy.

      The shouts from the militia filled the arena. Flashes of light in Jack’s peripheral vision came from the Devex blasters, energy bullets tearing through the dark area.

      A second Devex stepped in behind the one he had just dropped. Jack moved and fired. The rapid-fire blaster poured a deadly stream of energy bullets at him. He leaped, his suit letting him climb over twenty meters toward the high arena roof. He maintained his aim and fired down at the Devex, every hit landing on the upturned faceplate.

      The Devex toppled backwards as Jack came down from his leaping arc. Another Devex came in, blaster aimed. He activated his thruster jet and powered toward the floor. With his electron blade held out in front of him, he dropped as if in a ten-G field and landed on the Devex, the blade slicing through the helmet and into the Devex skull within. Jack’s suit cushioned his landing and saved him from a couple of shattered ankles. He landed on his knee, one hand on the deck with his pulse pistol at his side, the electron blade fizzing and ready for work.

      As the next Devex came in, Jack was looked up and brought his pistol to bear. The Devex aimed a small device that Jack had seen once before.

      A shimmering, circular concussion wave burst out of the end of the device, and it spread out into a widening wave that drifted forward. Jack moved away from the wave, firing at the Devex on the other side of it. The pulse rounds struck the wave and sent thick ripples out from the contact point. The pulse rounds slowed and struck the Devex with next to no force.

      After twenty pulse rounds ripped through the concussion wave, it lost cohesion and was gone. Jack kept up the fire. The Devex activated a second concussion wave that shimmered and spread out. Jack walked backward, firing as he went, the pulse rounds hitting the second wave until it too dissipated.

      Jack glanced over his shoulder for an escape. Sam was there, backing away from a concussion wave creeping forward from the other direction.

      Sam grabbed hold of Jack.

      “No arguments, Jack,” Sam said. He activated his suit’s thrusters and pulled Jack upward.

      Jack flew up to the high arena ceiling and looked down. The waves were corralling the militia that were moving away from them. Then, trapped in a shrinking space, the wave contacted the first militiaman. He fell in a quivering heap, and then another fell, and within a few seconds, the remaining militia were lying on the deck.

      He looked up. The lighting rig above the arena was a maze of walkways and cables. Sam pulled Jack up into the tangle. A small access hatch in the upper ceiling was just a few meters away.

      “You did your best, Jack,” Sam said. “But it’s no good us getting caught.”

      Jack looked at the small access hatch and sliced at the seal with his electron blade. The entire cover fell away, and he pushed Sam into the small recess behind. Below, the Devex were targeting the sleeping people with levitation devices and sending them floating away. Jack saw a Devex pull the clear breathing mask from the doctor and throw it aside. Then, the doctor was targeted with the levitation device and he too floated away, out of the arena.

      A Devex suddenly looked up at Jack as he maneuvered himself toward the small hatch. The warrior aimed his concussion field device at Jack and launched a shimmering wave.

      Jack pressed himself in behind Sam, into a narrow crawl space, with no idea how to proceed, sure only that he and Sam were the only conscious humans left on the entire civilian transport ship.
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      Jack and Sam scrambled through the narrow crawlspace to a small hatch that opened out into an empty corridor. The silence was as worrying as the noise of battle. The silence indicated that the fight was over. The ship had been lost. The civilians were being taken. Only Jack and Sam remained as an offensive force.

      Kneeling in the corridor on the outside of the gentle curve, Jack dispatched a couple of microdrones from his tactical suit and they flew off along the corridor in both directions, sending back scanner data on the surroundings. He activated his wrist-mounted holostage and fed in the data from the microdrone. The image showed that the corridor was empty.

      Jack opened a private communication channel to Hawke. The young squad leader had been heading to the drive room in the transport’s aft section. He was the only Marine defending the drive room.

      Hawke did not respond.

      Jack opened a channel to the command deck. Captain Morton answered. His holoimage was shaky, but Jack thought he looked pale.

      “Captain. Status?”

      “We’ve lost main power. The drive room has been taken. The command deck is secure, for now, but we’ve got a dozen Devex trying to cut through the command deck door.”

      “Can you hold them, Captain?” Jack asked quietly.

      Captain Morton held up his pulse pistol for Jack to see. “We’ve got nothing to do up here but hold until we get main power back. I’ve got an auto-sentry gun up here. I never thought I’d be forced to use it. We’ll hold them off as long as we can.”

      “Good,” Jack said. “I’ll retake the drive room.” Jack spoke with a confidence he did not feel. There could be a thousand Devex between him and the drive room.

      “Then what?” Morton said.

      “Let’s get main power back first,” Jack said, “then we’ll plan the next step. Agreed?”

      Captain Morton nodded and gave Jack a clumsy salute, but the thought was there.

      “Good luck, Major.”

      The holomap on Sam’s wrist showed a small lobby up ahead with a stairway up and down and several corridors leading off. The bodies of civilians were floating along the corridors, converging from the decks above and below and streaming off in a sedate river of unconscious humans.

      Then, coming into the sensor field of the microdrone, came two Devex. They stood in the lobby as the bodies floated past and away toward the nearest puncture arm and into the belly of the Devex warship.

      Alerted to the presence of the microdrone, both Devex raised their rapid-fire blasters and took aim. Their blaster fire smashed the microdrone and the data feed was lost.

      “We have to move,” Jack said.

      He indicated the corridor away from the two Devex. Sam released a microdrone and sent it ahead. Jack moved off at a light jog, Sam on his heels, their pulse pistols in their hands.

      Sam grabbed Jack by the arm and stopped him. The pair took a knee. Sam showed the holomap on his wrist to Jack.

      Two more Devex were advancing on their position, heading straight toward them, hidden for now around the curve of the corridor.

      Jack pointed at a doorway on the outside of the curving corridor nearby. He instructed Sam to take up position there and then he indicated that he would hold at the current point, in cover and out of sight around the curve.

      Sam recognized the tactic. The Devex would walk into a crossfire.

      Sam moved quickly. The door was shut tight. He moved his fingers over the seal, and then Sam felt the fingers of his right hand begin to unravel into fine strands of Mech tissue. Quickly, he removed his glove to let them loose. They were so thin they could slip through the seal. The door popped open a fraction and he forced the fingers of his left hand into the gap. He pulled with both hands and the door came open easily. Sam slipped inside, into a dark cabin.

      Jack tapped into the microdrone feed just in time to see the two advancing Devex open fire on the it.

      The two Devex were the smaller kind, not the over-sized giants that struggled with the corridors of the civilian ships. These two were both less than two meters tall. The dull metallic exoskeleton armor was just as formidable, though, and the massive rapid-fire blasters looked just as deadly.

      The sound of the Devex footsteps came into earshot, their heavy boots thudding on the soft decks. Jack could see Sam in the shadows of the open cabin across the corridor. He made a series of hand signals informing Sam how the ambush would happen. Jack would give away his position and fire first. Then it would be Sam’s turn to join the attack.

      Jack peered around the bend in the corridor. He judged his timing perfectly.

      Stepping across the curve in the corridor, Jack appeared to come from nowhere. He fired a shot into the faceplate of one of the Devex. The pulse round jerked the Devex’s head back, but the warrior hardly even broke its stride. It raised its large rapid-fire blaster.

      Stepping back to the inside of the curve, Jack found cover the instant that the white energy bullets raked the corridor.

      Hearing Sam open fire was Jack’s signal. He moved out of cover again and rolled out along the floor, appearing on the ground in front of the two Devex. One was turning to fire on Sam at their rear, but the long rapid-fire blaster was difficult to swing around in the corridor.

      Jack fired a series of rounds into the Devex that was still approaching. He saw Sam dash out of cover and drive his electron blade into its helmet. The warrior dropped. Sam walked over the body of the fallen Devex and attacked the second.

      Jack stopped firing for fear of hitting his friend with a stray pulse round. He rolled back into cover just as Sam dropped the second with his thrusting electron blade.

      Jack got up to his feet and went to join Sam, who was standing over the fallen Devex. He deactivated the blade and looked up at Jack.

      “How many more do you think there are?”

      Jack stepped over the fallen. “Too many. We can’t defeat them all, Sam.”

      “We can try,” Sam said.

      “We will,” Jack replied and headed off the way the Devex had come. “We need to advance to the drive room and secure the area.” Jack released a microdrone and sent it along the path to the nearest transit channel access.

      The nearest hatch was only a few dozen meters away, and the drone showed that the area was clear. Jack and Sam activated their suits’ gravity fields and stepped into the dark transit channel. The channel took them directly to the drive room, the hatch opening at the main entrance.

      Jack and Sam came out slashing with their electron blades and dropped the two Devex standing at the entrance. Jack sent the microdrone inside. There was a pair of Devex walking along the main heading between two of the reactor cores. Unconscious people littered the deck. Jack spotted the fallen form of young Hawke. His suit was transmitting his status, and Jack’s suit received the stream. Hawke was unconscious, but his suit was intact. Felled not by the Dox vapor but by the Devex concussion wave.

      The Devex came closer, as seen on Jack’s wrist-mounted holostage. Jack and Sam looked around and found cover. They exchanged a glance. Both knew how to proceed. They ducked into the shadowy areas nearby and waited.

      Jack watched the approaching Devex on his holoimage. He held up a hand for Sam to see, the signal to hold and wait. When the Devex were within striking distance, he gave the signal to attack.

      Jack stepped out of cover within arm’s reach of the Devex warrior. The electron blade sliced cleanly through the dull gray exoskeleton at the chest. It went limp and slid off the blade, collapsing to the floor.

