
	Ghostship Derelict
 

	By J. R. Handley & 

	David Hensley

	 

	 

	[image: A hexagon with a logo

Description automatically generated]

	 

	 

	Bayonet Books

	Virginia Beach, VA USA



	
Ghostship Derelict by J.R. Handley and David Hensley is Published by Bayonet Books

	admin@bayonetbooks.com

	869 Lynnhaven Pkwy, Suite 113-129, Virginia Beach, VA 23452

	https://bayonetbooks.com

	Copyright © 2024 by David Hensley & J. R. Handley 

	Copyright © 2026 by David Hensley & J. R. Handley 

	 

	All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

	 

	For permission requests, contact the publisher listed above, addressed “Attention: Permissions”.

	 

	Publishers Note: This is a collective work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

	 

	Copyright © 2026 David Hensley & J. R. Handley

	 

	Credits:

	 

	Cover design by: Quiet Shadows Covers

	Edited by: Bayonet Books

	Ghostship Derelict

	by David Hensley & J.R. Handley/Bayonet Books – 2nd edition

	Ebook ISBN: 978-1-960016-62-1

	Trade Paperback ISBN: 978-1-960016-63-8

	 

	 


 

	 

	Table of Contents

	Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	Prologue

	 

	 

	Captain Iris Cauffman, Dagdan Federation Navy (DFN)

	Commanding Officer, DFS Nathanial B. Hughes

	DFS Nathanial B. Hughes BC 515, Bridge 

	30 June 4776 Dagda Federation Calendar (DFC)

	 

	“F


	ive minutes to transit.” 

	“Five minutes, aye,” Captain Iris Cauffman replied, acknowledging the report.

	She checked her navigation repeater. Five minutes thirty seconds to the Heron Space Transit point. Astrographer’s Mate First Class Grant’s report was prompt, professional, and just a touch early, precisely the way she liked her bridge crew. Captain Cauffman allowed herself a small smile as she replied. 

	“Thank you, AG1.” 

	In five minutes she would give the command for the Dagdan Federation Ship Nathanial B. Hughes to make the reversion transition from Herron Space back to normal space. Then the drudgery would begin all over again, the continued search for DFS Lotus. It would be their fifty-eighth such search in as many weeks. This one in a system so far from Dagdan space that it didn’t have a proper name, only a catalogue number.

	 “BMOW.”

	“Ma’am,” said the Boatswain’s Mate of the Watch, Chief Smith.

	“All hands make ready for Heron Space transit. Transit in five minutes.”

	“All hands make ready for Heron Space transit, aye.” Chief Boatswain’s Mate Smith said.

	The BMC lifted his bosun pipe and keyed the microphone for Hughes’ ship-wide communication system, the 1MC. He then blew the high-trilling call of All Hands. “Now onboard Nathanial B. Hughes, Heron Space Transit in five minutes. All hands make ready for transit at this time. Secure all gear adrift and stand by.” 

	Captain Cauffman scanned the bridge. The current watch was sharp. Not that she expected anything less. The thirteen-and-a-half-month search provided an excellent opportunity to retrain Hughes’ crew, getting them back into fighting shape after an extensive yard period for weapons refit and overhaul. 

	Those first few weeks out of the yards were more than a little rough. Discipline issues were rampant, primarily new sailors they’d picked up from the impressment recruiter on Tremont station. Those frustrating souls were new to a life of self-discipline and filled her afternoons with Non-judicial Punishment proceedings. Some of her worst offenders had even required flogging. Some of those special sorts who couldn’t learn came back for rounds two and three with the boatswain’s mate’s whip.  

	She hated the lash. Discipline, however, must be maintained. A starship, a warship like the Hughes, could ill afford an undisciplined crew. Space, like the sea, was heartless and uncaring. One moment of inattention or insubordination at the wrong time could get a crewman and her shipmates killed.

	“Coordinates 18693.362 by 5156.793 by 0 reached,” AG1 reported. 

	“Very well.” Captain Cauffman checked her repeater after acknowledging the report. Thirty seconds left on the five-minute counter. “Boats, sound the transition. Helm, transition on my mark.”

	She waited until the triple beep of the transition alarm sounded and braced herself for what came next. “Mark.”

	BM2 Sinkler made the appropriate inputs to the helm station, and for a brief moment, the world seemed to turn inside out. Captain Cauffman’s head swam, and it felt like her bellybutton was desperately trying to make contact with her spine while gooseflesh stampeded up and down her body.

	Everyone felt those things to one degree or another. It was the urge to vomit that she needed to lock down. If BUMED ever got wind of her growing difficulty with Herron Space Transits, she could look forward to early retirement or transfer to some shore command to drive a desk. That thought made her shudder. She was a sailor, and sailors belonged aboard ship, not stuck in some rear area office sucking up to admirals and politicians.

	At the very least, she’d be removed from the seniority list. And that would not do, not when promotion to Admiral was so close at hand. So, she stiffened her spine, sipped water laced with antiemetics, and projected an image of professional disinterest.

	“Transition complete,” Boats announced. He was one of those sailors who were either immune to the effects of crossing the Herron Threshold or masked it better than anyone she’d ever served with. “Stand by for post-transit reports.”

	“OOD?” Cauffman asked, scanning the holographic repeater displays projected around the command chair.

	Everything showed nominal. Cauffman prepared to pass command to the Officer of the Deck (OOD). She’d checked the survey reports on their destination. Sector Theta-Twelve-A, Sculia-6160. One gas giant, two smaller planets closer to the primary, Sculia, and a significant scattering of debris and rocks orbiting all three. A red dwarf star, one super Jovian planet, and a bunch of lifeless rocks. An hour or two to scan the system, then back underway to the next grid coordinate. Good practice for the Lieutenant. 