      The second Devex was raising its massive rapid-fire blaster, the huge weapon unsuitable for the tight confines of the drive room. Sam stepped out alongside the Devex and brought his blade down on the its left arm. The arm fell, severed. The blaster, unsupported at the barrel, fell. The one-armed Devex turned on Sam.

      Jack’s blade slid easily into the base of its helmet, and the warrior fell toward Sam.

      Sam pushed the dead Devex aside. He stared at the arm on the deck, bright red blood flowing out of it. Sam looked at his right arm. He had lost it long ago, but the trauma had never faded. He had made light of his cybernetic arm, playing up the fact that he hated it and that he would rather go with no arm than the painful prosthetic, but the neural connections felt cold on his brain. Every slight twitch, voluntary or otherwise, created stabbing pains behind his eyes. As a Marine, he had been dutybound to wear it. It was part of his uniform as a serving Marine. He could not take it off in action any more than he would be allowed to abandon his pulse weapon or remove his rank insignia.

      The new arm was different. Sam looked at the arm, wrapped now in a tactical suit. The arm was foreign, and it felt different than his own arm. It was not uncomfortable, not painful. It felt quite comfortable, but it was not natural.

      Sam flexed his fingers experimentally. The arm was powerful, much more so than his human-made cybernetic arm. But it was alien. The Mech technology was closer to biology than machine, and the strands that weaved together to form his arm were so fine they felt more like a liquid metal. The arm was strong, and Sam knew its strength.

      “Sam,” Jack said, patting him on the shoulder. “You okay there, buddy?”

      Sam looked at Jack.

      “It’s not my arm, Jack. What have the Mechs done to me?”

      “We can talk about it,” Jack said, “but not now. We have to keep moving. We need to restore power and then find a way to get up to the command deck. Copy?”

      “But my arm. It’s strange. I can feel it. It does what I want it to do, but what if it chooses to do its own thing?”

      Jack had sympathy for his friend. Sam had given so much in the long war, and even now he was fighting to save thousands of people who would never thank him, or even know the efforts he had made. But he could not let Sam sink into melancholy.

      “I’m sure it’s fascinating, Sam,” he said, “but you’ll have to wait until we are clear before you get too philosophical about it.”

      “But, Jack…” Sam began.

      “Not now, Sam. We’ve got work to do. We are probably the only force left on this massive ship and we need to do what we can to fight off these Devex. So stow your personal problems, fall in, and get ready to move out. Do you copy?”

      Sam felt the sudden introspective depression lift at the sound of an order. He pulled himself together in a moment.

      “Yes, sir. Copy that. Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Jack patted Sam on the shoulder. “Let’s move.”

      He lifted his arm to take a look at the wrist-mounted holostage to find the next step, the main power coupling to the command deck.

      The main coupling for the twin reactors was only a few meters ahead, but the small console was dark, the power relay systems deactivated. Jack could see how simply it could be reconnected.

      “Cover me, Sam,” Jack said. He ran to the console and accessed the main power distribution node.

      The power supply to the command deck remained dark.

      Jack contacted the captain.

      “I’ve activated the main power node but nothing’s happening.”

      “You’ve connected two cores.” The captain sounded afraid. “It’ll take a bit of time to activate the system. The more reactors you reconnect the faster it’ll happen.”

      Jack heard a sudden burst of pulse pistol fire over the communication channel, and then the fiery purring of an automatic sentry gun.

      “Captain, report,” Jack said.

      “The Devex. They’ve cracked opened the command deck doors. Emergency locks holding.”

      “I’m on my way to you now. We should have power by the time I get to you. Hold them, Captain, hold them off.”

      Jack turned away from the small console and headed back along the platform between the two reactor cores. He crouched at the far end and looked for the nearest transit channel access. He lifted his wrist to check his holomap.

      In the moment he lifted his arm, he spotted movement in the shadows up ahead. Sam was already raising his pulse pistol. Jack dropped to one knee and took aim.

      The shimmering wave that came creeping forward was mesmerizing. Jack had seen them before and knew what it was. The Devex warrior behind it was distorted by the shimmering wave. In their hand was the small concussion device.

      “This way,” Jack said and turned to run in the opposite direction, away from the concussion wave moving toward him.

      They ran a few steps along the reactor cores, only to see a second concussion wave and the shimmering form of the Devex who had fired it.

      Jack looked up. The reactor cores curved out to the forward bulkhead, closing together a few meters above. There was no vertical escape. Sam was already accessing drive room schematics. A conduit that ran under the heading between every core was perfect for them to escape by.

      “Here,” Jack said, pointing at the access hatch to the conduit. He ran toward the slow-moving concussion wave, stopping a few meters short and just above the conduit access. He grabbed the hatch and pulled. It didn’t move.

      Sam grabbed with his Mech arm. The hatch came away along with a section of the deck plate.

      And the moment Jack prepared to jump into the conduit the concussion wave struck.

      The violent shaking filled his gut with a deep nausea. His head throbbed close to bursting out of his eyes and nose. And then with a final surge of violent pain, Jack fell.
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      Jack woke up feeling like he’d been beaten on the head with the butt of a pulse rifle. He felt the cold, hard floor against his skin, and echoing sounds of crying and angry shouting were all around. He opened his eyes and peered into the dark, but a wave of dizziness stopped him from getting to his feet.

      The cold, dry air on his skin made him realize one thing: He was no longer wearing his tactical suit. He clambered up onto all fours.

      The darkness was suddenly lit by a distant light that blinked on for a few moments. Jack looked, bleary-eyed to the light just as it blinked off. The fearful cries died as the light faded away to be replaced by the low background whimpering punctuated by sudden shouts.

      He climbed to his feet, arms out to keep his balance. The darkness was lit again by a light from behind. Jack turned and looked to the light. His eyes, accustomed to the darkness, were now blinded by the sudden bright light that struck down from the ceiling high above. And as he blinked at the light, he saw dark shapes in the beam. Then the light went out and he was in darkness again.

      Taking a faltering step forward, Jack’s foot struck something soft and heavy. He looked down as his eyes slowly adjusted to the dark that was actually extremely low light. On the ground at his feet was a body. A fat, partially-clothed body.

      A light blinked on to Jack’s right—a harsh white light that lit up the ground. Jack could see other bodies lying on the floor. He knelt down next to the fat body in front of him. A man in his early twenties, but overfed. Jack checked for a pulse.

      The man was alive but asleep. He tried to rouse him with a shake. Nothing.

      The far light blinked off again. Again, Jack heard the wailing and crying die away. He stood up and looked around. There seemed to be no boundary to the dark space, only the floor, the hard and cold floor littered with bodies of sleeping naked or partially-clothed men and women.

      A light blinked on far in the distance. Jack shielded his eyes but looked at it, trying to judge the distance. It seemed to be a hundred meters away, at least the full length of a sports field.

      Jack peered into the bright shaft of light. The dark shapes were small but looked like bodies falling upward, tumbling chaotically with arms and legs flailing and hands reaching and grasping.

      Then the light went out again.

      He looked above him. The ceiling was lost in the darkness. Jack saw a light come on just behind him. He turned and saw people standing, others sitting, many lying, all sobbing and staring upward into the light.

      Then the wailing peaked as six people within the shaft of light lifted off the floor and drifted upward. They tumbled as they thrashed about, reaching and screaming.

      Then the light was gone, and so were the people who’d been within it. A low level of sobbing remained.

      Jack checked himself. He had no equipment on him, no weapon, and no boots, and the cold ground stung his bare feet. He wore only his pants and an undershirt.

      He walked toward the area where the light had just come on. He walked into the darkness, careful not to trip over or kick any of the prone, sleeping bodies on the cold deck.

      After another moment, a light blinked on far ahead. Jack had been walking straight forward for a minute, but the beam of light that appeared was still many meters away. He walked toward the light and the dark shapes of people falling upward in the shaft of cold white light. He began to get a sense of the space he was in. As the light blinked off, he continued to walk, determined to find the edge. He knew there had to be an edge. And at that edge would be a way out.

      Jack saw a light blink on far behind him. He turned and looked. The shaft of light was harsh and white, but smaller, and the bodies mere specks. From the size of the bodies being lifted in the beam, Jack judged it to be around five hundred meters away. The light blinked off and Jack carried on his walk to find the edge.

      A woman standing in front of Jack was staring upward. She had been crying, tear tracks glistening on her cheeks. She was shivering. Although the floor was cold, the air was not. She was not shivering from the cold. Jack guessed she was in shock. He touched her shoulder softly.

      The woman fell away shrieking in fear and distress. Jack went over to her as she scurried away, clambering over sleeping bodies.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” Jack said as he followed the woman, but she stared at him in fear, tearing her eyes away from him to glance upward.

      Then the light burst upon her and others sitting and standing in the area. A half-dozen bodies were drawn into the light, pulled against their will by some unseen force. All those being pulled were grabbing at the fallen, wailing their fear, all pulled up into the beam of light.

      Jack watched as the wailing woman was pulled up. The beam of light was emanating from an opening high above. The bodies tumbled upward into the bright white space inside the circular opening. Then, with all bodies drawn inside, the light went out and all was dark again.

      Blinking and temporarily blinded by the bright light, Jack staggered forward, rubbing his eyes as they quickly readjusted to the dimness.

      Another light came on and Jack saw the dark shadows fall across the floor as a light far behind him flashed on. A distant wailing as the bodies were drawn upward. He focused on the dark shadows in front of him, preserving his low-light sight. The distant light blinked off. Jack walked on, stepping over the bodies laid out over every square meter of floor.