	“Ma’am,” Lieutenant Anderson said. 

	“You have—”

	“Contact!” Communications Technician Second Class Wienczeslawski reported from the comms station. 

	“Where away?” Captain Cauffman asked, turning toward CT2 and the sensor pit.

	How strange; the comms tech has a contact report ahead of the lookouts. 

	“It’s a distress beacon, Captain,” CT2 said.

	“Contact,” ST3 Mellen reported. “Bearing, zero-five-one. Range, six-point-seven-two-billion kilometers, about a thousand klicks above the ecliptic.”

	“Helm,” Captain Cauffman said, leaning forward in the chair, “bring us about on an intercept course. I want to get close enough to peek up her skirts. Mind you, not so close that she can give us a slap for our efforts.”

	“Aye, ma’am, coming about.”

	“Contact identified,” ST3 said. “She’s Dagdan, Camel class freighter, DFMS Lumo.”

	“Good work, Mellen,” she said, standing and walking to the sensor pit rail, hands clasped behind her back.

	Some captains preferred to conduct all of their business firmly seated in the command chair. They thought it gave them more authority. That probably worked for some of them, especially the ones who chose to don the mask of the martinet. She preferred a closer, more intimate persona of command. Stepping down from the chair made her marginally more approachable. And it let the crew know she was present. 

	“Ski?” Cauffman asked.

	As she spoke, she stepped down into the Bright Bridge. That was the proper name you learned at the Academy. Out here in the fleet, almost everyone called it the sensor pit. It was the place where the six lookouts stood watch, keeping an eye on the vastness of space around Hughes fore and aft, port and starboard, roof and belly. Communication Technician Second Class Wienczeslawski manned the communication console adjacent to the forward watch. 

	“Ma’am,” Ski said, hunched over his console, attention glued to the suite of holo-displays. 

	The communication watch station looked like a child’s playset, dwarfed by the behemoth comms tech. CT2’s thick hands danced across the keys, occasionally reaching up and moving one thing or another around in his watch-station’s collection of holographic displays. 

	“How is it that my comms watch spotted a contact ahead of the lookouts?” Cauffman asked, watching ST3 Mellen hang his head. A peek over the sensor-tech’s shoulder revealed he was working to clean up the sensor image. 

	“Simple,” Ski glanced up at her and grinned before returning to his display. “That ship is pumping out WPLS meson waves like a goddamned pulsar.”

	“Distress beacon?”

	“Not exactly,” Ski said, shaking his head. “There is a message buried in this mess, but ‘ol Nate here can’t sort it out.” He patted the console. “Either we don’t have the decrypt key, or she’s squawking with a freq and encoding that we weren’t meant to decode.”

	“Well then, sus it out,” Captain Cauffman replied, giving Ski a pat on the shoulder. “ST3?”

	“Ma’am,” ST3 Mellen said, relief in his voice. 

	The young sensor tech was thin and wiry, where Ski was massive. The two were inseparable. No matter how the Senior Watch Officer organized the shifts and watches, Ski and Mellen always ended up in the same section, on the same watches. Off duty, they were typically found down on the mess decks, kicking the hell out of some poor souls at Ponctor. She had it on good authority that the two generally paid for their in-port liberty excursions with their winnings.

	“That was fast. Are you guessing?”

	“No, Ma’am,” he gave the forward lookout console an affectionate pat, “Nate cross-matched the sensor returns with the database of Dagdan shipping and came back with a Camel class freighter, Dagda Federation Merchant Ship Lumo. Ski only beat me cause I was making sure Nate wasn’t bullshitting me.”

	“How so?”

	“Lumo’s in the missing and presumed lost section of the database. She was reported overdue 10 July back in ‘56; nearly twenty years, Skipper.”

	“Good,” a voice behind her said.

	Captain Cauffman straightened and turned to look at the speaker.

	Deputy Commissar Javier Mortensen returned her gaze with his customary half smile, like he knew at least two things everyone else did not. He always looked like that and today was no different. If she were being honest, it was generally the case that he had more and better information. Most of the officers and ratings aboard Hughes mistook his slovenly obesity for carelessness. That was a mistake. DC Mortensen was certainly the most intelligent person aboard Hughes and possibly in this arm of the Agloma galaxy. 

	“How so?” she asked, stepping out of the sensor pit and returning to her command station. 

	“That ship has been missing for twenty years, Captain,” he said, crossing the bridge and leaning against the arm of her chair rather than taking up his place alongside the OOD. “Clearly, it can be left for someone else to deal with. Perhaps we simply drop a buoy and notify the cutter service to come out and tow her back to port?”

	His voice managed to sound respectful yet condescending and oily at the same time. Talking to him left her feeling like she’d been dipped in turret grease. No matter how hard you scrubbed, there was a film that just wouldn’t come off.

	“I am not in the business of explaining my decisions, Mister Mortensen,” she said, sitting in Hughes’ command chair and dragging the sensor feed onto her primary repeater display. “However, this will be instructional for the crew. JOOD?”

	“Yes, Captain?” Ensign Keegan asked. 

	“Can you recite, for Mister Mortensen, the Law of the Void?”

	“Yes Ma’am,” the young officer said, facing the command chair, his blond hair a bit tousled, cheeks flushed. “Which part?”

	“The bit concerning vessels in distress, if you please,” she said, turning to stare at the Deputy Commissar. 

	“All Dagdan Federation Naval personnel acknowledge a moral and humanitarian duty to render assistance to vessels in distress. This duty is based upon the understanding that the challenges and dangers of traveling the void necessitate collective responsibility for the safety of all spacefarers. Moreover, it is—”

	“That will do, Ensign Keegan,” Cauffman said, giving the Deputy Commissar a tight smile. “You may return to your duties.”

	“Aye, aye,” Keegan said before executing a sharp about-face and returning to his station in the damage control pit. 

	The Deputy Commissar returned her stare, something resembling humor dancing in his porcine eyes. “Is your law of the void not more of a… tradition than actual regulation?”

	“Mr. Mortensen, while it may be more tradition than codified law, it is long-standing and not one I am interested in ignoring for the convenience of your masters.”

	“I remind you, Captain, that you have orders to search out the Lotus with all due haste and at all hazard.” 

	“The key words in those orders, Mr. Mortensen, are due haste. I consider it undue to ignore a vessel in distress. There are somethings, out here in the black, that are more important than Deputy Commissars and their orders.” 

	The data from the sensor feed grew increasingly complex and scrambled as they closed distance with the vessel. 

	“Mellen, what in the nine hells is going on here?”

	“Hard to say.” Mellen continued to work as he spoke. “It’s like the whole damned hull is radiating that signal. Almost as if someone found a way to turn an entire Camel class cargo hauler into a WPLCS transmitter array.”

	“Life signs?”

	“Hard to tell. I have intermittent readings of heat and movement that might be crew. They’re damned strange and, as I said, intermittent.”

	“Strange how?”

	“Temperature, for one. Humans radiate heat at a steady thirty-six-and-a-half to thirty-seven-and-a-half degrees. These readings, when I get them at all, are running from near zero to around eighty.”

	“Equipment malfunction?” Lieutenant Anderson asked as he stepped down into the lookout pit. Ostensibly, it was to take a look at the feed. More likely, it was to distance himself from her and her argument with the Commissar, a sensible move in either regard. Captain Cauffman repressed a smile. 

	“No, sir,” Mellen said. “I ran a calibration test after the first set of returns. The equipment is working just fine. I think it might be that wave-particle signal. It’s been a working theory for some time that a strong enough signal might spoof SRDAR. Both use mesons as the base particle for their functions. Just like an old-school radio. Pump out enough noise on enough frequencies, and no one can talk… or see, in this case. At least not very well. Of course, that means using an awful lot of power.”

	“There you have it,” Captain Cauffman said as she turned back to the Deputy Commissar. “Possible survivors on a vessel in distress.” She stood and faced her bridge crew. “CT2, I want a channel to whoever the hell is still moving about over there. BMOW call away SAR action stations, department heads and Legion CO report to my day cabin. We have a rescue to plan.” 

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Corporal John Harden

	4th Platoon, Pike Company, 1215th Legion

	DFS Nathanial B. Hughes, Legion Country

	30 June 4776 DFC 

	 

	H


	e studied his opponent as she circled him. Was she just a hair slower moving left? Every time she circled to his weak side, her left foot dragged a little. John ducked and weaved to avoid another of Corporal Lang’s blistering combinations. Not fast enough. A punch skipped off the top of his head while another clipped him on the left ear, stinging like a bastard. 

	“I told you to keep that left up, Harden.” Lance Sergeant Gonzalez called from the side of the mat. 

	They’d spent every morning of this deployment at PT, followed by combat training. These days it was a way of life. Especially since the arrival of the new platoon commander, Captain Eli Derror. He arrived three days before Hughes got underway, and it damned sure felt like the old man had something to prove.

	Today was hand-to-hand training, and it was fire team versus fire team. With his recent promotion to corporal, he’d taken over as the team leader for Charlie Fire Team, Second Squad. That meant Corporal John Harden fought first. Leading from the front was the Legion way and now it applied to him. He didn’t mind, not really. Waiting his turn in the circle gave him too much time to get into his head and in his own way.

	When the Old Man arrived, he made the unspoken mantra an official policy. Leaders were to be first in and last out. He reinforced this particular philosophy with the standing order that team leaders went first in any and all training evolutions. Which meant, joy of joys, his opponent was Corporal Karissa Lang from 2nd’s Alpha Team.

	He waited for her to circle, for that left leg to drag the mat. When it did, he shot in, looking to use his advantage in both size and strength. It was a mistake. The dragging left leg was a sham, a trap to lure him into just such a move. One instant, the leg was there; the next, it was gone. It vanished like the wind, replaced with a flurry of kicks and punches to his head, neck, and back. That left him face down and groaning. 

	Before he could roll away, she was on him, twisting him into some kind of damnable submission hold, cranking his arm until the pain forced him to slap the mat. Gasping in pain, he tried to wiggle free, to the taunts of the rest of his squad.

	“Why’d you go and let her do you like that, Johnny Boy?” Lance Corporal Troller called out. 

	“Yeah, Johnny Boy,” Lang purred in his ear. “Why did you let me do you like this.” She gave his arm another crank. 

	God, how he hated her. Lang was undeniably competent, good even. She was a recognized expert in hand-to-hand and marksmanship in Second Squad. The only person in the squad who could beat her in a fight was Troller, and even he was hesitant to toe the line with her. That was saying something since he outmassed her by at least fifty kilos. 

	“Alright,” Lance Sergeant Gonzalez said. “Let him up. Point to Alpha Team. Harden, choose your team’s next fighter.”

	“Next victim, you mean.” Corporal Lang gave his arm one more tweak before rolling to her feet and swatting him on the ass. 

	John climbed to his feet, stretching and rotating his arm; nothing felt torn or broken. He looked over at Lance Corporal Troller. Troller looked back at him and grinned. To hell with it.

	Payback’s a bitch. 