      Jack began to count. It seemed as if the lights were blinking on at regular intervals. Always six people were drawn upward, but only the conscious. The sleeping were left, presumably until they woke and then would be available to the light, drawn up to some unknown end.

      He pushed the thought from his mind that he might be taken at any time. He was trapped in this vast, dark storage area. He was trapped, for now.

      A line of people before him were all sitting on the floor, all looking toward him as he picked his way through the bodies. Jack realized they all had their backs to the outer edge.

      He stepped up, hand out. He touched the wall. It was cold and dark like the floor.

      On the ground in front of Jack was an old man. He looked up at Jack.

      “They don’t take us from the edge,” the man said, pointing up.

      Jack looked along the length of the wall. Huddled against it were people stretching out in both directions.

      “How long have you been here?” Jack asked, looking along the wall.

      “Don’t know. Couple of hours, I guess. My wife always said I had a good body clock. Could tell you when an hour had passed, dead on every time. Well, maybe a few minutes out. I’ve been here for so long that I’ve lost track of time. How long have you been here?”

      Jack thought for a moment. He had no idea. “I haven’t been awake very long. Twenty minutes maybe. Don’t know how long I was asleep.”

      “Not very long,” the man said. “They don’t stay asleep for long.”

      “But all these sleeping people,” Jack said.

      The old man pointed upward. “They don’t take the sleeping ones. But they know who’s asleep and who is pretending.”

      A light flashed on nearby on Jack’s left. He shielded his eyes. He couldn’t shield his ears from the anguished and terrified cries of those caught in its grasp.

      “The lights come on every three or four minutes,” Jack said.

      The man on the ground nodded. He pulled his knees closer to him and shivered.

      “Any pattern to the lights?” Jack asked.

      The man shook his head. “They come on all over.” The old man pointed into the dark. “It seems random to me, but I bet it’s not. They know what they’re doing.”

      Jack rubbed his hand along the wall and walked off to his right, moving clockwise around the massive, dark space.

      “I’m going to find a way out,” Jack said and walked off.

      Another man sitting against the wall nearby laughed a single, humorless grunt. “There’s no way out, except…” The man pointed up.

      Just then a light came on nearby and the screaming and wailing grew until the light blinked out and a soft piteous whimpering replaced it.

      “I’m not accepting that,” Jack said. “I’m a Marine, I’m on my feet and I’m fighting. I’m not going to stop until I get out of here, one way or another.”

      “A Marine,” the man laughed. “Another one. Fat lot of good you were when they attacked. Now you’ve been taken too. Not so tough, eh, Marine?”

      Jack ignored the insult, but he couldn’t ignore the news of another Marine.

      “The other Marine?” Jack said. “Where did he go?”

      The man snorted a sarcastic laugh. “No one is going anywhere,” he said.

      He grabbed the man’s collar and pulled him up off the floor, anger welling up inside.

      “Where did the Marine go?” Jack pressed his nose close to the man.

      The man tried to push him away, but Jack had him in a firm grip. The man relaxed and avoided his stare.

      “He went that way,” the man said, pointing into the dark along the outer wall.

      Jack released his grip on the man and let him slip down the wall and back to the deck. He walked off in the direction the man had pointed. Jack knew he stood a better chance of escaping if he had an ally, and if that ally was a Marine, so much the better.

      The wall was a press of people all the way along—many sitting, some standing, all nervously looking upward or glancing to the distant lights that came on every few minutes, lights that showed the bodies floating up and out of the dark space.

      Jack moved swiftly along looking for the Marine. There were only two possible people it could be: Squad Leader Hawke that Jack had last seen unconscious on the deck of the drive room, or his old friend and strongest ally, Commander Sam Torent.

      Moving quickly and skirting the edge of the massive space, Jack saw a person walking along the line of the wall up ahead. He was scanning the wall, up and down, searching for something.

      Jack would recognize that person anywhere, just from the way they moved, deliberate and steady.

      “Sam,” Jack called out.

      Up ahead, the person stopped and turned. Jack instantly saw the frame he knew so well. It was Sam, dressed in Marine pants and a torn shirt.

      Jack ran over to Sam.

      “Jack, you old scroat. I knew I’d find you.” Sam walked toward Jack, pressing the people standing in his way aside.

      Jack walked over. The dark seemed a bit lighter now that he knew he had company and an ally. He knew that finding a way out was just a matter of time now that he had a fellow Marine with him.

      He reached out to shake Sam by the hand and saw the dark gray hand reach out toward him, the arm built from the Mech tissue. Jack hesitated. The rest of the man was his old friend, but this alien limb was not. It had grabbed him around the throat recently and he wasn’t sure how it would react to him now. He looked up at Sam, hesitant.

      Sam saw the reluctance in Jack’s eye and couldn’t hide his disappointment that his old friend didn’t quite trust him enough to shake him by the hand.

      He stepped up next to Sam and patted him heartily on the shoulder. He covered his suspicions of the Mech arm with a smile and a confident greeting.

      “Found you,” Jack said. “Good. Now we can get out of here.”

      And then the light burst around them.
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      Jack felt the tug of some invisible force pulling him upward. He reached out to steady himself and inadvertently grabbed Sam by the Mech arm. The arm was warm like flesh, but hard like steel. Jack steadied himself and floated upward. Around him and Sam, another four people floated up, two men and two women. They struggled and tumbled and wailed as they were drawn up.

      The youngest of the men was little more than a boy. Tall and afraid, he twisted and reached out for something to hold. He grabbed the ankle of one of the women. She had short hair and flesh-colored underwear, and she kicked out in fear as the boy caught her leg. She freed herself from the boy’s grip and tumbled away, rolling head over heels, her arms flailing.

      The other man and woman were holding on to each other, hand in hand. They were wrinkled and gray, but still fit and alert. They smiled at each other as they floated upward. The look was one of young love that had lived for many years. They were both crying and smiling, eyes fixed on each other.

      Jack looked up, the opening in the dark ceiling awash with bright white light. It was impossible to see any structures, any shape, just the fierce white light. He floated up and was surrounded in light as impenetrable as the dark below. Jack looked toward Sam, but his old friend looked nervous and waved his left arm about in circles to hold his balance, falling upward head first as if standing.

      Then the six passed through the circle of white and were above a dark circle looking down at the holding area they had just come from. The sounds of wailing from below were cut off suddenly as the circle closed and all was white.

      Jack’s head hit the ceiling hard, and then he collapsed to the ground. He took a moment to orientate himself. The white space seemed to be as big as the dark space below, but Jack soon found he could touch a wall. It was white and practically invisible in the harsh light all around.

      In a moment, Jack saw an apparatus imbedded in the wall opposite. A squared frame with rounded corners. Fine needle-like points came out of the side of the frame and pointed in toward the center, marking out a roughly humanoid shape of a head, torso, arms, and legs.

      No sooner had Jack seen the apparatus than the short-haired woman was pulled toward it. She shrieked as she was lifted from the floor. Her arms were stretched out to her sides, her legs slightly apart and below her. She drifted toward the apparatus.

      Once in position within the frame, the needles began to move and suddenly her right arm was clad in a piece of dull gray metal. A gauntlet was thrust over her hand. The needles twitched and danced around the arm as the first part of the Devex exoskeleton was put in place.

      The left arm was clad a moment later, then her legs, followed by a chest plate. The needles moved quickly and once all other parts were attached, a helmet came down over the head of the shrieking woman.

      As soon as the helmet was in place, the shrieking stopped, and the woman dropped to the ground, released from the frame. A Devex rapid-fire blaster slid out from the side of the apparatus and she gripped the weapon. The needles pulled aside. A rounded, oval hatch opened in front of the woman and she marched out into the dark beyond.

      The hatch closed, and in that instant the boy was lifted into a standing position. His arms pulled out from his body, his legs slightly apart. He floated directly toward the apparatus with its twitching needles. Once within the outline formed by the needles, the Devex armor was again applied. Arms, legs, torso, and finally, the helmet lowered into place.

      It all happened so fast Jack could barely keep up, but he knew his time would come very soon, unless he could find a way out.

      With the helmet in place, the boy dropped to the floor, gripped his Devex blaster, and marched through the open oval.

      The old man was pulled from his wife and he called out his love and promises that they would be alright. The woman ran for her husband but hit an invisible barrier. She fell back, recoiling from the collision.

      The armor was applied to her man, he dropped to the ground and took the weapon. The old man was now a Devex warrior, and he marched off through the dark oval.

      Then the woman was carried forward.

      Jack turned to Sam. Time was running out for them both.

      “We rush the apparatus. Smash it. Ready?” Jack said.

      Sam nodded.

      The pair ran forward. Both hit an invisible barrier. They pushed against it as the armor was applied to the woman. With the helmet lowered into place and the new Devex warrior marching off, Jack felt the barrier give way.  He rushed at the apparatus, determined to break and smash any part of it he could lay his hands on. But then he ran into another invisible barrier and fell back clutching his smashed nose. Blood dripped down his hand. The blood splattered on the pristine white floor in deep red explosions. The blood soaked away into the white floor, vanishing without a trace.

      Jack looked to the apparatus and saw Sam drifting toward it with his arms out to his sides.

      The Devex armor clamped down on his right arm. Jack watched in horror and then surprise as the armor fell away. Sam’s arm was a thrashing mass of gray fibers. Some gripped the needles that moved in to knit the right arm gauntlet into place. The gray fibers that had been Sam’s arm pulled the needle away from the apparatus.

      And Sam’s right arm was free. He reached over and pulled away the armor plates being applied to his left arm and threw them to the floor.

      Sam’s Mech arm reformed into the human shape and he punched the frame that was just within his reach. The frame shook. He grabbed it and pulled. The ridged frame buckled as Sam pulled and pushed and twisted in a frenzy. He dropped to the ground as the leg plates were moved into position. Sam punched them aside and then reached up for the helmet. He grabbed it out of the air and brought it down hard on to the white deck at his feet, smashing it before tossing it aside.

      Then the blaster slid out for him to take. He grabbed it and turned to Jack.

      “Want to get out of here?” he said.

      Jack moved forward carefully so as not to run into an invisible barrier again. He joined Sam in the broken frame of the Devex creator machine.

      The dark oval opened.

      “You’re on point, Sam,” Jack said.

      Sam moved quickly, Jack on his heels. They crouched low and looked into the darkness, not knowing what they would encounter, but determined not to go down without a fight.
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      Stepping out of the dark oval, Jack found himself in a cavernous space looking at an army of Devex warriors. The Devex stood in formation, rank upon rank of warriors all facing a towering white wall at the far end of the space. Dark ribs curved up the sides of the cavern, arching overhead a hundred meters above. Dark oval entrances like the one Jack had just stepped through sat between the ribs, and every few minutes a Devex warrior marched out and joined the masses.

      Jack and Sam crouched against the nearest dark rib and hid. The rib separated the dark oval entrance Jack and Sam had just stepped through from the ovals on either side. Out of an adjacent oval came a freshly-armored warrior, a captive from the civilian transport now transformed into a Devex fighting unit.

      Jack felt himself tense for action as the Devex marched past. Sam brought the blaster around, ready to give fire.

      Realizing there was no immediate danger, Jack placed his hand over Sam’s weapon and pushed the barrel down. The Devex was ignoring them. There was no need to attract attention with a blast of weapon fire.

      “They are ignoring us,” Jack said. He glanced over his shoulder to the dark oval they had walked through. No Devex were coming from that direction. With the warrior armor apparatus smashed, Jack guessed the production line at that location was out of action. At least for now, no Devex would be coming from there.

      Another Devex warrior walked out of the adjacent oval and took its place in the ranks. Jack did a quick head count. He divided the massed rank into four squares and counted a line of one of the squares. A quick piece of mental math and Jack came up with a rough estimate.

      “I make it just over four thousand Devex warriors,” Jack whispered to Sam, “and more arriving all the time.”

      “And they are all human-sized, none of the giants here,” Sam added.

      Jack nodded. It suggested that these Devex were all former passengers of the civilian transport. More Devex warriors marched out and joined the ranks. A dozen fresh Devex every few minutes.

      “They’re creating an army,” Sam said.

      “Yeah,” Jack agreed, “making it out of captured people. They haven’t processed everyone from the civilian transport yet. We can still try and save some of the civilians.” Jack scanned the huge square of fresh Devex warriors. “None of them resist once that helmet goes on,” Jack said, rubbing his chin. “I’d like to get my hands on one of those helmets and investigate it.”

      “So you want to stick around?” Sam said.

      Jack got ready to move. “Not a chance. We need to get out of here.”

      He looked around the space. There were no obvious exits but at the far end, where all the Devex warriors were facing, there was a bright light at the bottom of the towering white wall.

      “I guess we head that way,” Jack said.

      “What about the four thousand Devex warriors in our way?” Sam said, rolling his eyes.

      Jack stood up. He climbed over the dark rib he was crouching against and stood in front of the adjacent dark oval. After a few seconds of nervous waiting, the oval slid open. Out of the bright light inside came a fresh Devex. It marched straight toward Jack. Jack stepped aside to give just enough room for the Devex to walk past.

      Completely ignored by the Devex, Jack breathed a sigh of relief.

      “They are not fully activated,” Jack said.

      “What about them?” Sam pointed at a pair of three-meter-tall Devex soldiers walking along the lines of the newly-created human Devex.

      Jack crouched into cover. “Where did they come from?” Jack asked.

      “They came from the light at the far end.” Sam pointed to the white, bright wall in front of the massed ranks of Devex.

      “We are Marines, we go forward. We’ll try and escape through there.” Jack got ready to move and gave a hand signal for Sam to follow before he led the way into the rows of Devex warriors.

      Sam moved into the adjacent row and the pair moved off, low and fast, keeping an eye on the two massive Devex warriors patrolling the lines.

      Jack glanced up at the faceplates of the Devex warriors. Their armor was glinting in the low light. Even though it was a dull gray, it was clean and light shimmered on its edges.

      The dark slit across the faceplate gave away no sign that the armor-clad warrior was watching or aware of anything going on around them. Certainly none that Jack looked at gave any indication that they had noticed him or Sam. They stood rigid, in a position of attention. Motionless. Emotionless. Waiting.

      Jack made a hand signal that Sam spotted right away. The Devex warriors on patrol were crossing the rows at about halfway into the formation. Jack waved his hand down. Sam and Jack crouched behind the legs of a Devex and watched the patrol cross in front of them a few rows ahead.

      With the immediate danger past, Jack waved Sam ahead. He watched for any sign that the patrolling Devex had spotted the movement, but they were moving behind the standing Devex and out of sight.

      After a nervous few minutes, the pair reached the front of the formation. The bright light pouring out from under the massive white wall obscured any view beyond it. Jack squinted and tried to adjust to the bright light.

      The open space between the front rank of the Devex and the opening under the wall ahead was roughly twenty meters across and a hundred meters wide. The moment Jack moved they would surely be spotted. He looked over to Sam, who was watching Jack intently and waiting for the order to move. He glanced back at the two massive Devex patrolling the lines. They had their backs to them but were nearing the far end of the formation. Jack guessed they would turn and walk back any moment.

      And at that moment, the Devex formation moved. In perfect synchronization, every warrior took a step forward, then another, and they marched forward, toward the wide opening at the bottom of the massive white wall.

      Jack gave the signal for Sam to move. Keeping low and matching the formation, they moved toward the opening in the glowing white wall.

      The space beyond the wall opened out into an even larger area where several formations of Devex warriors were forming up—thousands of Devex, including the three-meter-tall warriors Jack had first encountered. There were more of the human-sized Devex joining the formation.

      At the side of the area, Jack saw lines of Devex Raiders—the sleek spacecraft often in support of the massive warships. And alongside the line of raiders were smaller fighters, they looked to be single-cockpit craft.

      Jack pointed at the smaller craft alongside the holding area.

      Sam nodded.

      The pair moved sideways through the formation toward their means of escape.

      The Devex Raiders were large, but the huge space dwarfed them. Once up close, Jack noticed how truly massive they were. Big enough to accommodate a crew of up to a dozen of the massive three-meter-tall Devex warriors. The raiders were easily as big as Jack’s frigate.

      A massive flash at the front of the warrior formation caught Jack’s eye. The flash died away, and the formation marched forward, a block of a hundred Devex stepping to the front of the formation. Jack felt the low humming and rising tension, then the flash again. When it cleared, the hundred Devex were gone.

      “Did they just vaporize those warriors?” Sam said. “Why would they go to all this trouble to suit up these captives and then blast them? These Devex are twisted.”

      The Devex marched forward. Another hundred warriors marched ahead of the massed rank and stopped. Then came the flash of light that made Jack look away for fear of being blinded. The tingling of his hairs standing on end sent a shiver down his spine.

      The warriors vanished. Another hundred stepped up.

      “I don’t think they’re vaporizing them, Sam,” Jack said. “Why go to all this trouble to capture these people only to destroy them? Maybe it’s some kind of matter transport. They are sending these new warriors somewhere.” Jack looked around at the surroundings. It was more industrial than military.

      “You know what this place is?” Jack said.

      “A Devex warship,” Sam replied, “and we are not welcome here.”

      “This is no warship, Sam. It a factory. A production facility. A Devex warrior factory.”

      The matter transport flashed again and another group of a hundred warriors marched forward.

      “Where are they sending them?” Sam looked suddenly at Jack, worry on his face. “Don’t tell me, you think we should find out? I don’t think that’s a great idea, Jack.”

      Jack smiled. Just like Sam to read his mind and find the worst. “Maybe we should investigate, but who knows what’s on the other end of that transport? If we were suited up, it might be an idea. We don’t know if a Marine tactical suit would protect us from whatever is on the other side. I’m sure a tank top and pants wouldn’t be suitable. I don’t even have boots. We’d struggle to deal with a sharp frost.”

      Jack tried to ignore the regular flashes from the front of the formation and looked to the raider, their only realistic means of escape. The boarding ramp on the undercarriage of the raider was in the lowered position. A Devex warrior marched back and forth in front of the craft, passing the base of the boarding ramp. The lines of Devex moved around Sam and Jack. Jack looked at the space he would have to cover to gain access to the ship.

      Sam held up his blaster. Jack understood his plan—to rush in shooting—but he hoped a subtler plan would work.

      “We try and stay out of its field of view,” Jack said. “We wait until it turns to its left and we’ll approach it from behind.”

      “We won’t stand a chance,” Sam said. “I say we take the guard down and rush in.”

      Jack shook his head. He waved at the lines of Devex warriors all around, ignoring the two of them sitting in the lines.

      “They are ignoring us for now. If we start shooting, they might decide to pay us some attention. The last thing we want now is their attention. It will surely be over for us then, old friend.”

      Sam shook his head. “So you want to just walk over there and take the raider? It’s not the craziest plan you’ve ever come up with.”

      “Really?” Jack said. “Remind me of a plan that was crazier.”

      “Okay,” Sam conceded. “It is the craziest. So, do you want to go first or should I?”

      “We go together.” Jack stood up. The lines of warriors marched forward. Jack timed his step. He called out his order to Sam.