	“Gremlin, you’re up,” he said, grinning back at Troller.

	Lance Corporal Edward Troller was also known as Gremlin and was his problem child. He had been Two-Charlie’s fire team leader and a Corporal as recently as last week. Turned out that the new CO took a dim view of Legion personnel participating in unsanctioned fighting rings. 

	Aboard a vessel as large as Hughes they were an inevitability. Squiddy wanted to prove he was tougher than Legion. So, an unofficial and largely unsanctioned fighting league developed among the enlisted of both services. Lower enlisted and most junior officers saw it as a bit of harmless fun, a way to blow off steam. The senior officers, on the other hand, well they were a different breed.

	As it also turned out, Captain Derror took a dim view of Corporals kicking the hell out of sergeants, even if Sergeant Peterson provoked the altercation. The squad-bay brawl sent 4th Platoon’s communications sergeant to the doc and Corporal Troller to the brig, followed by the Legion’s mandated punishment for insubordination, flogging. Gremlin took his stripes and demotion back to Lance Corporal with a degree of fatalism and, if John were being honest, relief. Some guys just didn’t handle responsibility well. 

	“Ohh yeah,” Gremlin said, pulling off his shirt. 

	The man was a mountain of hard-sculpted meat; hell, his head nearly vanished into the corded mass that made up his shoulders and upper back. Maybe I should start working out with him.

	“That’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Legionnaire Specialist Alexa Hendrix called out. “Take it all off!” 

	Specialist Hendrix, known to her teammates as Limey, gave Troller an up-and-down look that was pure avarice. Winking at him, she licked her lips sensuously before she burst out laughing. Not to be out done, Gremlin gave her a hip thrust before he resumed his set of stretches. 

	“Picked the wrong day to have no credit chits,” Limey said before she started hooting and hollering. 

	John shook his head, if they didn’t hit a port soon and get his communications specialist laid, they were going to have real problems. From the way Gremlin returned her look with a grin and a wink, they might already have problems. 

	Legion policy on physical relationships was crystal clear. There was room for leniency, but not much. Any physical relationship that was in the same chain of command was considered prejudicial to good order and discipline. As such, those encounters were not tolerated. Hell, the scars from Gremlin’s recent NJP were still pink and livid across his back. The popping sizzle of the electro-graphene whip and the sick-sweet stench of electrically burnt skin were still fresh in John’s head. So was the smell of stale sweat and fresh blood. Floggings were always a public spectacle, and he hated them.

	“Toe the line,” Lance Sergeant Gonzalez called, bringing John back to the present.

	Gremlin and Corporal Lang stepped up to a broad white line on their section of the fighting mat. The fighting gymnasium was suddenly rather quiet. John glanced away from the two combatants. Most of the squad gathered around to watch these two face off. 

	Whenever the conversation turned to skill, experience, and who you wanted at your back, Corporal Lang and Gremlin were almost always the two everyone brought up. Lang wore corporal’s pips and bossed a fire team back in ‘69 when Harden arrived from the 1215th Legion Depot Battalion. At the same time, Gremlin, then a legionnaire specialist, served as Two-Delta’s grenadier. The next seven years and fifteen combat operations saw Gremlin move up and down the paygrades like a mountaineer searching for a way over some insurmountable peak. Lang, ever stalwart, stayed in place. 

	Promotion up through the Legion ranks, past corporal, was slow and painstaking. If the rumor mill was right, then all Lang needed to make Lance Sergeant was an assistant squad leader vacancy in the Legion. Eventually, combat, bad luck, or retirement would open a slot for her. Until then, she remained fire team leader for Two-Alpha, her presence as persistent as death and the tax man. 

	“Fight!” Lance Sergeant Gonzalez commanded.

	Lang, out massed as she was, danced away from Troller’s grasp. John didn’t blame her; he’d been on the business end of one of Gremlin’s submission holds more than once. Gremlin followed her, chin tucked, hands up. Lang circled to Gremlin’s left, bobbing and weaving. She darted in and unleashed a flurry of punches and kicks against the behemoth before slipping away, bobbing and weaving. As the two combatants circled, John saw red staining Gremlin’s chin. 

	Smart, he thought; she’s matching her speed against his mass.

	“Watch that left foot, Gremlin,” John shouted. “It’s a sham.”

	“Corporal Harden,” said a deep, gravelly voice behind him.

	“Yes, Gunny?” John turned toward the unmistakable rasp of Gunnery Sergeant Pikopovich, Second Squad’s leader. The man’s face, scarred by battle and worn by care, looked like the survey of a particularly craggy asteroid. 

	“Call came down from ship’s security office. Warrant Officer Todd would like a word.”

	“Roger that, Gunny,” Harden said, scooping up his blouse and donning it. 

	“Anything I need to know?” Gunnery Sergeant Pikopovich asked, arching one eyebrow. It was the one with the finger-thick scar running through it. 

	According to platoon legend, that scar resulted from a wound that peeled half the skin from that side of the sergeant’s head. The same legend maintained that he simply slapped the meat back in place, hit it with a dab of LifeFoam, and continued fighting. The sergeant was forever silent on the subject.

	“No, Sarge,” John shook his head. 

	“You know, if I didn’t like you, I’d rip your tongue out for calling me ‘Sarge.’ You’re starting to push your luck. It’s Gunnery Sergeant, or Gunny if I like you. Now, do you remember that I asked you the same question about Lance Corporal Troller’s involvement in an unsanctioned fighting ring? Do you remember what you told me then?”

	“I told you no, Sarge.” 

	John’s cheek twitched with a repressed grin. He’d probably pay for that little act of rebellion when the next duty roster was posted, but it was worth it. Oh, so worth it.