      The pair stepped out of the formation and marched directly toward the raider and the Devex warrior marching in front of it. Sam was looking up and around, studying the huge space.

      “Eyes front, Sam,” Jack said. He marched with a confidence that he didn’t feel. Every step took him closer to the massive warrior, every step bringing him closer to capture and death, or worse.

      The Devex warrior reached the end of its short patrol pattern and was just about to turn around. Jack hadn’t expected to get this far. The fact that the Devex had ignored them suggested they were in some programmed pattern, but he was sure the guard at the base of the raider was aware.

      With only a few steps to go and increasingly uncertain of how to proceed, Jack whispered to Sam marching along on his left.

      “Hurry, Sam. Before that Devex guard turns around. Up the ramp. Let’s hope we can fly this thing.”

      Sam handed the blaster over to Jack. It was surprisingly light for a weapon of its size and power.

      Sam moved suddenly and dashed toward the guard.

      “What are you doing?” Jack hissed.

      Stepping up behind the Devex, Sam reached up and grabbed it by the upper arm. Sam’s Mech hand began to unravel. The fingers became a series of fine gray threads, then the hand and the wrist followed. The threads were so fine they appeared as a mist. Jack stepped onto the Devex Raider boarding ramp and took a knee. He swung up the massive blaster to cover Sam.

      “What are you doing?” Jack said again in a harsh whisper.

      “Seeing if I can learn how to fly this ship,” Sam said.

      The Devex warrior collapsed to the deck. Sam’s hand reformed into the familiar human shape. Jack looked at the gray metallic hand. It was as if Sam wore a skintight glove, but Jack knew Sam’s right hand, his entire right arm, was no longer human. Sam was some sort of Mech hybrid.

      Sam grabbed the blaster from the fallen warrior and moved quickly to join Jack on the ramp.

      “It’s clear,” Sam said, pointing up the ramp. “No Devex inside. Do you want to get out of here?”

      Jack took one last visual sweep of the massive Devex formation before turning and running into the ship.

      The interior was completely unlit. Jack could barely see his hand in front of his face. He followed Sam, who appeared to have no trouble finding his way around the ship.

      The flight deck was large but had only two seats, clearly designed for the giant Devex.

      Sam held his hand over the flight console, and it unraveled into a mass of metallic threads. The threads slipped under the flight console cover.

      The deck lit up—buttons and control panels flashed on all around the flight deck.

      “Closing her up. Ready for departure,” Sam said.

      The view screen in front of them showed the marching hoard of Devex warriors. Then the raider began to move. The view rotated.

      “Bringing her about,” Sam said.

      The view turned away from the center of the hangar to face the side bulkhead. A small hatch cover slid aside, and the raider began to move into a long tunnel. Lights around the tunnel began to move past rapidly, gaining speed.

      “You know what you’re doing?” Jack said.

      “No,” Sam replied. “This is all automated. Think I’ll have control once we are out of the ship.”

      The view changed suddenly, and the flashing lights of the tunnel were replaced by the dark, deep void of space.

      “We can’t leave all those people in there,” Jack said.

      “They aren’t people anymore, Jack. They are Devex now. There is nothing we can do for them.”

      The view changed as the ship swooped around. The screen showed that the warship was still clamped on to the civilian transport, the dark puncture arms jabbed in through the outer hull at regular intervals along both sides. Even now, Jack knew, civilians were being taken along those puncture arms, away to be transformed into Devex warriors.

      “But we can save the people still inside the transport,” Jack said.

      “I knew you’d want to try,” Sam said.

      “Good, so put us on top of the transport near the command deck and let’s get back inside.”

      Sam appeared in a trance, his hand meshed with the Devex flight console.

      “Raiders launching from the warship. Fighters too,” Sam said. “I’m getting us out of here.”

      “No, Sam. We have to board the transport. We must attempt to retake the ship.”

      But Sam didn’t seem to be listening, and the raider was accelerating away from the Devex ships and the civilian transport. Jack grabbed Sam by the shoulder.

      “Sam, do you hear me? Return us to the transport. Now.”
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      Jack shook Sam hard and called for him to turn the raider around. Sam pushed him into the chair next to his, and Jack fell into the seat. The large seat straps deployed automatically. They just about held Jack in place as the ship evaded the pursuing Devex.

      Sam gripped the flight console with his left hand while his right remained threaded into the console.

      Jack reached over and he grabbed Sam’s arm.

      “Stop, Sam! We won’t get anywhere on our own in this Devex Raider. We’ll be lost forever,” Jack said. He looked up at the display on the big view screen in front of the flight console showing the raiders swooping away from the massive warship. Jack looked intently, certain they were about to chase them down and attack them, but the raiders held position around the massive Devex ship.

      The screen showed the way ahead on the main image. Nothing but black space. The rear view showed the Devex ship clamped onto the civilian transport, the puncture arms still in place. At the rate the Devex were converting the passengers into warriors, there still had to be many thousands of civilians left on the transport.

      “Stop,” Jack pleaded, gripping Sam hard. “We need to get back to the transport. We can help save the people!”

      The stolen craft accelerated onward, leaving the warship and the civilian transport far behind.

      “We can’t save them, Jack,” Sam said. “I’ve had that Devex equipment on my body. If it wasn’t for the Mech tissue, I’d be a Devex warrior myself, and so would you, probably already through that matter transport device, fighting for the Devex somewhere out there. We are getting out of here.”

      “Contact Bale on the frigate! Together we can save those people!”

      Sam turned and looked at Jack sternly.

      “You have to think about what’s good for us for a change, Jack. We’ve fought so hard. You have to accept that we have lost. We must save ourselves.”

      “We are Marines, Sam. We are still standing. We will not abandon those people. We have to fight on! Turn us around!”

      “Look at us, Jack,” Sam said. “No gear. Armed only with a couple of blasters. How long do you think we’ll survive back there? We are lucky to have gotten away with our lives.”

      Jack looked at his tattered clothes. He was ill-prepared for a fight. He was starting to feel the cold overcome him. But he couldn’t give up. He tapped at the flight panel randomly, trying to find a control that he could figure out, anything to stop Sam taking them further into deep space.

      “You can’t operate the raider, Jack,” Sam said. “I have control.”

      Jack looked at the rear view inset in the view screen.

      “If we run now,” Jack said, slumping back into the massive chair, “we will never find the fleet. We’ll be lost forever. Do you understand, Sam?”

      “It’s for the best, Jack,” Sam said. “We’ve survived without anyone else before. We can do it again.”

      Jack watched the image of the civilian transport falling further behind, growing smaller by the second.

      “Surviving is not the same as living, Sam,” Jack said. “Take us back. We need to help them, and they can help us.”

      Feeling ignored, Jack turned to Sam and gripped him again. “You have to stop running. It’s not easy, but we have to head back. We are Marines, Sam. We have to help them. We can’t leave them there.”

      Jack looked at Sam, imploring him, hoping he’d understand. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the civilian craft stop falling away. The raider’s acceleration slowed, and the ship came to a halt.

      Jack heaved a sigh of relief. “Good choice, Sam. Now turn us around.”

      “We’re trapped,” Sam said.

      “Trapped?” Jack asked. He looked at the screen showing views from all around the ship. Apart from the distant civilian transport and the Devex ship clamped on top, all around was black, empty space. Even the few pursuing raiders had turned away.

      Then Jack spotted the image on the view screen. A massive ship coming into visual range.

      Jack recognized the shape instantly. A Fleet destroyer. Jack touched the view screen as if he could touch the ship. The fleet. He’d found the fleet. The view zoomed in as a response to Jack’s light touch and showed the front section of the destroyer moving toward them. The lettering on the port side bow of the massive ship gave Jack a thrill of excitement and a moment of emotion that was almost too much to hold in.

      “The Scorpio,” Jack said as he fell back into the chair.

      “They are launching fighters,” Sam said. “Blades and tac boats.”

      “Send them a message,” Jack said. “Tell them who we are.”

      “Accessing communication,” Sam said. “I can’t find a vocal communication channel.”

      Jack looked at the fighters swooping out from the Scorpio and climbing up to meet them.

      “How close are they, Sam?” Jack asked.

      Sam looked up at the screen just as the lead Blade opened fire. A series of bright orange flashes streaked across space. The laser blasts slammed into the front of the raider.

      Jack was thrown about in his seat, gripping the loose straps to stop himself being flung onto the flight console.

      “Get us out of here!” Jack said.

      “They are cutting off our escape routes. There is no way out. We’re trapped.”

      Jack looked at the view screen—the Devex warship and its squadrons of raiders and fighters, the Scorpio with its squadrons of tac boats and Blades. There remained only a narrow channel for escape that was shrinking by the second.

      “I’ll try and get us out of the crossfire,” Sam said.

      Another round of blasts struck the raider and jostled Jack in his seat. Sam remained entangled with the console, his Mech tissue unthreading up to his elbow and into the flight console.

      “No,” Jack said excitedly. “I know what to do. Bring us about. Show me the targeting and fire controls on this thing, Sam. I’ve got a better idea.”

      The flight console lit up in a few select places. Sam pointed at the lights.

      “Targeting systems,” Sam said. Then he pointed at a side view on the main screen. “You can see the targeted area here.” Sam pointed again at the console. “That’s the fire control.”

      Jack started to select targets. The controls responded quickly to his touch.

      “Move us toward the Scorpio. Evade the fire from the Blades but put us right in front of the bow section of the Scorpio.”

      Sam sent the raider on a wild ride, avoiding the incoming Blades. The ship took a few heavy hits and a few glancing blows from the Blades. A power system ruptured behind Jack. A shower of sparks and a sudden venting of gas did nothing to distract him from his task.