	“That’s right. You looked me in the eye. Straight in my eye, righteous as can be, and you said ‘No, Gunny, nothing you need to know.’ Turns out there was quite a bit I should have known.”

	“In fairness,” John finished closing up his blouse, “you didn’t need to know what Gremlin was up to. If you did, you’d have had to do something about it. Better off you didn’t know, Sergeant.”

	“Corporal Harden,” the grizzled veteran said, leaning in close. John could smell his breakfast, down to the seasoning on the military-grade bacon they’d been served. “I don’t like surprises. If this is going to be some kind of surprise, and you haven’t the goat fucking sense to come clean with me, I will personally lay on every stripe the Old Man awards. Savvy?”

	“Yes, Gunnery Sergeant Pikopovich.” 

	John popped to rigid attention, staring at a point just to the right of and behind the sergeant’s head. His normally expressive face carefully devoid of emotion and as robotic as he could make it.

	“And… do you have anything you want to add?”

	“No, Gunnery Sergeant Pikopovich,” John said. Behind him, a chorus of cheers and groans echoed through the gym. From the sounds of it, Lang was getting the better of Gremlin. “Nothing to report.”

	“Very well. Carry your ass up to the ship’s Security Office. Report back to me when Warrant Officer Todd is done with you.”

	“Aye, aye,” John said, executed a parade field about-face, and then double-timed it toward the gymnasium hatch. 

	 

	[image: Atom outline]

	 

	John took a moment to straighten his uniform, making sure it would pass parade ground muster. He even checked that his corporal stripes were precisely placed, though it was too late to change any of those sewn-on insignia. Satisfied with his appearance, he palmed the annunciator next to the hatch with DFS Nathanial B. Hughes Security Officer emblazoned on it. The hatch promptly opened, catching him off guard. 

	A voice like scrapped steel being dumped in a compacter echoed into the passageway. “Enter and report.”

	He stepped through the hatch and stood to ridged attention, “Corporal Harden, reporting as ordered, sir.”

	“At ease, Corporal.” 

	Warrant Officer Todd sat behind a modest desk painted in Legion colors, blood red and void black. Corporal Harden relaxed into the Legion-approved stance of ease, feet shoulder-width apart, hands clasped behind and at the small of his back.

	The office was nearly as austere in its decor and furnishings as it was diminutive in size. There was one desk and three chairs, one of which was presently occupied by the Warrant Officer. A holographic display hung in the air between the Warrant and John. The walls were unadorned, except for the required emergency exit plan and firefighting equipment that hung in every compartment, on every ship in the navy. In one corner hung a suit of Legion Battle Armor. If the slope and shape of the helmet were any indication, it was an older model, the LCA-79. Alongside the armor hung a plasma pistol and a T-43 railgun carbine.

	Warrant Officer Todd stood, stepped around the desk, and limped toward Harden. He was what they called a fireplug of a man. Short, probably barely tall enough to meet service height requirements. But he was as broad in the shoulders as he was tall, lending the warrant officer a rather blocky appearance. It might have even been comical, except that the man’s muscles seemed to have muscles. He was straining the sleeves and shoulders of his naval uniform. If not for the mandatory drug testing, John would suspect the use of steroids. 

	Studying the man, he tried to size him up without being obvious. The top of the Warrant Officer’s head was more pink regenskin than original flesh. His shiny, stretched skin was devoid of hair, not even the stubble of a fresh cut. Add to that the gleaming synthmetal that comprised Warrant Officer Todd’s left arm, elbow to fingertips, and the effect was thoroughly intimidating. 

	A long moment passed while Warrant Officer Todd circled him. John’s mind raced, searching for answers. He’d only been promoted to Corporal a week ago and assigned to lead Two-Charlie. Was it one of his people? If so, odds were good it was Gremlin again. Damned if he wanted to be called onto the carpet for some unknown and or unforeseen trouble. 

	He’d heard the rumors that surrounded Hughes’ Security Officer. They varied wildly in both variety and veracity, as rumors aboard ship often did. The most likely, and therefore least popular theory was that Warrant Officer Todd was Legion Special Warfare, too wounded to continue and too connected to medically retire. That rumor was plausible, given the man’s appearance and prosthetic. 

	The least likely shipboard scuttlebutt, and subsequently most popular theory, was that Warrant Officer Todd was a disgraced Legion general, drummed out of the Legions and transferred to the navy as a punishment. Interestingly enough, more than one sailor called him the Butcher of Breyven, though not before having a quick look about to ensure that Todd was nowhere within earshot. 

	“Look at me,” Warrant Officer Todd’s voice was hard and low. Obeying, John looked down at the man. They stared at each other for a long minute before Todd spoke again. “You look just like him, you know?”

	Unsure how to answer the question, John remained silent, hoping it was rhetorical. The silence dragged. Unable to take it anymore, John blurted out the obvious question. “Like who, sir?”

	“Like your old man,” Todd said, his voice soft with emotion. “I knew him, served with him. He was a good man, a good legionnaire.”

	He stared at Warrant Officer Todd, nonplussed. His old man was a dead beat and a loser. Dead of a Nyxurrim dust overdose the week before John was born. It’d just been him, his mom, and an endless parade of shitbag losers until one hit her too hard. That had ended his family life; she’d died in a New Dublintown tenement building, waiting on the paramedics to arrive. He’d lived on the streets until he was old enough to lie his way past the age requirements and join the Legions. 

	“Why do you think you’re here, Corporal?” Warrant Officer Todd’s question broke the silence.

	“I don’t know, sir,” 

	“I bet you’re wondering if I’m going to bust your balls about something?” Todd asked, a wry grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

	“Yes, sir. I’m wondering that very thing.” 