      Sam moved the ship as lightly as a feather

      “I’ll get us into position. And I’ll try and stop us getting blown out of the void. If one of the Scorpio’s lasers gets us...” Sam trailed off. He threw the ship to one side and then another as he moved in toward the Scorpio. “I just hope you know what you are doing.”

      “Don’t I always?” Jack asked. He targeted the front of the Scorpio and laid in his fire pattern.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Pretorius stood in his position in front of the holostage on his command deck. He watched the fighters swooped in to engage the Devex Raiders. He watched the range indicator fall as he closed in on the Devex warship clamped on to the civilian transport. He would be in range with his main laser assembly in moments.

      Pretorius felt the gaze of Fleet Intelligence Agent Mallet burning into him. She was scrutinizing every aspect of the operation. Pretorius tried not to let it distract him.

      The range finder hit zero. Pretorius gave the order to fire. All forward laser assemblies lit up and delivered a high-energy beam to the upper hull of the Devex warship.

      Pretorius saw the Devex shield absorb the blast with little more than a flicker.

      “Activate all high-energy laser emitters,” Pretorius said. “Target the warship and fire when ready.”

      Commander Chou pointed at the image of the Devex Raider on the holostage. It was heading directly toward the Scorpio.

      “I see it, Mr. Chou,” Pretorius said. “We’ve never seen them do that before. Let’s be sure and put them off doing it again. Forward hail cannon battery, prepare to open fire on that raider. Give them a blast of high-density kinetic hail and shred them.”

      Pretorius saw the raider open fire, but the energy bullets detonated in open space between the raider and the bow of the Scorpio.

      The detonation pattern lit up briefly. Only a fraction of a second. Pretorius spotted something in his subconscious. He tapped the panel on the side of the holostage and selected the data recorder. He scrolled back and searched for the moment the energy bullets detonated.

      The weapons officer called out the forward battery was ready to fire. Mr. Chou raised his arm, about to carry out the captain’s order to open fire on the raider. A full load of kinetic hail ready to fly into the lone raider and tear it apart.

      “Hold fire!” Pretorius said. “Hold fire on the forward hail cannon!”

      “What are you doing, Captain?” Agent Mallet asked gently, her soft tones belying her cold-hearted nature.

      “I need to check this raider,” Pretorius said. “What was that fire pattern?”

      Pretorius noticed Mallet tip her head to one side as she assessed the captain’s actions.

      The image on the side on the main view of the holostage showed the raider and the pattern of fire lit up in between it and the Scorpio. The pattern was clear. A single word.

      Jack.

      “I don’t believe it,” Pretorius said with a smile. He shook his head in disbelief. “Send a light signal to that raider,” Pretorius said. “Message to read: ‘say again.’ Send it now.”

      Pretorius watched the live feed on the holostage, and again the raider fired a stream of white energy bullets detonating in space and flashing for a moment. Pretorius did not need to read it a second time.

      “Send a squadron of Blades to that raider. Do not engage, is that clear? And open a hangar. Let’s bring that raider in.”

      “Hold there, Mr. Chou,” Agent Mallet said. “You cannot bring a hostile enemy craft into your hanger, Captain.”

      “I understand your concern, but I give the orders on my command deck, Agent Mallet.” Pretorius turned to the holostage. The image showed the Scorpio firing on the massive Devex warship. Its shielding over the upper hull flashed as the lasers struck.

      Pretorius tugged his cuffs.

      “Forward hail cannon. Target that Devex warship and open fire.”
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        * * *

      

      A pair of Blades raced up from the Scorpio, heading directly for Jack and Sam in their stolen Devex Raider.

      “It didn’t work,” Sam said. “They are sending the Blades in to finish us. I’m getting us out of here.”

      Jack was smiling. He put a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “No, Sam. It’s okay. Pretorius is sending us an escort. Hold and wait for instructions.”

      The two Blades raced up to the raider and took position on either side, then they flipped end over end to point back toward the Scorpio. A light signal flickered from their strobes onto the raider. Jack decoded the light signal.

      “They want us to follow them in,” he said. He patted Sam on the shoulder. “Hold formation with the Blades and let them take us in.”

      The Blades crept forward a few meters. Sam matched their course and speed. Incrementally, the Blades sped up and soon the flight of two Fleet fighters and the Devex Raider were heading to an open hangar on the side of the Scorpio.

      Jack felt his breath catch in his chest. He looked at the dark outer hull and felt as close to home as he had in the longest time. He felt a feeling of pride grow in him, and a feeling of security, of duty and belonging. The massive hull filled the view screen of the Devex ship. The large Marine hangar deck, brightly lit, was a welcome sight. Jack felt emotion fill him, and he patted Sam again.

      “We’re home, Sam. Home.”

      The raider touched down on the hangar deck. The Blades arced away and resumed their patrol.

      “Come on, Sam. Get that ramp open. We need to report our findings from the interior of that Devex ship right away.”

      Sam stood up and unwound his Mech tissue from the Devex flight console. The fibers slipped out and churned about before re-forming into the hand shape. He looked over to Jack and nodded he was ready.

      Jack took in the sight of the pair of them. Tattered clothing, no boots, dirty from the fight. Stinking from the sweat that had dried on their clothes in the cold of the raider. But at least they were safe. They walked down the ramp and onto the Marine deck.

      The sound of pulse rifles being readied stopped Jack in his tracks. He blinked in the bright light of the Marine deck. Standing on one side was a formation of Marines in tactical suits. At either end of the formation stood mobile automatic sentry guns—with huge, multi-barrel pulse cannons. Stepping out from the center of the front line of Marines came a Fleet Intelligence agent flanked by two Fleet Intelligence enforcers.

      “Stop where you are,” the agent said. “Kneel. Hands behind your heads. Do it or I’ll open fire.”
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      Jack kneeled on the deck. The enforcers walked over, pulse rifles aimed. The line of Marines stood ready too. Jack had no way of knowing who any of the Marines were since they, like the enforcers, were fully clad in the tactical suits.

      The Fleet Intelligence agent wore a black uniform with the three silver pips of a senior agent. Jack had only one episode of contact with an intelligence agent. It had been a worrying encounter and Jack had tried hard to forget about it. Intelligence agents were suspicious of everyone, all the time. It was their job to distrust all members of the Fleet and the Fleet Marines. They were selected to be emotionless and highly suspicious. They were all good at their jobs.

      “Name?” the agent said, pointing at Jack.

      “Major Jack Forge. Fleet Marines. Scorpio Battalion. And this is one of my company commanders, Sam Torent, Cobra Company.”

      Jack noticed the subtle shifting in positions of some of the Marines behind the intelligence agent. Jack guessed from the slightest shuffle that some of these Marines recognized him and Sam.

      Agent Mallet tilted her head.

      “If you are Major Forge, where is your Fleet Marine ident? I am scanning you right now and I am reading no ident.”

      “The Devex must have removed it when I was unconscious.”

      “Listen up, Agent,” Sam said, jabbing a finger toward her. “Ask any Marine who this is, and they’ll tell you who he is.”

      “At ease, Sam,” Jack said quietly.

      Mallet stepped forward, the enforcers stepping up too. “You don’t give orders around here anymore,” Mallet said to Jack. “You are out of uniform. You have no identification. You are at best a rogue Marine gone AWOL, and at worst a Devex spy.” Then, turning to her enforcers, she waved at Jack and Sam. “Bring them.”

      The enforcer grabbed Jack roughly by the arm and hauled him to his feet. The enforcer grabbing Sam stepped away suddenly and pointed his pulse rifle at Sam. The agent aimed her pulse pistol at Sam’s head.

      “What?” Jack called out, suddenly concerned and in a panic. “What’s the matter?”

      “The arm,” Mallet said. She held Sam in her gaze and held her pulse pistol steady, aimed at Sam’s head.

      Sam held out his right arm. “It is Mech tissue,” he said. “We encountered a group of Mechs. They gave me this.”

      “Mech?” Mallet said. “I’ve never heard of Mechs. It is more likely Devex tech. I should eliminate you right here and now.”

      Jack saw another ripple of movement in the Marine lines. He saw the defiance on Sam’s face. He saw the fear of the unknown and stiff determination on Agent Mallet’s face.

      “Hold right there, Agent Mallet,” the voice of Captain Pretorius came from the far end of the hangar. He marched over flanked by two Marines from his command deck detail. “You are holding two heroes of the Chitin War, and you will release them immediately.”

      Pretorius marched over and stood next to Jack.

      “They have no idents. They arrived on a Devex Raider. They are spies, can’t you see it?”

      Pretorius laid his hand on Mallet’s pistol and pushed it down.

      “This is Major Jack Forge.” Pretorius looked at Jack with a half-smile behind his gray eyes. “A little worse for wear, perhaps, but this is Forge none the less.” Pretorius looked down at Jack. “How are you doing, my boy? Well, I trust?”

      “Bit cold, sir,” Jack said. “Anxious to get back to the transport. There are still a lot of civilians over there that could use our help.”

      “Look,” Mallet said, pointing at Sam’s gray metal arm and looking at Pretorius. “His arm. Devex tech. Explain that.”

      “It is Mech, sir,” Jack said, looking up at his old captain, friend, and mentor. “They enhanced Sam’s arm, sir.”

      Pretorius looked at Sam. “I remember you, Marine. Remind me, where did you lose your arm?”

      “A raid on an enemy listening post, carried out from this ship, sir.”

      “I remember now. What happened to the cybernetic arm the Fleet Marines gave you?”

      “I had to blow that arm up, sir,” Sam said with a twinkle in his eye.

      “Sorry to hear that, son,” Pretorius said.

      “I’m not, sir. I hated that kravin’ arm.”

      Jack heard the ripple of laughter from the Marines. He saw the agent’s body stiffen.

      “These two men are to be detained until we can ascertain who, or what, they are.”

      “Sir,” Jack said, looking up at Pretorius. “I’ve been inside the Devex ship. I know what they are doing. You need to let me get back over there. We can still save a lot of people.”

      “This is a security matter, Captain. I have authority here.”

      Pretorius looked at Jack and Sam. “This is a Fleet operation, and I have the authority to use any and all means to bring it to a successful conclusion.” Pretorius put a hand on Jack and pulled him back up to his feet.

      “Jack, the lasers are not putting a dent in their shielding. I’ve just lost a tac boat trying to get through to deliver a combat drone. Do you think that raider can get back inside the warship?”

      “Sir,” Jack said, adjusting his tatty clothes, “we can try. But we’ll have to move the drone deep inside the Devex ship or it’ll take out half the civilian transport too.”

      “This is madness,” Mallet said. “These men are under arrest by order of Fleet Intelligence.”

      Pretorius ignored the agent.

      “Jack, you and your comrade are under open arrest. Do you know what that means?”

      “It means I can get back in the fight, sir. If Sam and I can infiltrate the Devex ship, we can save a lot of lives here today.”

      “Who’s the senior Marine here?” Pretorius called out.

      “Commander Osho, sir.” Osho stepped forward.

      Jack looked over at the Marine who stepped forward. Osho was as old a friend as Sam. She was alive. Jack smiled. Even with the Fleet Intelligence enforcers pointing a pulse rifle at his chest, he felt glad to be back.

      “Commander Osho, take these Marines and equip them. Jack Forge has a plan. Help him carry it out. Clear?”

      “Yes, sir,” Osho said. She walked over to Jack and saluted him.

      “He’s not an officer,” Mallet said in dismay. “Stop saluting him.”

      “Good to see you, Major,” Osho said. “If you would like to come this way, we’ll get you geared up, sir?”

      Mallet turned on Pretorius. “If this goes wrong, Pretorius, I will take your ship, your captain’s star, and then your head, is that clear?”

      Pretorius looked at Jack. “You hear that, Jack? Don’t let me down.”

      Jack saluted the captain. “Copy that, sir,” Jack replied and then, moving across the hangar toward Osho, he began to call out his orders. “Get a combat drone up here and aboard the raider. Let’s do this quickly. There’s no time to waste.”
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      Jack ran through the corridors of the Scorpio with a squad of Marines behind him. His bare feet slapped against the composite deck plates. He had no need to check a map or plan a route, he knew this ship inside and out. He charged into the quartermaster’s store and grabbed a Fleet Marine tactical suit. He threw it to Sam and then grabbed one for himself.

      Jack pulled the suit on, sliding his aching body into the familiar equipment. The moment he powered the suit, it began to report all Jack’s medical data. He was fatigued and almost hypothermic. He was bleeding from minor cuts all over his body. He was battered and bruised, he was hungry, and he was in need of a shower.

      The suit administered several shots to counter the most dangerous and debilitating issues. Jack immediately felt his body warm up and he relaxed. But he had work to do. He could not relax, yet.

      “Just like old times,” Sam said.

      Jack nodded. “Just like old times. Squad, with me. Move out.”

      Jack ran to the Marine hangar and the waiting Devex Raider. Jack stood at the bottom of the ramp and waved the Marines inside. Sam went up last.

      “Guess you need me to fly this thing?” Sam said. He pulled off the right gauntlet of his tactical suit and clipped it to one of his utility straps.

      “Get us to the Devex warship. Go.” Jack waved Sam inside, then followed him into the dark interior of the raider.

      With his Fleet Marine tactical suit’s enhanced display active, Jack could see the interior of the raider more clearly. It was completely undecorated in any way. Even Fleet Marine tac boats, built for action and strictly controlled, were decorated with pictures of loved ones or small good luck trophies. Every tac boat in the fleet had a small toy or picture at the entrance for the crew to touch in some way as a good luck gesture. The Devex Raider had nothing like that to show that no people with hopes, fears, dreams, or desires ever traveled inside.

      The ramp closed, sealing them inside the ship. Jack walked past the Marines in the passenger area, and the huge combat drone that had been loaded inside as well. Jack checked the activity on the drone. It was active and could be detonated remotely. He joined Sam in the flight deck. Sam’s hand was already unraveled and interfacing with the Devex tech.

      Jack sat down as the raider exited the Scorpio, and he looked at the forward view screen. It was a limited system and he couldn’t see all he wanted without constant adjustments to view direction. He ignored the forward view on the screen and activated his suit’s wrist-mounted holodisplay. He patched into the Scorpio’s sensor network and called up a picture of the battle.

      The Scorpio was in weapons range and holding position. Its massive laser assemblies on the upper and lower hulls were firing on the warship below.

      The Blades held formation on the flanks of the Scorpio, ready to defend against any attack.

      The Devex ship below was taking the laser hits on an energy field that flickered with every hit. The lancing laser beams slammed into the Devex shields.

      The Devex ship returned fire with its countless rapid-fire guns. Millions of tiny points of white energy streamed toward the Scorpio.

      Jack watched in horror as the Devex bullets streamed across space toward the Scorpio. The last time Jack had seen the Devex warship weapons in action, they had smashed a Fleet carrier in a few moments.

      Jack saw the side of the Scorpio light up as it opened fire with its high-density shot cannon. A wall of kinetic hail spread out like a shield in front of the destroyer.

      “Sam, the Scorpio is firing a spread of kinetic hail. Stay out of her field of fire.”

      “Copy,” Sam said distantly. The raider moved suddenly to one side. Jack checked on his holoimage. The raider was avoiding the massive wall of kinetic hail. The points of fierce white energy from the Devex ship streaked across space and finally met the wall of kinetic hail.

      The hail shot erupted in a wall of plasma fire and the white energy bullets were neutralized in a flash.

      Jack punched the air. The Scorpio, and the fleet, had found a counter-measure to the destructive Devex white energy.

      The Devex fired again. A stream of energy, thousands of lines each containing hundreds of thousands of points of energy, rushed across space toward the Scorpio.

      The Scorpio activated all of its high-energy lasers and delivered a massive blow on the Devex energy shield and then deployed its defensive kinetic hail wall.

      The Devex Raiders and fighters were sweeping around on the upper and lower flanks relative to the Scorpio. The Blades moved to counter the maneuver.

      “Why doesn’t the Devex warship release the civilian transport?” Sam said. “Surely it’ll be more effective without that civilian ship attached to it.”

      “It’s not its objective,” Jack said. “It is just holding the Scorpio off so it can capture all the civilians and create Devex warriors.”

      Sam nodded. “Makes sense, I guess. They must need those warriors pretty bad. Makes you wonder what’s attacking the Devex to make them need so many warriors.”

      “I guess,” Jack said, “but our priority, our duty, is to save those civilians. How long, Sam?”

      “Approaching the raider bay now.”

      The ship swooped in toward the open Devex bay. The channel they had so recently escaped through appeared the best way back in. Sam flew directly at the small opening.

      Jack called back to the Marines in the hold behind. “Thirty seconds. Move out fast. Use the raider for cover. Watch out for active Devex warriors. There will be thousands of Devex in a trancelike state moving toward the matter transport. Ignore them unless they attack.”

      Sam withdrew his Mech hand from the flight deck.

      “I’m no longer in control,” he said, his hands off the flight console. “The warship is bringing us in.”

      Jack looked at the view screen. The massive Devex assembly area and hangar lay just ahead. The narrow entrance channel opened.

      “It’s okay. It’s probably an automated docking program. Can you open the boarding ramp?”

      “We’re still thirty meters off the deck,” Sam said, “and we’re not moving.”

      Jack looked to the view screen. Then the screen went blank.

      “Open the boarding ramp, shoot it out if you have to, but we’re getting out of here now.”

      The Marines in the hold were on their feet facing the closed boarding ramp two abreast. The ramp began to open. Then the Devex fire came on.

      “Go. Go. Go,” Jack shouted and pushed the Marines toward the open door. Then, with a glance over his shoulder to check that Sam was right behind him, he ran at the open door himself.

      The massive holding area was filled with the thousands of new Devex warriors all marching toward the matter transport platform. Another hundred warriors were beamed away.

      Jack linked to the combat drone and activated its drive systems. The drone exited the raider behind Jack and followed him as he used his suit’s thruster and local grav field to lower himself to the deck.

      The Marine squad was taking cover at the far end of the assembly area. The new Devex warriors continued to march out at regular intervals. The Marines ignored the automated, unthinking warriors and poured their fire on the scores of the massive Devex warriors scattered around the area.

      Jack landed in a small channel at the back of the area next to a Marine who was taking careful aim and firing high-energy pulse blasts at the Devex. A stream of white energy bullets raked the space right next to Jack’s head. His suit reported an attacker on a raised platform to one side. Jack returned fire. The Devex fell back as Jack hit him in the faceplate with a pulse rifle blast. He saw Sam out of the corner of his eye dropping down to join him as he took aim again.

      The drone hovered near Jack. The powerful combat drone should be able to cripple the warship from the inside and give Jack a chance to save the civilians aboard the transport. He checked the drone’s status.

      Jack was filled with a sudden feeling of shock and fear as he noticed the small display on the side of the combat drone.

      The short countdown had already begun.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Pretorius stormed across the command deck to Agent Mallet at the weapons control console.