	 “I’m not, but I can chew your ass if it makes you more comfortable. Now sit.”

	Mildly confused, John obeyed the order and sat in one of the two chairs in front of the desk. He perched on the edge of the chair in a modified position of attention. Patting him gently on the shoulder, the older man limped back to his seat. 

	“Sit easy, son,” Todd said, dragging the chair out and sitting. “I’m not here to bust your balls. I’m here because I owe your old man. I spotted your name on the promotion list. Figured the least I could do was check in, make sure you don’t turn out to be one of the shitty corporals I see running around acting like they’re God’s gift to the Legion.”

	“Yes, sir.” Corporal Harden continued to sit on the edge of the chair despite the order. Ready to return to attention at any moment and with minimal notice.

	“When—”

	The high-trilling call of all hands sounded. “Heron Space Transit in five minutes. All hands make ready for transit at this time. Secure all gear adrift and stand by.”

	 “Fucking hate that thing.” The older man leaned back in his chair, staring at John. “I used to be a legionnaire. Did you know that?”

	“Yes, sir.” John nodded. “Everyone knows that.”

	“They do, do they?” Todd asked. “Does the rumor mill know why I’m not Legion anymore?”

	“They say it was your injuries.” John tried to avoid glancing from the pink patch of regenskin to the synthsteel arm, and failed. When he looked back up to the warrant officer’s face, he knew he’d been caught. “That you’re only about half human now.” 

	“Half?” Warrant Officer Todd roared with laughter, slapping the desk with his normal hand. “I must be losing my touch. Time was, the crew aboard Hughes only rated me around ten percent human.” He held up the synthsteel hand and stared at it. “This is a second-generation prosthesis; best money can buy. Not good enough to interface with the LCA. They gave me a choice, but it wasn’t a good one. I could settle into well-earned retirement on a ball of rock and mud somewhere out on the border of the Federation.” He waggled the fingers on the prosthetic hand. “Clearly, I wasn’t a fan of that option. The other option was promotion and lateral transfer to the Navy, but it would still allow me to work with legionnaires.”

	A heavy silence filled the room, and John wondered if the warrant was waiting for him to say something.

	“I’ll get to the point,” Todd said, lowering his metal hand. “You’re a corporal now. I’ll tell you the same thing they told me when I made corporal. You’re a leader of legionnaires now. That is a heavy responsibility. Whether they admit it or not, the Legion lives and dies by its corporals. Your dad was one of the best squad leaders I ever met. The Omegas lost a good man when—” 

	“My dad wasn’t a legionnaire,” John shook his head, feeling the old familiar anger bubble up. “He was a drug addict and died in rehab.”

	“Who the fuck told you that?”

	“My mom.”

	“She lied,” Todd said. “I don’t know why; maybe she didn’t want you to follow in his footsteps, so she changed the narrative.”

	“Are you calling my mom a liar?” Harden’s voice was flat and hard. “I don’t give two shits what your rank is or who you used to be. If you keep talking bad about my mom, we’re gonna have problems.”

	“That a fact?” Warrant Officer Todd leaned back in his chair, the corners of his mouth twitching. “Careful your jaybird mouth don’t overload your mockingbird ass, son. Look, I ain’t talking bad about your momma. I’m telling you she didn’t tell you the truth about your old man.”

	“Yes, sir.” John breathed deep, getting a grip on the old anger and stuffing it down deep in the box where he’d kept it ever since she died. “Was there anything else, sir?”

	“Just a little friendly advice from an old soldier.” Warrant Officer Todd sat forward, resting both arms on the desk, staring at John intently. “You’re a noncommissioned officer now. It’s time to start thinking like one. The troops are not your friends—they are your tools. Kind of like a hammer. Have you ever actually used a hammer, Corporal?” 

	“Once or twice, sir.” 

	“You ever feel bad for the hammer?” 

	“No.” 

	“You understand what I mean when I say that your troops are your tools? They’re your hammer. You use them to smash Dagda’s enemies. Just like your squad leader, platoon sergeant, platoon commander, and everybody else uses you.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“Good,” Warrant Officer Todd said, “I hope you’re picking up what I’m putting down. So, then, understand this, tools are no good if you don’t take care of them. Don’t misuse them, and damned sure don’t leave them to rust and decay.”

	The triple beep of the Heron Space Transit alarm sounded. Both men paused while the world turned itself wrong side out and back again. John repressed a small shiver, feeling the gooseflesh run up and down his back. Other than that, he suffered very little effects from the transit. He was one of the lucky ones. 

	John knew some people were miserably sick after a transit. Not him, Herron Space Transit hardly affected him at all. Not that transit sickness was much of a problem for legionnaires; the ones that suffered the more extreme physical effects usually just went to doc for some meds and called it a day. For sailors, on the other hand, it was a career killer. He watched Warrant Officer Todd. If the transit affected the scarred man sitting across from him, John couldn’t tell. 

	“Like I was saying, your father was a good man. For his sake and for the sakes of the legionnaires under you, don’t get stupid.”

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	 

	Master Gunnery Sergeant Laurence Fillipos

	4th Platoon, Pike Company, 1215th Legion

	DFS Nathanial B. Hughes, Legion Country 

	30 June 4776 DFC 

	 

	“H


	ow is Second Squad coming along?” Captain Derror leaned on the end of the conference table as he spoke.

	Master Gunnery Sergeant Laurence Fillipos sighed, leaned back in his chair, and sipped his coffee. It was his preferred stalling tactic. He used the time it bought to collect his thoughts on Second Squad. The coffee was good. Not great, but good. Better than the swill they served down in the enlisted mess decks. 