      “What are you doing? We had a plan. Stop the countdown.”

      “Negative, Captain. This is the first time we have managed to infiltrate a Devex warship. I do not want to take any chances. If I could cancel the countdown altogether and detonate the drone right now, I would. Inform your fighter wing to be ready to move in and finish off any remaining raiders.”

      “But the civilians. Jack Forge is in there hoping to save the passengers.”

      “Jack Forge is a rogue Marine, Captain. He has been lost to the service for too long. This mission will be his last.” Mallet jabbed a finger into Pretorius’s chest. “Your affection for the Marine is a bad reflection on your command abilities.”

      “And destroying the civilian transport is a bad reflection on your compassion for your fellow citizens.”

      “We don’t know if the transport will be destroyed. The warship should be, and that was our mission. We just got lucky that we could get a massive payload inside. This is going to look good on both our records, Captain…if you let me write the report.”

      Pretorius walked over to the communication console. “Contact Major Forge and order him to evacuate immediately. Do it. Now.”

      The communications officer looked up at Pretorius with an apologetic expression. He shook his head and looked down, crestfallen.

      Pretorius tried the communication console. Jack Forge was out of contact, no communications were entering or leaving the dark Devex warship.

      Pretorius pushed himself away from the console and walked over to his command chair.

      “I’ll be writing a report of my own,” Pretorius said. “And I’ll be making a special mention of Jack Forge, a hero of the fleet—” Pretorius shot a look at Mallet. “—and I’ll include all information regarding my contact with the enemy.”
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        * * *

      

      Jack opened the drone.

      “I have to slow this countdown,” he said as Devex energy bullets fizzed overhead. “If this combat drone detonates here, it will take a massive section out of the civilian transport too.”

      He was there to save lives, not take them. Too many had been lost already.

      Sam clamped a hand on Jack’s shoulder.

      “It’s no good, Jack. You can’t stop it. That looks like Fleet Intelligence security lockout to me.”

      Jack knew what he was looking at, and he knew who was responsible.

      “Mallet,” he said.

      “We need to withdraw,” Sam said. “Jack. Let’s get out of here.”

      Jack looked at Sam. “Your hand,” Jack said, nodding toward Sam’s Mech arm. “Can you fix the countdown?”

      “I might be able to, but I might end up detonating the thing. I don’t know how to control it.”

      Jack looked up to the raider still holding thirty meters above. He looked up just in time to see the boarding ramp close and the ship turn and fly off along the launch tunnel.

      “Jack,” Sam implored. “We haven’t got long.”

      Jack looked at the launch tunnel. It was the only way out.

      “Marines. We are leaving. Form up outside the launch tunnel. Go.”

      The Marine squad leaped into the air and flew toward the launch tunnel. Their tactical suits’ local grav fields and thrusters propelled them forward. Devex white energy bullets tore through the air around them.

      Jack jumped off the deck last and followed his squad. He set his heading for the opening to the launch tunnel and pushed his suit to move as fast as possible. He turned and aimed his pulse rifle behind him to cover the retreat.

      A blast of fire from a Devex warrior streaked toward Jack. He quickly adjusted his heading and evaded the stream of white energy bullets. They glanced off his left hip and sent him spinning. He reached the launch tunnel and was away.

      Outside, the squad was waiting, hanging in space. Jack went ahead.

      “With me, Marines. Follow me, as fast as you can.”

      The side of the Devex warship at the launch tunnel was only a few hundred meters from the upper hull of the civilian transport. Jack looked down and moved toward the transport still clamped underneath the warship. The combat drone was about to detonate. Its antimatter payload was enough the turn the surrounding area into a small, short-lived star. Jack’s only hope of evading the antimatter conflagration was to cover behind the civilian ship.

      Jack moved down along the side of the transport. He could see in through portholes into cabins where passengers, locked in their rooms, were sleeping, victims of the Dox vapor. They had been destined to be transformed into a new Devex warrior. Now they were moments away from being vaporized by a Fleet combat drone’s antimatter detonation.

      Checking the countdown on his wrist, Jack saw that the detonation was seconds away. He looked out to the Scorpio in the distance. Its laser beams still slammed into the Devex energy shields. The combat drone would turn everything in a hundred-thousand-meter radius into a cloud of subatomic particles. Jack knew he had done his best, but it was the end.

      The Scorpio fired another blast and the Devex energy shield shimmered. Jack noticed the shimmering wrap around the Devex ship, even along the clamping arms that punctured the side of the civilian transport.

      The energy shield was one of the most powerful defense systems Jack had ever seen. The Scorpio blasted another hail wall to fend off another stream of white energy, but it cut through and blasted a hole in the Scorpio’s lower hull.

      The Scorpio was slowly overcoming the Devex energy shield. A second blast and the shimmering around the Devex ship seemed to travel further, wrapping almost entirely around the ship. One more blast and the shield would fail.

      Jack realized that if the shield held, it might contain the combat drone blast and save the civilian transport from much of the antimatter detonation.

      Jack opened a channel to the Scorpio’s command deck.

      “Scorpio. This is Forge. Captain, are you receiving?”

      “Jack. You have to get out of there.”

      Pretorius sounded rattled. Jack could hear the stiff tone but detected the emotion behind it.

      “No time, sir,” Jack said. He looked up at the Scorpio. “You have to stop your attack.”

      Jack watched his squad of Marines racing away, down along the side of the transport, desperate to clear the blast zone—a zone they could never hope to escape—unless the Devex shield saved them.

      The laser assembly on the Scorpio began to glow as they charged for the kill-shot—a blast that would dissipate the energy shield and expose the Devex hull to the full force of the Scorpio’s devastating laser weapons and the high-density shot.

      The glowing laser assembly went dark.

      “Explain, Jack?”

      “The Devex shield, it might contain the combat drone blast. If we can contain the blast, we might be able to save the civilians.”

      Jack looked at the Devex ship as it fired another stream energy points, and then the combat drone detonated.

      The explosion transformed the lower hull of the Devex warship to plasma. The shield held as the antimatter explosion ripped up the sides of the Devex ship and wrapped around the inside edge of the shield. The Devex ship disappeared in a seething cloud of plasma.

      The Devex puncture arms disintegrated, and the civilian ship fell away.

      Jack gripped the side of the civilian craft just as the transport’s massive drive system activated. The transport began accelerating away from the plasma fire consuming the Devex ship.

      Finally, the antimatter explosion took out the shield generator deep inside the warship. The energy shield failed, and the antimatter detonation leaped outward. The rolling plasma surged out and caught up with the transport.

      The Devex ship was annihilated, and the antimatter explosion reached its maximum range. The flickering plasma licked at the civilian transport as it moved away from the explosion.

      Jack looked up to the Scorpio. It was drawing closer, moving into formation with the transport.

      “Jack. This is Pretorius. Do you read me, Major?”

      Jack smiled and looked at the Scorpio drawing up alongside the civilian transport, dancing lights from the antimatter explosion throwing shadows over the destroyer’s hull.

      “This is Forge. Permission to come aboard, Captain.”

      Jack powered his suit’s thrusters and headed toward the Scorpio.

      It was over. He was home.
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      Jack sat on the medical bunk, his wounds and abrasions dressed. Clean sheets and the familiar hum of the Scorpio’s systems brought a relaxed sensation that he had not felt in too long a time.

      The medical drone drew blood while a doctor flipped through the holofile at the end of the bunk.

      “You’re in good shape, all things considered,” the doctor said. “I’m going to be releasing you in a few hours. Do you have anyone you need to contact before…”

      Jack knew what was waiting, and he had no idea how he was going to explain the days since the evacuation. He was sure Fleet Intelligence would want to know every last detail.

      “How’s Sam?” Jack asked.

      The doctor deactivated the holofile. He avoided Jack’s stare.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss the subject.”

      “The patient, you mean,” Jack said, sitting forward.

      The drone gently pressed Jack back to his bunk.

      The doctor hesitated on his way to the closed med-bay exit.

      “Your friend is well. The tests on his arm are…”

      “What?” Jack pushed the medical drone aside.

      “Proving difficult.”

      The med-bay exit opened. In walked two Fleet Intelligence enforcers followed by Agent Mallet. She pushed the doctor out of the med-bay and closed the door. She stepped over to Jack.

      “You ready to begin?”

      Jack swung his legs over the side of the bed.

      “Let’s get this over with.”

      Jack felt the deck under his feet. He was home, and he had a feeling that he was in as much danger as ever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank You For Reading

      

      

      Jack and Sam have found the fleet, but they are far from safe. With an overwhelming force on their tail, can they save humanity again?

      If you could take a minute and leave a review for me on Amazon, that would be awesome.

      

      The next story in the series is called New Enemy. Jack and the Fleet find out there are worse things out in the black of space than Devex warriors.

      
        
        Order New Enemy here:

        amazon.com/dp/B07S2KTK31

      

      

      

      And if you would like to know about the events that led to Jack and Sam being stranded in space, check out the Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series where Jack goes from unwilling Marine to savior of humanity.

      
        
        Get Recruit, Book 1 in the series:

        amazon.com/dp/B07695FRGG

      

      

      
        
        Or get the whole Jack Forge, Fleet Marine series:

        amazon.com/dp/B07MNQSKCN

      

      

      

      Lastly, if you would like to be notified whenever I release a new book plus learn about all kinds of special offers, you should consider signing up for our Science Fiction Newsletter. The details are on the next page. You will get a free story when you sign up.

      

      
        
        Thanks again. Now, turn the page and check out the Science Fiction Newsletter!
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        Canis Borg: Alien Control Agent

        Half human. Half Alien. All Attitude!
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