	Lately, most of the platoon’s discipline problems came from Second Squad. All of them, actually, if you didn’t take into account Corporal Kadiev’s antics over in Third Squad. The thing about Kadiev was that you knew he was up to something, but the man was a virtuoso at not getting caught. Combine that with an ability to find and acquire damned near anything his fire team, squad, or platoon might need or want, and well, it was best to keep an eye on Kadiev and leave the man alone so long as he didn’t draw the ire of the Old Man or the upper chain of command aboard Hughes.

	“Pike and Gonzo are doing a fair job of kicking them back into fighting trim. Troller’s taken to being Two-Charlie’s grenadier like a fish to water—”

	“Shit, I hope so,” the captain said, snorting. “The man’s been broken back to Lance Corporal, what, four times now?”

	“Five, sir,” Second Lieutenant Beilfus said. “He’s been in Pike Company longer than any other legionnaire, including Corporal Lang. The man should have put on sergeant’s stripes by now.”

	“Troller was okay as Two-Charlie’s leader. He got the job done, but he didn’t exactly shine if you take my meaning, sir.” Fillipos scrolled through his notes for this morning’s meeting. “As the grenadier for Two-Charlie, he’s a damned wizard.”

	“So what?” Captain Derror asked. “Deny the man promotion?”

	“He has enough NJPs accrued to keep him at lance corporal for at least another decade, sir.” Fillipos sat his tablet down and grinned at Fourth Platoon’s CO. 

	“At that rate, he’ll complete his hitch as a lance corporal, Master Guns,” Captain Derror said, shaking his head. 

	“And the Legion will keep a damn fine grenadier right where we need him, kicking the hell out of the enemy,” Fillipos said. “Here is where I give you some sage NCO wisdom. Life and lemons and all that.”

	“When life gives you lemons, you make a screwdriver?” asked Captain Derror, grinning as he laughed at his platoon sergeant.

	“That’s orange juice and vodka, sir. The screwdriver, I mean. Limoncello is as close as I can think of for a lemon-based alcohol. Too girly for me.” Fillipos gave a mock shudder. 

	“Speaking of kicking the hell out of things,” Lieutenant Beilfus said, her voice flat. As platoon XO she was the one tasked with keeping these meetings on track. “How is Sergeant Peterson?”

	“Well enough, LT,” Fillipos said. “His Zolg worm took care of the worst of his injuries within a day or so of the altercation. His pride is still recovering, and I question the sense of any man dumb enough to goad Troller into a fight.”

	“So, it’s the sergeant’s fault Troller beat him half to death?” Lieutenant Beilfus arched one eyebrow at Fillipos.

	“Tell me Lieutenant, when a legionnaire eats his own gun, do we blame the pistol?”

	“Pistol’s don’t have the ability to reason or follow basic orders, Master Gunnery Sergeant.” Lieutenant Beilfus shook her head. “Eating your gun is suicide.”

	“So is picking a fight with Gremlin, LT.”

	“Moving on,” Captain Derror said. “I’ve noticed a significant amount of tension between Corporals Lang and Harden.”

	“To be expected, sir.” Fillipos sat his coffee mug down and leaned forward.

	“Oh?” Captain Derror raised an eyebrow. His normally impassive face full of unspoken questions.

	“Yes, sir. Harden’s a newly minted corporal and a new fire team leader.” Fillipos paused and looked from the Captain to the Lieutenant. Both wore that studiously blank look officers gave when they didn’t really understand something but didn’t want to let you know they didn’t understand. 

	“Look, Lang is the best fire team leader in the squad and, for my money, in the outfit. Hell, if she hadn’t pulled Troller off of Sergeant Peterson, we’d be promoting her to fill the vacancy.”

	“What does that have to do with her and Harden?” Lieutenant Beilfus asked. 

	“Simple, she knows she’s good. While Harden’s got a gift for small unit tactics and is a born leader, the man has some trouble with people in authority busting his balls. It’s Lang’s job to bust his balls. Hence the brewing conflict.”

	“Is it wise to let that fester?” Captain Derror asked.

	“Well, Sir,” Fillipos returned the Old Man’s gaze. “If Harden can’t handle Lang’s particular brand of bullshit, then he has no business being a fire team leader. Better we find that out before we get stuck in somewhere, no?”

	“Master Gunnery Sergeant—” Lieutenant Beilfus sat her tablet on the polished steel of the conference table.

	“No need to be so formal. Master Guns works, ma’am,” Fillipos interrupted her. 

	“Understood, Master Guns. I’m not entirely—”

	The high trilling whistle for All Hands cut her off, followed by another series of piping whistles that Fillipos didn’t recognize. If he were honest, he didn’t know what most of those damned whistles meant. 

	“NOW ALL Aboard Hughes, make ready for Search and Rescue operations. I say again, make ready for Search and Rescue operations. This is not a drill. Department heads and Legion Command report to the Captain’s day cabin at this time.”
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	Aerospace Structural Mechanic Second Class William Odecker

	Space Assault Squadron Six-One-Six Void Runners (VA-166) 

	DFS Nathanial B. Hughes, Launch Bay Two

	30 June 4776 DFC 

	 

	“Void Runner Mobile, Maintenance.”

	“Go ahead, Maintenance,” Aerospace Structural Mechanic Second Class (AM2) Odecker said into his radio handset. 

	“What’s the status on Triple Nickel?”

	“Wait one, Maintenance.” Odecker glanced over at the kid, Gravitics Technician Able Bodied Seaman GTAN Zeller. He was diligently opening access panels on the Resheniva Sword RA-7C Scorpion assault shuttle, consulting his inspection card, and inspecting the specified equipment before closing the panel and moving on to the next item on the check list. It looked like Zeller was nearly done with his inspection. 

	“Hey Z-man,” Odecker called. “Where you at?”

	“Just got to check the go-no-go on the gravitic generator, and she’s good to go.”

	“Easy for you to say,” a voice echoed from inside 555. “You’re not the one servicing the gun coolers.”

	“Perks of qualification, Lozo,” Z-man yelled back. “You get qualled up, you can get your very own piss boy to rag down the bird and do your servicing.”

	“Yeah, yeah. I hear you.” AMAN Lozano emerged from the open ramp at the aft end of the bird, lugging the thirty-six-kilo coolant servicing unit. “I got my qualification board next week. Hey, that makes me the senior trainee. Why the hell am I out here doing your shit work?”

	“Simple,” Odecker said. “You do it better than everyone else. Besides, being senior trainee is kind of like being head janitor at a Nova Cerullis peep show.”

	“What in the hell does that mean?” Lozo set the heavy servicing unit on the deck and stretched. The CSU was nearly a third of the slight technician’s height and probably more than half his mass if Odecker was any judge. 

	“It means senior trainee is a dubious distinction at best.” Z-man closed the exterior access to the gravitic generator and wiped his hands on a rag. “We’re all good here AM2.”

	Odecker keyed his radio mic, “Void Runner Maintenance this is Void Runner Mobile.”

	“Tell me that bird is ready?” Chief Thompson asked.

	“Able-Bodied Spacer Zeller says she’s good to go.”

	“Fine, get the inspection signed off, then you three get over to Five Four Zero and start pulling the port beak actuator. MO wants it in Five One, so we have another bird fully mission capable.”

	“Roger, Maintenance.” Odecker shook his head and turned back to his crew. “Lucky us. Z-man, get that Turnaround signed for and then you and Lozo meet me over on four-oh. Looks like we’re robbing a beak actuator.”

	“Son of a bitch.” Shaking his head, Lozo picked up the CSU and started across the launch bay toward their shop.

	“What’s eating him?” Odecker asked.

	“You know what a bitch those things are.” Z-man stuffed the rag back in the tool pouch slung over one shoulder, and retrieved the maintenance tablet. “He’s the smallest, so he gets to worm up behind the gun turret and remove the top bolt.”

	“I know.” Odecker shrugged. “So?”

	“He just put that one in yesterday.” Z-man looked up from the tablet and grinned. “Took him damned near the whole shift.”

	“No one told him about the ball-turret release?”

	“Turnaround’s signed off.” Z-man tucked the tablet back into the tool pouch. “I’ll tell him today.”

	“You have a decidedly sadistic sense of humor, Z.” Odecker shook his head and started walking toward the hatch between the launch bay and Hangar Bay One.

	The high-pitched whistle call for All Hands echoed through the launch bay. “NOW ALL Aboard Hughes, make ready for Search and Rescue operations. I say again, make ready for Search and Rescue operations. This is not a drill. Department heads and Legion Command report to the Captain’s day cabin at this time.”

	“You might want to tell Lozo about moving that ball turret a bit sooner,” Odecker said. “I got a feeling they’re calling away flight quarters here soon.”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Captain Iris Cauffman, DFN

	Commanding Officer, DFS Nathanial B. Hughes

	DFS Nathanial B. Hughes BC 515, Captain’s Day Cabin

	30 June 4776 DFC 

	 

	 

	“T


	he objective of our VBSS mission is DFMS Lumo,” Captain Iris Cauffman hit the enter key on her control board as she spoke. A three-dimensional image of the massive cargo vessel flickered into translucent view a foot above the glossy black surface of the conference table. It was a real-time reproduction of the current sensor data on the vessel, complete with rolling tumble. Visit, Board, Search, and Seizure operations were always risky propositions. The majority of the casualties sustained during a cruise by Hughes came from VBSS ops. 

	“Breach or hangar bay?” asked the commanding officer of the embarked Legion platoon.

	“I’m leaning toward a hangar bay insertion, Major Derror,” she said, repressing a smile. On cue, the Legion captain frowned at the honorific promotion to major. 

	Long-standing tradition held that there was only one Captain aboard a Dagdan vessel. Therefore, when the captain of the ship and a captain of the Legion were in the same room, the Legion captain instantly became a major. Silly? Perhaps. However, it did eliminate any ambiguity on the issue. 

	“We’re going to take the ship from a single point of entry. Riskier, tactically, but it will be smoother and easier on the troops than a full breach. Especially given that the tumble would make a HiTARBI problematic at best.”

	“I concur,” Legion Captain Derror said. 

	“Very well,” Cauffman glanced around the table. 

	Everyone else looked down at the stream of information concerning Lumo. Derror looked at her through the floating image of the stricken vessel. Behind him, his executive officer and platoon sergeant gave each other knowing looks. Cauffman knew exactly what they were thinking. High Temperature Aft Ramp Breach and Insertions, HiTARBIs, were hell on equipment and personnel. She hated using them, even if they were the most effective method of delivering boarders to another vessel.

	“We do have several other complications,” she continued. “The vessel in question is pumping out a high-powered jamming signal, flooding every possible comms channel and playing holy hell with scans. That means limited comms with Hughes for the foreseeable future.” 

	Standing, Cauffman walked to the food cart provided by the stewards. She could feel the Command Master Chief eyeing her, probably judging her choice in java; she ignored his unspoken judgement and made her coffee exactly the way she liked it, light and sweet, which gave her a moment or two to work things out in her head. Steaming cup in hand, she resumed her seat. 
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